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        “Never again, tequila. Never. Again. You're dead to me.”

        -Riley Tennyson
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      “Are you fucking serious? You’re still going?”

      I lift my eyes in the mirror and lower the tube of lipstick in my hand.

      Richard is standing in the doorway of our bedroom, leaning against the frame with half hooded eyes and flushed cheeks, looking pissed and a beer or two away from being full blown drunk. He takes a swig from the bottle in his hand, squints, and points it at me.

      “This is fucked up, Ri,” he slurs. “Seriously. Way to back me.”

      I sigh as an ache pinches in the center of my chest. “He’s my brother,” I remind him. “Honestly, what do you expect me to do?” I stand from my vanity stool and walk over to the duffle bag opened on the bed, further explaining, “I can’t miss Reed’s wedding. And Beth is like, my closest friend. I’m in the wedding party. I have to go.”

      I slip the tube of lipstick into my makeup bag, zip it closed and pack it inside the duffle. I grip the sides and look up at Richard when I’m finished.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell him, hoping my words sink in this time. “I’m kind of stuck. You know I want you there with me. I don’t want to go to this without you, it’s just⁠—”

      “It’s just your brother is a fucking dickhead and you’re backing him instead of sticking up for me,” he snaps, cutting me off. “Probably think he was right in firing me too.”

      My shoulders drop.

      “Don’t say that. You know that’s not true.”

      “Yeah? Do I know?” His brows reach his dark hairline.

      Before I have the chance to respond, Richard straightens in the doorway and shakes his head, looking disappointed in me.

      “What-the-fuck-ever,” he grates, swiping his free hand through the air in a brush-off motion. “Go. Do what you want. I don’t really want you here right now anyway.”

      I blink. “What? Why?”

      He doesn’t really mean that, does he? Why wouldn’t he want me here? What did I do? I didn’t get him fired.

      I move to offer some sort of comfort—my hand squeezing his or my arms wrapping around his back—needing to give it as much as I crave to feel it myself, but halt a foot away when Richard’s head jerks up and I see his eyes.

      Eyes that are burning now, heated with anger and bitterness and blame.

      And it’s all for me.

      “This is fucked up,” he snarls. “You’re my girl. We’re together and I don’t get invited to this shit?”

      I bite the tremble in my lip. Tears threaten to build behind my lashes.

      I can’t really argue with Richard on this one. I feel the same way. But what can I do? I can’t bring someone with me to the wedding who’s specifically not invited. That’ll just cause tension, and I don’t want anything messing up this weekend. That wouldn’t be right to Reed or Beth.

      “I’m only staying tonight,” I announce, hoping a shortened trip will help smooth things over. “I’m leaving after the wedding. Right after it’s over. I’ll probably be back before you even have time to miss me. And then I’ll be home and we can look for jobs together. I’ll help you.” I take a step closer. “Okay?”

      “No, it’s not fucking okay.” He narrows his eyes at me. “What the fuck? Are you seriously asking me that? You’re still going, Ri. You’re still taking his side over mine, so how the fuck can any of this be okay?”

      “I’m not taking his side. I’m not taking anyone’s side. I’m trying to do what’s right, and I don’t really know what that is. But I’m trying. I’m trying, Richard. Please understand. I-I…”

      I fall apart shaking my head.

      The pain in my chest seems to spread out and out and out until I can feel it everywhere. It’s wrapped around me now. I take a deep, shuddering breath as tears roll past my cheeks.

      “I have to go,” I whisper.  “I’m sorry. Please don’t hate me for this.”

      A hard smile tightens his mouth. Richard lifts his beer and takes a chug, keeping his unforgiving eyes locked with mine. When he’s finished, he wipes at his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “Trying to do what’s right,” he mocks, shaking his head. “Traitor.”

      I flinch. “I told you, I’m not choosing sides. I’m staying neutral,” I remind him, wiping carefully underneath my eyes. “God, don’t you see how difficult this is for me? I love you, but he’s my brother.”

      “Bitch, you shouldn’t be staying neutral. He fucked me over. Are you forgetting that? You should be choosing me. That’s the problem right there, Riley.”

      I pull in a breath. I hear one word out of his mouth. One.

      “What did you just call me?”

      Richard shrugs and takes another swig of his beer. “You’re acting like one. Just calling it like I see it.”

      My mouth drops open.

      Richard’s never spoken to me this way before. Never. Is it the alcohol?

      How many has he had?

      “Take it back,” I whisper.

      He stares at me. Eyes hard. “You still going?”

      “I have to go.”

      “Then no. You’re choosing him. You’re a bitch.”

      I feel my jaw clench.

      When people are angry, they say things they don’t mean. And when alcohol is involved, that only loosens the tongue further.

      But excuses aside, I break. A person can only take so much.

      “Yeah, well, you know what? You’re being a giant dick,” I hiss, emotion causing my voice to shake. “I get that you’re upset and mad at my brother, but you’re taking it out on me. And I don’t deserve it. I don’t deserve any of it. I have done nothing but be supportive of you this past week after you got fired and this is what I get for it? No.” I shake my head as more tears fall. “I change my mind. I don’t want you coming with me this weekend. I’m glad Reed forbid you to be my plus one. And as of right now, I’m taking sides.” I stick my hands on my hips and tip forward. “His.”

      “Get the fuck out of my house,” Richard growls. “Take your shit and go to that asshole’s wedding. Do whatever the fuck you wanna do. Please. See if I give a fuck.”

      “Oh, I will! And just so you know, I’m going because I want to go, not because you’re giving me permission. Trust me. There is nowhere else I would rather be this weekend.”

      “Yeah? Well I feel the same fucking way!” he roars, turning on his heel and disappearing into the hallway.

      “Great!” I yell back, spinning around and marching toward the bed. Face a mess. Eyes still watering. Sniffling like crazy.

