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I'm fidgeting with the hem of my seafoam green bridesmaid dress, my reflection in the full-length mirror of the hotel room mocking my nervousness. I can't keep still. It's not just the whole bridesmaid thing—though watching my older brother get married is surreal enough. No, the real reason I'm a bundle of nerves is because of him. Daniel.

Do I have to leave my hotel room? God, even thinking his name makes my stomach flip. Daniel is my brother Kyle's best friend and best man. The guy who's starred in my fantasies ever since my 18th birthday party, when he’d shown up out of the blue, back from working abroad, and holy hell—the older, sexier Daniel, made my body go haywire. It was like being struck by lightning every time I looked at him.

Two years have passed, and here I am, a mess at the thought of seeing him again. He's a whole decade older than me and leagues beyond my reach. What would a sophisticated guy like him want with a college girl who just finished her sophomore year–one who's never even had a real boyfriend? He'd probably laugh his ass off if he knew about my pathetic crush.

I tuck a wayward strand of honey-blonde hair behind my ear, a nervous tic I've had since forever. My loose braid, courtesy of the stylist, radiates elegance, but a nagging uncertainty in my head whispers that it's too casual. What if Daniel thinks I'm just playing dress-up and still treats me like a teenager? Fuck, why do I care so much?

A knock at the door startles me out of my spiral. "Grace? You ready?" It's Ashley, another bridesmaid and one of my best friends from college.

I open the door to find Ashley beaming at me, radiant in her matching seafoam green dress. Her soft brown curls jostle as she bounces on her toes, exuding an energy I wish I could bottle and drink.

"You look amazing!" she gushes, giving me a quick hug. "Come on, we can't be late!"

As we make our way down to the lobby, I can't help but envy Ashley's easy confidence. She's always been the life of the party, and people are drawn to her. I wish I had even a fraction of her self-assurance.

Knowing I can't hide forever, I follow Ashley out of the hotel. The resort lobby is gorgeous—vibrant tropical flowers and lush greenery everywhere, the Hawaiian breeze carrying the scent of plumeria and the ocean. It's the prettiest place I've ever stayed, which isn't saying much given my limited travels. Sometimes I feel so... inexperienced.

We take the path down to the beach, and as my feet hit the sand, my breath catches. The ocean stretches out before me, a canvas of turquoise and gold in the afternoon sun. An arching wood trellis stands at the water's edge, festooned with the same pink, purple, and white flowers as my bouquet. It's picture-perfect, like something out of a movie.

And then I see him.

Oh. My. God.

Daniel is standing by the arch, and he's even more gorgeous than I remembered. His light beige linen suit hugs his body in all the right places, showing off those broad shoulders and the muscular build I've dreamed about. The breeze is toying with his dark hair, creating an effortlessly tousled style that makes my heart stutter. When he turns and sees me, flashing that dimpled smile, my mind blanks.

"Grace!" His deep voice carries across the sand, making me quiver with excitement.

I try to walk towards him with some semblance of grace (ha!), but of course, I stumble. Smooth, Grace. Real smooth. My cheeks burn with embarrassment.

In an instant, Daniel's by my side, his strong hand steadying my elbow. "Whoa there, careful," he chuckles, and the sound vibrates through me. "You okay?"

I’m suddenly drowning in his hazel eyes. My skin tingles where he's touching me, and I'm acutely aware of how little distance separates us. The scent of his cologne—something woodsy and masculine—makes my head spin. "I, um, yeah. I'm fine. Thanks."

His grin makes my knees go weak. "It's good to see you, Grace. It's been too long."

I nod, but my brain is mush and I can’t think of anything to say. God, why can't I just act normal around him? I'm usually not this tongue-tied, but something about Daniel just short-circuits my brain.

"You’re beautiful," he says, giving me a sweeping glance. "That color suits you."

I feel my face flame even hotter. "Thanks," I manage to squeak out. "You look really handsome–I mean, your suit is nice." Ugh, why don't I just drool on him while I'm at it?

Daniel laughs. "I clean up okay, don't I?" He winks, and I think I might spontaneously combust right here on the beach. This crush is so damn inconvenient. Why does it have to be my brother's best friend?

Just then, Kyle appears, clapping Daniel on the shoulder. "There you are, man! We're about to get started."