      God… what just happened?

      I pull myself together and make to leave.

      I begin frantically packing the rest of my things for the trip—my overnight clothes, my pillow, a few outfits—and even though Richard isn’t standing in the doorway anymore, I still keep at him as if he hasn’t moved.

      “You’re taking everything out on me, like I’m the one who fired you. All week you’ve been giving me shit about it. I don’t deserve that. I deserve better than that! And you know what? I bet Reed would understand if I didn’t show up this weekend, because he’s an understanding person, but you’re not! You’re expecting me to choose between you and my family. That isn’t fair. It’s not fair. But you know what? I’ll choose. You want me to choose? I’m choosing right now.”

      I step into my beige platform wedges, grab my clutch and keys off the night table, sling my duffle over my shoulder and march out of the room, fury in each step.

      I pass Richard standing in the kitchen.

      “Tell that fucker I said I hope she stands him up,” he mumbles behind whichever number beer he’s nursing.

      Asshole.

      “Tell him yourself next time you see him at work,” I holler out. “Oh, that’s right. You won’t be seeing him, `cause you don’t have a job!”

      I reach for the doorknob with my chin tipped up. I ignore the tremble in it.

      “Fuck you!” Richard yells.

      My back snaps straight. I swivel my head around. “Fuck you!” I yell back.

      Then I slam the door shut behind me, getting myself into the driver’s seat of my car before I break down again. With tears flowing freely, I back out of the driveway and head for Sparrow’s Island.

      Single.
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      It’s strange how quickly one emotion can morph into another. And how it can happen so seamlessly, you don’t feel the change before it’s too late.

      One second you’re upset. Sobbing. Hand to your mouth and heartbroken. And in the very next second…

      You’re angry.

      I leave the house crying. I pull onto the freeway with tears streaming down my face and all of my pain, every shred of it directed at Richard, but as I drive farther and farther away from that house, something changes.

      The blame shifts.

      Reed.

      My hands grow tighter around the wheel. I become furious and filled with aggravation.

      And I have every right to feel this way.

      Yes, Reed hates Richard, he has for a while, and yes, he had reason to fire him—you can only be late so many times before any employer grows tired of it—but did he really need to go as far as to forbid me to bring him as my date?

      God, that hurt. That hurt a lot.

      Maybe not Richard—he seemed more pissed about it than anything—but it hurt me. Reed hating the man I love hurt me. It always did. I didn’t understand it, considering Reed never gave me a real reason for his strong dislike toward my boyfriend, but I ignored it. I got really good at ignoring unwanted opinions. I didn’t let it affect my relationship. Not with Richard or my brother. But this? I can’t take this.

      Reed couldn’t cut me a break this one time?

      They could’ve stayed clear of each other. I’m sure the beach is big enough. And who’s to say Richard would’ve even come with me? I don’t know if I’d want to attend my ex-boss’s wedding, but at least the invite would’ve been there. This wouldn’t seem like a deliberately hurtful move on my brother’s part. And Richard wouldn’t feel as if I was choosing sides. The invitation should’ve been left open. I mean, come on, I think it’s just common courtesy to invite your sister’s long-term boyfriend to a family event, no matter if you like him or not.

      But Reed couldn’t be courteous. He couldn’t be understanding of my feelings for one second. He couldn’t stop and think about how banning Richard would affect me, and because of that, I’m angry.

      But this is different than any other time I’ve been mad at Reed for something. Because right now, I’m angry on top of being hurt with him, a hurt I’ve been feeling for a while. This is a deep wound.

      Probably the deepest I’ve ever had.

      I arrive two hours late to the ocean front venue, and because I’m so wound up with frustration, I don’t feel any guilt for missing the rehearsal dinner and not giving anyone a heads-up about it. I don’t even feel the pain in my heart one would typically feel after a break-up.

      It’s as if I’m on auto pilot. I’m programmed to only feel that anger now.

      After getting my room key from the nice woman at the front desk and tossing my things onto my bed, I take off in search of my brother.

      I need to yell at him a little. Express my opinion. Then I’ll feel better.

      And shortly after that, I need to find some alcohol.

      Then I’ll really feel better.

      I walk around the resort in search of the Tiki Bar.

      During the drive, between the several missed calls from Reed I ignored, I received two texts from Beth. One asking if everything is okay since she knows what I’ve been dealing with at home, and one telling me they’d all be hanging out at the bar after the rehearsal and to come find them there.

      So, that’s where I go looking.

      Walking around the resort, the cool breeze off the water tickles my bare neck as I follow the sandy path and the heavy bass from the music playing in the distance. As I get closer, I spot colored lanterns strung around palm trees and torches burning.

      There are bodies everywhere on the dance floor. Packed like cattle, dancing and singing and celebrating.

      Everyone appears to be in a great mood. Probably because they all have boyfriends who were invited to tag along on their vacations. I bet their brothers all approve of their relationships too.

      Must be nice.

      I scan the crowd first, then look over toward the bar, not seeing Reed or any of his friends. After cutting through the horde, I finally spot Ben Kelly sitting at a table.

      He’s hard to miss.

      It’s the muscles. And the tattoos. And the overall look of his face.

      The man has a really nice face.

      Ben’s wife Mia is sitting beside him holding one of their kids. Next to her is Tessa, Reed’s best friend and Ben’s sister.

      I’ve known her for years. A little on the crazy side, but she’s always been nice to me.

      Luke Evans is sitting close to her, drinking his beer and smiling. He works with Ben on the police force and married Tessa last year.

      He’s also very hard to miss.

      The bad cop to Ben’s good cop. Luke Evans always looks a second away from beating the shit out of somebody.

      And it’s bizarrely hot.

      Reed and Beth are sitting together at the end of the table, and once I see Reed I start moving with purpose.

      I push my way through the crowd and march across the dance floor.

      I’m fuming by this point, mainly because I’m staring at the man who couldn’t be reasonable for one second in his life and because of his actions, I am now a day away from being homeless.

      Our eyes lock when I get a few feet away.

      “Finally,” Reed says through an exhausted breath after spotting me. He slides Beth off his lap and they both stand, her staying behind him, then he takes a step closer and regards me with irritation burning in his gaze. “Where have you been?” he questions harshly. “I’ve been calling you for hours. You know you missed the rehearsal?”

      I narrow my eyes, ready to attack, then remember I’m not mad at anyone else here besides my brother and figure I need to cool it a little and address the group.

      “Sorry I was late,” I say. “But I don’t really see what the big deal is. It doesn’t take a genius to know how to carry a thing of flowers and walk twenty feet.” I direct my attitude-heavy honesty at Reed before looking at the others.

      I’m not close with anyone else here besides Beth, but I know everyone. We’ve been at the same get-togethers before. We’ve chatted a little. I’d consider us friendly.

      I acknowledge the group with a weak smile. It’s all I can seem to muster up right now.

      Then before I direct my attention back at Reed, my eyes move past the table and freeze dead, locking onto a broad chest thick with big, bulging muscles.

      I blink. Oh… wow. That’s impressive looking. Have I ever seen a chest like this before?

      The owner of this award-winning display of athletic physique is standing off to the side at the end of the table closest to Ben.

      The crowd must’ve obstructed him when I first noticed everyone else. That’s the only explanation I have for missing this guy, because I am certain I would’ve noticed whoever this is.

      I’d have to be blind not to notice.

      Curiosity finally tilts my head up, and I meet winter blue eyes. My breath catches the tiniest bit as I instantly recognize CJ Tully, another member of the Ruxton Police Department.

      We’ve never met. Not officially, anyway. I’ve seen him with Ben and Luke around town. And we had a brief run-in once I’m betting he doesn’t even remember. But before I ever saw CJ around Ruxton, Reed talked about him. Beth almost dated him too, which could’ve caused weirdness between the three of them, but it didn’t. They’re all good friends.

      I know who CJ is, I’ve just never been in a situation where anyone would introduce us.

      That’s about to change though. We have to meet. He’s in the wedding party.

      My eyes widen as that thought blooms in my mind.

      Oh, God… the wedding party.

      I’m paired up with Mr. Fantastic Chest!

      How did I forget that? I was told this information months ago. Shit. All the arguing I’ve done with Richard the past couple of days must’ve distracted me and now I am completely unprepared for my duties involving close contact with a man who uses handcuffs on a daily basis, and who most likely looks phenomenal using those handcuffs.

      CJ is hot.

      Really hot.

      From the neck down he’s got it going on, and from the neck up?

      God. It’s almost unfair.

      Short, light brown hair that has tints of auburn in it, styled but sort of messy in the front and sticking up a little. Straight nose. High cheek bones. Chiseled jaw. A thick five o’clock shadow reaching down his neck, making him look all rough and tough.

      And… huh, he’s staring at me. Why is he staring at me?

      Maybe he’s been arguing with someone too and forgot I was coming to this?

      He jerks forward slightly, mumbling a “hey,” that sounds as tense and unprepared for this as I feel, then clears his throat and offers out his hand. “Sorry. I don’t think we’ve met yet. I’m CJ. I’ll be your partner in crime at this shindig tomorrow.” He furrows his brow, squints, and looks down with his hand still extended.  “Did I really just use a cop reference?” he murmurs.

      “Yep,” Luke laughs, tilting his head up and smiling big. He throws his arm around Tessa. “Real smooth too.”

      I look back at CJ and take his hand, realizing he’s likely to drop it soon if I don’t take it.

      And since it would be rude not to take it, I take it. That’s the only reason. There is nothing else driving me. Not the urge to feel his hands or have him touch me the slightest bit.

      Nope. That’s not part of the reason at all.

      “Hi,” I reply softly, feeling the need to offer up an early explanation for what he should expect out of me during this weekend’s festivities. “Sorry, but I’m probably going to be a raging bitch at this thing tomorrow. Don’t take it personal,” I tell him.

      He smiles, half of his mouth lifting up in this adorably sexy way, gives my hand a gentle squeeze, then releases it and steps back, shoving his hands into his pockets.

      “Sure thing, darlin’.”

      I feel my eyes flicker wider.

      Darlin’? Did CJ Tully just darlin’ me?

      Is this really happening right now? Am I imagining things or did anyone else hear that?

      “What?”

      I turn my head at the sound of Reed’s sharp, irritated voice, and watch him glare at CJ.

      Oh yeah. He did. CJ darlin’d me. Reed heard it so that totally just happened.

      Huh. I’m not sure what to make of this.

      Reed’s glare slides off CJ and hits me straight on. “Why are you going to be a raging bitch tomorrow? What’s wrong with you?” he asks me.

      My anger reawakens.

      I forget about just getting nicknamed and refocus my attention onto the one person on the entire planet I’m most frustrated with.

      “You know exactly what’s wrong with me,” I snap, irritated I even have to explain myself to him.

      Stupid.

      “Don’t play dumb, Reed,” I add.

      “He’s not,” Ben throws out on a chuckle.

      I turn my head and watch Ben push to his feet, announcing as he looks toward the dance floor, “I’m going to take Nolan to the restroom. He’s doing a different kind of dance now.”

      Luke follows. “I’ll join you.”

      The two of them disappear through the crowd.

      My gaze lands briefly on CJ. I’m expecting him to step away also and avoid the drama unfolding in front of him.

      He doesn’t.

      He stands there, not smiling anymore, but he is watching me.

      No one else. Not any of his friends or the other people in the crowd.

      Me.