Daniel turns to Kyle, and I use the moment to try to collect myself. I watch as they talk, mesmerized by how at ease Daniel seems, how confident. He carries himself with such authority. It's intoxicating.

"All right, places everyone!" the wedding coordinator calls out, snapping me back to reality.

As we line up for the processional, I can't stop peeking over at Daniel. He catches me looking once and gives me another wink that sets my pulse racing all over again. Oh god, how am I going to get through this ceremony without mortifying myself?

The soft strains of a ukulele fill the air, and it's time. I plaster on a smile and walk down the aisle. The ocean breeze plays with the skirt of my dress, carrying the salty scent of the sea. It's perfect, really. Exactly the kind of wedding Kyle and Victoria deserve.

I take my place by the arch and watch as Victoria makes her entrance. She's absolutely radiant in her flowing white dress. I've known Victoria since we were kids, and this is the happiest I’ve ever seen her.

As she glides down the aisle, I'm transported to the story of their first encounter and Victoria's breathless description of meeting Kyle on this very beach. Her wide-brimmed hat, playfully snatched by the breeze, became the catalyst for their love story. She was chasing it down the shore and Kyle caught it. When he returned it to her, Victoria swears time stood still. And that was it.

They're so deeply in love, and my chest tightens with a bittersweet ache. I want what they have. It's all so romantic.

I should be fully focused on this moment. But I can't help it. My attention keeps drifting to Daniel.

He's standing next to Kyle, every inch the supportive best man. The sun highlights his strong jawline, the subtle flex of his muscles...it's like he stepped out of a magazine. I watch, captivated, as he runs a hand through his hair, mussing it up even more in the breeze.

Suddenly, his eyes meet mine. I quickly look away, but not before I catch the hint of a smile on his lips. Oh god, he caught me staring again. Kill me now.

Before I know it, the ceremony is over. Kyle and Victoria share a kiss as everyone cheers, and then we're all heading back to the resort where the reception is set up. All through the dinner and speeches, I can't stop thinking about Daniel. Whenever I glance in his direction, it seems like he's already watching me. It sends a little jolt through me each time.

I've never been interested in guys my own age at college. They all seem so... immature. But Daniel? He's a man. 

A man... with 10 years more experience, and certainly more experience than I’ve ever had. Maybe if I had been interested in those college boys, I wouldn’t still be a virgin. The thought makes me squirm in my seat.

As the sun sets, the music picks up. Couples start to drift to the dance floor, and I find myself hanging back. I watch as Daniel moves easily through the crowd, chatting with everyone. He's outgoing and the life of the party. Everything I'm not. But god, do I wish I could be out there with him.

I catch sight of Kyle and Victoria on the dance floor, lost in their own world. The way Kyle stares adoringly at Victoria, like she's the only person in the room, makes me long for that type of connection. But I would have to start dating if I wanted to find someone to connect with...

Ashley is also tearing up the dance floor. She's laughing, her curls bouncing as she twirls between dance partners. I can't help but smile at her infectious joy. Ashley's never had trouble putting herself out there. Why can’t that be me?

Without warning, Daniel's focus shifts to me again. This time, instead of quickly glancing away, he holds my gaze. My breath catches as I see him excuse himself from his conversation and walk towards me.

Oh god. Oh god. What do I do?

"Hey," he says as he reaches me. "Would you like to dance?"

My heart is pounding so hard I'm sure he must be able to hear it. I open my mouth, but no words come out. Come on, Grace! Say something!

"I, um..." I stammer, feeling my face turn pink. "I'm not very good at dancing."

His smile softens. "That's okay. I'll lead." He holds out his hand to me. "What do you say?"

I look at his outstretched hand, then up to his face. He’s watching me with an intensity that makes my insides feel gooey.

Before I can overthink it, I put my hand in his and whisper, "Okay."

His strong fingers encircle mine, and he leads me out onto the dance floor. The band is playing something slow and romantic. I think I might faint. The scent of his cologne envelops me, and I can feel the heat of his body through our clothes.

One of his hands settles on my waist, the other still holding mine. I hesitantly place my free hand on his shoulder, hyper-aware of his muscles under my palm. I'm pretty sure my palm is sweaty. God, I hope he
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