      What’s… happening right now?

      “Is this because of Dick?” Reed asks, drawing my head back around. “Are you really going to be pissed at me because I fired him? Come on, Riley. I did you a solid.”

      My nostrils flare. He did me a solid?

      Oh, my God. He did not just say that.

      “His name is Richard,” I hiss, hands clenching into fists and my bottom lip trembling as I turn my shoulders and square off with Reed. “And yes, I’m going to be pissed at you for firing him. And for not letting him come as my date. That was a really crappy move.”

      Reed sighs and tosses his hands into the air. “So sorry I didn’t want to pay for some ex-employee of mine to eat salmon and drink tequila shots.”

      “He doesn’t even drink tequila!” I yell. “But you know who does? Me! And guess what’s going on your tab, big brother?”

      I need to get out of here before I throw a punch. I’m angry, yes, but I’d hate to ruin Reed’s wedding photos by giving him a black eye.

      And I’m afraid it might come to that if I don’t get away from him.

      Spinning around, I make to storm off and knock straight into CJ, but I don’t let his wall of a chest stop me. No. I steady myself and keep going, marching directly for the bar.

      Tequila it is.

      “I’ll take some of that,” I announce after claiming a stool at the high top counter. I point a finger at the bottle in the bartender’s hands.

      The older man, dressed in a Hawaiian shirt and wearing three different colored leis around his neck, looks over at me, then lifts his other hand holding a blender filled with a lime green concoction.

      “A margarita?” he asks.

      “No. The tequila,” I specify. “Just set the bottle down when you’re finished with it. I’ll take it from there.”

      Laughing, he turns away and continues pouring into the blender.

      He thinks I’m kidding.

      I am definitely not kidding.

      My brother is a jerk. My ex-boyfriend is an asshole. I’ve cried way too much over the past week.

      I can totally handle a bottle of tequila right now.

      “How about you start off with a shot and see how that goes?”

      I turn my head at the sound of the deep voice next to me. CJ steps up to the bar, giving me his full attention.

      My stomach clenches. I sit up taller on my stool.

      Did he follow me over here?

      What? Why in the world would he do that? And why would I think it?

      Of course he didn’t follow me over here. He’s just thirsty. Look how big he is. He probably has to drink constantly to keep from passing out from dehydration.

      I watch CJ continue to stare at me, his eyes bright and eager as he waits expectantly for a response because… shit. He asked me a question. What was it? Something about drinking and going somewhere with him?

      Oh, my God… is that what he asked me? Does he want to take me somewhere?

      I lick my lips, swallow whatever saliva I have left as I stare into his eyes, and respond with a confused, “Huh?”

      Honestly, I just need clarification at this point. And I might be stalling.

      Can I seriously leave with him right now? That’s crazy. I don't even know him.

      Holding his beer, CJ leans into the bar, bending his elbow on the counter and putting his weight on it. He looks down at me and smiles. “I don’t know if you can handle that entire bottle, darlin’. You might want to go slow. That shit is harsh.”

      I blink.

      Darlin’.

      God. Is there anything hotter than the way he says that one word? All smooth, southern drawl and sweet to my ears.

      CJ’s chest rattles with a quiet laugh. “Are you hearing me?” he asks, tilting his head and grinning now. “You look a little lost, babe.”

      Babe.

      Shit. He needs to stop. Stop talking and smiling and looking the way he does. I haven’t even had a drink yet and I’m already considering things I should need a drink to consider.

      He makes it easy though. Really easy.

      Finding some sense, I ignore the rush of heat moving underneath my skin, tip my chin up defiantly and reply, “What makes you think I can’t handle a bottle of tequila? You have no idea what my tolerance is for alcohol.”

      “I don’t, but I’m betting you weigh a buck ten soaking wet,” he counters. “I can’t imagine a little thing like you slamming back a bottle and staying upright.”

      “I weigh a buck nineteen, actually,” I correct him, giving him some sass with my tone and raising a finger. “And that’s not even when I’m wet.”

      My eyes go round immediately after my giant sassy mouth quits moving.

      Oh, God.

      I did not just say that. Did I?

      CJ smiles bigger, his eyes growing wider and brighter as they search my face.

      “Now there’s a sweet fucking visual,” he says, looking me up and down. “You wanna explore that topic `cause babe, I am down for that. Just say the words.”

      Annnd there’s my confirmation. I said it.

      Perfect.

      I apparently need a set of rules when being in the general vicinity of CJ Tully.

      Rule number one: Do not speak.

      Jerking my head straight, I raise up higher on my stool, lean over the counter and snap my fingers at the bartender to get his attention.

      “Hey! Tequila!” I shout.

      If there is ever a time for alcohol, it’s now. Just stick a bottle in my mouth and shut me up with it.

      The man gives me an acknowledging lift of his chin as he finishes up with another customer. I take that and settle back on my stool, watching as he moves down the bar. He grabs the bottle of Patron and pours me a shot.

      “Sorry about that. Here you go,” he says, sliding a small plate of lime wedges next to the glass. He looks at CJ. “You want something?”

      “I'm good for now, man. Thanks,” CJ replies, lifting his bottle for the man to see.

      I don’t waste any time.

      I grab the salt shaker, wet the back of my hand and sprinkle a thin layer there, then I lick it off and immediately shoot the tequila, following that up with a lime wedge I suck on until my cheeks pucker.

      “Wow,” I cough. God, that’s like breathing fire. I rub at my throat, then I remember who is standing next to me and attentively watching, judging, thinking he knows me and what I can handle, so I lower my hand to the bar and slide the glass away from me, grabbing the bartender’s attention again. “Another please?” I request. “That stuff’s just… the best. So smooth, you know? I could drink it all night.”

      He tops me off, eyeing me warily as CJ chuckles under his breath.

      “What? It is. I just love it,” I announce, turning my head toward the lurking doubter and flashing him a smile. “It also makes you pretty. I read that in a Texas bathroom once.”

      CJ brings his beer to his mouth and takes a slow swig, observing me while he does it. Then he lowers the bottle and lick his lips. “Not sure you need help in that department,” he says, his voice serious now. “I think you’re set on looks, babe.”

      I watch his eyes wander lower… and lower.

      My stomach clenches. I suddenly feel like I’m burning up.

      I quickly look away and set myself up for shot number two.

      Salt. Lime at the ready.

      Then I watch my shot go sliding out of reach when CJ pulls it in front of himself after setting down his beer.

      He keeps his fingers wrapped around the glass. Watching me. Waiting…

      “Are you… withholding my alcohol from me, Officer?” I ask, letting go of the shaker and lime wedge before swiveling a little on my stool.

      CJ’s brow lifts. “You know I’m a cop?”

      “Yes.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because I’ve seen you around.”

      “Really?” He tilts his head to the side, studying me. “And how the hell did I miss you?”

      I feel my cheeks warm.

      Mm. Must be the alcohol.

      “We sort of ran into each other once. Like, literally ran into each other. I was walking into Sam’s Deli and you were heading out. You knocked into me.”

      His brows pinch together in confusion. “Are you sure about that? `Cause I’m thinking I’d remember running into you.”

      “I’m sure.”

      My one and only close encounter with CJ Tully. Not something I’d forget.

      Imagine? Yes. Possibly. But I know that isn’t the case here.

      “When was this?” he asks.

      “I don’t know. A year ago, maybe? You were taking a call on your radio. You were in a hurry. I don’t even think you looked at me. Just apologized and rushed out.” I shrug. “Don’t worry. I didn’t take it personal.”

      CJ watches me cross one leg over the other, his brow lifting appreciatively.

      “Good to know I didn’t fuck up my chances,” he murmurs.

      I blink.

      His chances? What chances? Wait. Is he talking about…

      CJ chuckles, picks up his beer and takes a pull of it.

      Good idea. I need more alcohol. I’m officially going nuts over here.

      Clearing my throat, I sit forward and gesture at the glass he’s still holding captive. “So, back to my drink. What’s the deal? Are you monitoring how much alcohol I consume?”

      CJ licks the beer off his lips and sets his bottle down. “Not yet. I think you can have a couple more before I need to keep my eye on you.”

      “And what are you doing right now exactly?”

      He grins, admitting, “Trying not to keep my eye on you.”

      “Well, you suck at it,” I tell him, smiling when he throws his head back with a laugh.

      Oh, that's a really nice sound.

      “Can I have my drink please?” I ask after his eyes reach mine again.

      “Answer my question first?”

      “Depends on what it is.”

      He narrows his stare and studies me for a moment while forcing a serious face, which is the exact opposite of what I’m doing.

      I’m trying to contain a smile that’s threatening to crack my cheeks wide open.

      It’s the tequila.

      Honest. It has absolutely nothing to do with his easy charm.

      CJ smirks, finally cracking. “Why were you pitching a shit fit with your brother? What was that about?”

      I roll my eyes, losing most of my smile. “That's easy. He fired my boyfriend last week and forbid him to come with me to this. He was just being mean about it.” I shrug, adding, “I thought it was rude, so I got rude back.”

      “You thought it was rude he fired him?”

      “No, I thought it was rude he wouldn’t let him come with me this weekend,” I clarify. “I’m sure Reed had reason to fire him. He wouldn’t have done it if he didn’t. I know that. It’s just… I think he could’ve still allowed me to bring him. Don’t you think?”

      CJ stares at me for a second, thinking on this, then shakes his head. “Yeah, sorry, darlin’. I’m siding with your brother on this one.”

      “What?” My brow furrows. “Why? I really don’t think it would’ve been that awkward.”

      “Maybe not. Still. It’s his wedding. If Reed doesn’t want someone at it he has that right. Can’t fault him for feeling that way.” He leans closer to add, “Plus, it’s better for me your guy’s not here. I get a pretty girl to talk to all night and I get her without some asshole giving me shit about it.”

      I blink up at him, watching CJ slowly straighten up and resume leaning against the bar.

      “You think I’m pretty?” I ask.

      He stares at me, brow tightening. “Are you serious?”

      I nod through a hard swallow. Memories of my evening before arriving here press like a heavy weight on my chest. “He called me a bitch tonight.”

      “Who did?”

      “Richard. My now ex-boyfriend,” I answer, looking down at my fingers twisting together in my lap. “He… we were fighting about the wedding. The past week, that’s all we’ve been doing. He didn’t think I should go and I didn’t think he should put me in a position to make a choice like that. Then he called me a bitch.” I shake my head, voice lowering when I continue. “I’ve never been called that before. Not by anyone. It felt like he slapped me, you know? It was like he hated me. I could see it in his eyes.” I look back up at CJ. “I was just trying to explain to him why I had to be here. I wanted him to understand. And if I’d been acting like a bitch at all, I might’ve let it slide, maybe, I don’t know, but I wasn’t. So I didn’t let it slide. I got mad and I ended it. I won’t be talked to like that.”

      “That’s good, babe,” CJ says. “You shouldn’t let any man talk to you like that. And his ass was in the wrong anyway. He shouldn’t be making shit hard on you and expecting you to choose between him or your family. That’s fucked up.”

      Tension pulls from my shoulders.

      Finally! Someone other than myself agrees with me.

      “Thank you. That’s exactly what I thought.”

      CJ shrugs, then releases the shot glass and slides it closer to me. “Straight up, though, that fucker doesn’t really sound like much of a man if he couldn’t let you handle your thing this weekend without crying about it. Don’t let that shit get to you. Reed’s your brother. You’re right for being here.”

      I feel my mouth twitch.

      CJ smiles at me, chuckles, then grips the back of his neck briefly before dropping his arm and shaking his head. “Shit. I really ran into you?”

      I laugh, nodding. “Yep.”

      “Fuck.” He takes another pull of his beer.

      As I watch his gaze move and fixate on a spot behind the bar, I remember CJ asking me if I was serious about wanting to know if he thought I was pretty, and further remember that I never finished pressing for confirmation on his earlier statement.

      Confirmation would be super right now. I’d really like to know…

      “So, yeah,” I continue on a heavy sigh as I untangle my fingers only to tangle them together again.

      I cannot believe I am doing this.

      “After the night I had, or really, the last week, I’m serious. If it’s true, it’d be nice to hear right about now. I couldn’t tell you the last compliment I got.”

      He tips his chin at me. “What’s that?”

      I stare blankly at his face.

      What’s… that?

      Crap. I’m going to have to trigger his memory.

      “Uh, do you... you called me pretty, before, like, a minute ago, remember? And I was asking if you really thought that?”

      My cheeks are burning by the time I finish speaking, then I watch a slow, satisfied smile drag across CJ’s mouth while his brows lift in amusement, and I realize he knows exactly what I’m talking about and he never stopped knowing exactly what I’ve been talking about.

      Shit.

      He starts chuckling.

      Double shit!

      I quickly lick the salt that is still on the back of my hand, grab the shooter he’s no longer holding hostage, toss it back, swallow the fire quickly and then exchange the empty glass for a lime wedge, holding it with all of my fingers as I suck out the sour.

      “Are you enjoying that?” he asks, watching me as if he’s enjoying the display I’m putting on.

      I nod behind my lime, then pull it away from my mouth, lick my lips and reply through a choked voice with eyes watering, “Yeah. Definitely.”

      God. I think I just broke all of my taste buds.

      “Do you think I would’ve said something to you I don't mean?”

      I turn my head and look at CJ after discarding my lime wedge, noting the seriousness in his eyes after hearing it in his voice, and reply with honesty, “Maybe, if it was just the alcohol talking, which it could’ve been. I have no idea how much you’ve been drinking. Everyone could look like a pretty girl to you right now. Even the bartender.”

      “Well that sure as hell isn’t the fucking case,” he says, pointing at his beer. “It’s not the alcohol, babe. That’s my third.”

      My stomach clenches again.

      “Okay,” I reply with a quiet voice.

      “I meant what I said. I do think that.”

      CJ slides closer, his one hand flattening on the bar as he tips forward until he’s practically hovering on top of me. Then he bends down and drops his head next to mine, tickling my cheek with his breath.

      “I probably shouldn’t be thinking everything I’m thinking. You being Reed’s sister and him being a good friend of mine. It’s fucked up, darlin’, but I’m having trouble concentrating on anything else right now. You want to know if I’m serious and I don’t mind telling you, you look really fucking pretty sitting here next to me, Riley. On top of thinking that, I’m wondering how the fuck I’ve gone years without knowing about you.”

      I am no longer breathing. I have completely forgotten how to breathe.

      CJ leans back but doesn’t step away, so he’s still hovering, his legs still pressing against mine and his large body shadowing me while he waits for my response.

      And I want to give him one. It’s just there’s a lot to focus on at the moment.

      CJ gives me plenty of information to respond to, like the thinking parts—him thinking things he shouldn’t be thinking. What things? I want to ask about that but instead, I decide to explain his last inquiry.

      Forcing air into my lungs, I look up into his summer sky-blue eyes and say, “I don’t usually spend time with Reed and his friends. Him and I are close, but we don’t hang out like that. We never have. He’s older than me, so⁠—”

      “How much older?”

      The tone in CJ’s voice grows more serious and dips lower. I know why he’s asking this.

      At least, I think I know.

      “Five years.”

      “Which makes you…”

      “Twenty-two.”

      I watch his eyes move over my face. He stares at my nose and my lips and my cheeks. I swear he can see every freckle I thought I hid with my makeup and is taking the time to count them.

      Every. Single. One.

      “How old are you?” I ask, sounding as nervous as I feel but hoping a question will distract me from it.

      “Thirty.”

      “That’s a good age. I like thirty.”

      God, what am I saying? I like thirty? I’ve never cared about a number before.

      The corner of CJ’s mouth lifts.

      I half expect him to turn away now and find someone else to look at since I’ve clearly lost my mind, but he doesn’t. He keeps looking at me.

      And I suddenly realize how crushed I’d be if he did look somewhere else.

      I like this. I like that it’s him looking. There’s something about CJ—something familiar and warm. I hardly know him, but I feel like I do.

      Crazy. This is crazy. I’m crazy.

      I’m probably imagining all of this. He’s being friendly. That’s it. And I’m nervous and my heart is pounding. He isn’t counting my freckles. God, what am I thinking? I need a distraction. I need to get the subject off me and my very legal age, and I need to do it before I go imagining anything else.

      I decide on throwing out the first thought that pops into my head.

      “Do all palm trees have coconuts?”

      CJ blinks several times, jerking back. “Say what?” he asks, looking at me like I’ve suddenly grown two heads and he isn’t interested in counting the freckles on either one of them.

      Okay. There’s more space between us. I can breathe a little now. This is good.

      I feel my shoulders relax, then I lift both with a shrug and repeat, “Do all palm trees have coconuts? I’ve always wondered that.”

      “And you’re wondering that right now?”

      “Well, we are surrounded by them.” I gesture at the tropical enclosure around the bar. “I honestly don’t think they all have coconuts. Just the island ones, like where Tom Hanks got stranded. But I don’t know for sure and thought maybe you knew the answer. I’m a naturally curious person.”

      CJ stares at me, then smiles through a shake of his head. “You're a naturally curious person,” he repeats.

      I nod, replying, “Yep.”

      “And you’re curious about palm trees.”

      I feel my lips curve up. “Yep.”

      He steps back and looks around the bar while gripping the back of his neck. I watch his white tee ride up a little, exposing a hard, tanned stomach.

      Would it be weird if I reached out and touched it?

      Good Lord, what is wrong with me? Yes! Of course it would be weird. What am I thinking?

      Rule number two when in the presence of CJ Tully: Do not touch anything. Don’t even think about touching anything. And don’t imagine he wants you to touch, because he doesn’t.

      After surveying our surroundings, he drops his arm and extends his hand to me.

      “What?” I ask, looking between his hand and his face.

      “You wanna know so bad, let’s go find out.”

      I blink at him. “Really? You... you want me to go somewhere with you?”

      I do a quick glance around the bar. Did anyone else hear that? I’m not imagining full conversations now, am I?

      CJ laughs, drawing my head back around. “Absofuckinlutely,” he says, wearing a smile full of mischief. “Come on, darlin’. Go somewhere with me.”

      I debate for a solid second about leaving the bar with CJ, and it might’ve been a longer debate if he wasn’t smiling like he has some big secret he wants to share with me and dropping darlin’s while offering his hand like a gentleman, but he is.

      I’m not dreaming this. I’m not crazy.

      And as much as I want to think maybe I shouldn’t like the idea of holding this particular hand so much, I can’t.

      I like CJ. And I want to know what this feels like.

      Even if he only holds my hand for a second.

      “The shots were on the Tennyson tab,” I inform the bartender before taking the hand being held out for me and getting to my feet.

      CJ moves us through the crowd, and he does this while keeping hold of me.

      I can’t stop smiling.

      And that only quickens my steps and makes this decision that much easier.

      CJ doesn’t let go of my hand until we get to the other side of the resort and make it to a large grouping of palm trees separating the villas from the beach.

      “I don’t see any coconuts,” he says, standing directly underneath one with his head tilted way back and his hands on his hips. “But I can’t really see shit from down here. Hold up.”

      My eyes widen.

      “Oh, my God,” I giggle, slapping a hand over my mouth as CJ grabs one of the low hanging branches and uses it to hoist himself up the tree. I move closer and watch him climb up. “You’re crazy! I don’t think you’re allowed to do that.”

      “What are they going to do? Call the cops? I am the motherfuckin’ police.”

      My smile grows bigger. “And it would be a crime if we didn’t crack this case, right?”

      “Fucking A, babe,” he calls out.

      I press my hands to my cheeks as my heart races with excitement. The risk of getting caught quickens my breath.

      When was the last time I had this much fun?

      “Anything yet?” I ask after a couple of minutes pass.

      CJ mumbles something I can’t make out, then after a quick maneuver between branches he drops down, brushes his hands off on his shorts and moves to stand in front of me.

      “They do not all have coconuts,” he shares. “I think this is a date tree.”

      My mouth stretches into a grin. I tilt my head up and announce, “Then I guess I should’ve climbed it since I don’t have a date.”

      His brows lift and his eyes brighten. “Wow,” he laughs, looking down at me. “That was terrible.”

      “No. It was funny,” I argue, knocking my fist against his chest. “Besides making me pretty, tequila also makes me a comedic genius. Admit it. You’re finding me irresistible right now.”

      I move to lower my arm and step back, but CJ wraps his hand around my wrist, keeping me there.

      “That’s got nothing to do with the tequila, babe,” he shares.

      I lick my lips. Breath moves slower in and out of my lungs. “Did you follow me to the bar?” I ask, growing bolder now.

      CJ slides his free hand around my hip. “Yeah.”

      “And have you been looking at me like this, this whole time?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m not imagining it?”

      “No.”

      “Okay.” I breathe a sigh of relief. “That’s good to know.”

      CJ stares down at me, lips parted and eyes scorching hot.

      I stare up at him.

      “Tell me a secret,” I request, thinking back to that look in his eyes before we left the bar.

      He presses closer, lowering his gaze to my mouth. “I’m having a real hard time not kissing you right now,” he reveals.

      Thank. God.

      A burst of air leaves me as my skin warms and tingles all over.

      “You?” he asks, lifting his eyes to meet mine.

      I swallow thickly.

      Right. My turn. I can do this.

      Feeling my heart rattling inside my ribcage, I fist the material of his shirt and step closer, pushing up against him. “I really want you to kiss me right now.”

      Nostrils flaring, his chest heaves against my knuckles. “Two shots. That’s all you had tonight, right?” he questions.

      I nod. “Why?”

      His entire arm curves around my back, jerking me forward until we’re pressing together, his solid against my soft, then he cups my face and brushes his thumb along my cheek. “`Cause I want to take you to my room and do all those things I’ve been thinking about doing since I first saw you storming across that dance floor, but I won’t if you’ve had more than that, darlin’. I want you remembering this tomorrow.”

      I start breathing faster, so quick it’s like I’m being chased. I wet my lips.

      I’m not drunk, not at all, but I do feel a little mindless and wild and daring enough to roll up onto my toes, place my mouth a breath away from his and reply, “Then I suggest you make it good enough to remember.”

      I cannot believe I just said that. That wasn’t me. It’s the tequila talking. Honest.

      Only…

      It isn’t. Not even a little bit.

      His eyes flash with heat, then he’s on me and we’re kissing with hungry mouths and greedy tongues, and it’s unlike I’ve ever kissed anyone before because I can’t remember feeling a need like this burning through me. Not ever.

      I’ve had passionate kisses. Ones that make my skin flush and my breath quick but nothing like this.

      Nothing even close.

      It’s long and slow and unrestrained.

      CJ keeps one arm curved around my back as his other hand slides along my face to my neck, breaking goosebumps out along my skin, then his fingers are delving into my hair, twisting in my messy practice wedding-day updo.

      I want him to ruin it. I don’t care that I’ve spent forty-five minutes getting it perfect. I want to look undone.

      He tilts my head to deepen the kiss and does this thing with his tongue that has me gasping and groaning, then standing taller and pressing closer on shaking legs. I could stand here forever and kiss him, openly and witlessly.

      But I don’t.

      My feet shift blindly beneath me as CJ moves us away, and I don’t care where we end up, his room or mine, a remote spot or somewhere public where anyone could see, I don’t care. I’m lost. So far gone to this kiss. I’m not thinking about anything besides his soft mouth and his rough hands and the scratch of his beard as it burns my skin and hopefully leaves evidence of tonight.

      Whatever happens, I want to remember this.

      His taste saturates my tongue. His frenzied touch squeezes my hips and presses low to my back as he heaves me closer and carries me when I’m doing nothing but dragging my feet and slowing us down.

      And he never stops kissing me.

      It’s the hardest, deepest, most incredible kiss of my life, and I just want time to stop right now or the world to end so this is the last kiss I’ll ever feel.

      I’m shaking and moaning and making sounds I’ve never made before, and this is before we even make it to his room. And once that door shuts behind us and we separate long enough to look at each other, really look—his hair, wild from my fingers and my lips swollen and kiss-bitten—reality washes in to slow us down or stop us all together.

      But it can’t touch us.

      Nothing can touch us. Nothing can stop this from happening. We both know it.

      CJ moves first but only a second before I reach out to grab him, then we’re stripping each other of clothes and kissing skin we’ve never seen, gripping and stroking while moving each other across the room until the bed catches us.

      I cling to him as he moves on top of me, running my hands up and down the hard planes of his back and wishing I could see what I look like beneath him.

      Small and a little nervous and inexperienced. Are my eyes wild and are my hands shaking and do I look as fragile as I feel?

      He sucks on my throat and the tops of my breasts. He teases my nipple with his tongue and lets me feel the sharp edge of his teeth.

      I gasp and hold him tighter.

      “Do you like that?” he asks, moving up to my neck and whispering there.

      “Yeah.”

      My voice is breathless, quiet under the noise of my pounding heart.

      I arch my back and spread my legs as he slides the palm of his hand down my body. Breasts, ribs, belly, hips. He touches and spends time on everything before he’s moving over my clit and pressing lower.

      “Oh, God,” I pant, turning my face against the pillow as he pushes a finger inside me.

      “You’re fucking wet,” he growls, kissing along my jaw. My cheek. I feel him smile. “I like that, darlin'.”

      Darlin’.

      God…

      I can’t believe this is happening.

      I can’t… believe… this is happening.

      And it happens again, and again… and again.

      CJ spends his time on me and I spend my time on him, touching and learning what the other person likes. We’re slow until we can’t stand another second of waiting and wondering, and then we’re desperate. It’s unreal. He’s everywhere, all over me, his mouth and his hands and the needy, broken words he presses into my skin as we explore every inch of each other. I’m dizzy and delirious before he even fucks me.

      And then he fucks me.

      And if it’s possible to look inside another person’s soul, I swear CJ doesn’t just peer at mine. He stares and studies it like I mean something to him. Like this is important.

      Between the rough and the dirty he gives me sweet as if he really cares and this really matters, and my little naive heart believes it.

      It believes all of it.

      Five orgasms and two condoms later, CJ is sound asleep and snoring quietly, and I want to stay curled up against his side with my head on his chest and his arm curved around my back, liking the way it feels, but I can’t.

      If Reed catches us, I’ll die.

      CJ could die. Or Reed could die because CJ is a mountain and sports muscles unlike any I’ve ever seen.

      So I quickly get dressed and tuck my wedges under my arm as I slip out the door, ready to make the dash to my villa.

      Until I lift my head and see Mia standing there, holding her kid and staring at me.

      Busted.

      I gasp, pulling my wedges against my body as my eyes go round.

      Shit!

      Nonononono.

      Mia is close with Reed. She could tell him she saw me.

      Oh, God…

      She could tell him whose villa she saw me leaving.

      Double shit!

      I look at her with pleading eyes and hope she reads my panic, shake my head and silently beg her to keep this between us, then before I risk running into anyone else, I turn on my heel and take off running down the path, getting to my room and bolting the door shut behind me.

      And just in case she does tell Reed and he comes looking for me, I take my pillow and the soft, down feather comforter into the bathroom, lock that door too, and spend the night in the large soaking bathtub.

      Dreaming about tequila kisses.
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      I wake to the sound of my phone alarm blaring and blink against the pillow.

      Why the fuck…

      Then it hits me.

      Right. Got shit to do today. That’s why it’s going off. Sure as fuck wouldn’t have set it if I didn’t.

      Staying on my stomach, I reach out with a blind hand and smack along the top of the night table, searching for the phone so I can shut the damn thing off. My hand brushes against a condom wrapper. Then another.

      My mouth twitches.

      Fuck yeah. Riley Tennyson. What a sweet little surprise she turned out to be.

      A sweet little surprise I should be feeling right now pressing close, only I don’t.

      Dozed off last night with her soft, warm body curling into mine, head on my chest, her leg thrown over my hip and her arm draped across my waist. I did not imagine that. So, what the fuck?

      Brow furrowed, I silence my alarm, then I push up onto my elbow and turn my head.

      The bed is empty beside me. Reaching out, I run my hand over the cold sheets.

      Fuck.

      She’s been gone for a while. Why’d she leave? I didn’t give her any reason to think she shouldn’t stay here last night, did I?

      I think back to our last conversation. My jaw tightens.

      Fuck no. I damn sure did not give her any reason. In fact, I remember specifically telling
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