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      Tattooed bad boy Nico faces his past, his doubts, and his demons to claim the woman who stole his heart.

      
        
        If off-limits rich girl Alexis is champagne and hot yoga, then he’s campouts and cold beer. They were perfect together—until he screwed everything up.

      

      

      
        
        When he learns his “Sexy Lexi” is getting married tomorrow to the wrong man, Nico crashes her wedding rehearsal.

      

      

      
        
        Before the night is through, he’s gonna steal a kiss—and a whole lot more. He’ll risk everything for the woman he loves, even if he has to kidnap her from the church to prove it.

      

      

      

      Renegade Kisses is a full-length, stand-alone sexy romance with humor, emotion and a heartwarming Happily-Ever-After.
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      To Joan, for all you taught me. Thank you.
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        Something old and something new, something borrowed and something blue, and a lucky sixpence in her shoe.

        

      

      

      
        
        —Emily Post, Purple and Fine Linen

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Something Old - Three years ago

          

          Buccaneer Private Campground - East Texas

        

      

    

    
      “God save us. Here comes another coddled coed who’ll gripe for an hour the moment she snags a nail.” The normally upbeat Brett gave a disgusted sigh. “When will they stop already?”

      Nico finished pounding in the last tent stake before he stood and stretched, glancing the thirty yards or so across the clearing to scope out the newest, unwanted arrival. “Huh. I thought they’d give up after the first four failures. Shows what I know.”

      Nico marveled that his reply sounded so coherent given how the latest piece of rich, spoiled fluff they’d been saddled with captured his full attention.

      She’d arrived in a boxy bunker of a car that might as well have been a limousine, it was so big. What was up with that? She didn’t wait for a chauffeur to jog around and open her door, no…the female herself exited from the driver’s seat, bold as she pleased.

      Easy on the eyes or not, her kind had absolutely no business crashing their weekend campouts with their goody-two-shoes ways and richer-than-thou attitudes. “Give her one night in a hot, humid tent minus a shower and her maid, and—”

      “And bet she calls Daddy for a ride home,” his fellow weekend counselor concluded.

      Not if she drove herself.

      What a surprise.

      Nico and his camping compadre, Brett, had met a dozen years ago in juvie when they were fourteen. Not long after, they’d been a couple of the “underprivileged, disadvantaged adolescents afforded a chance” on various field trips and camping expeditions—always under strict supervision, of course.

      It was one of those weekends that had helped turn Nico’s life around, meeting Coondog, the mechanic who’d shown Nico he had as much talent fixing engines and suspension systems as he did pinching the cars they were housed in.

      Coondog, the old coot he still worked for Monday through Friday, had taught him more about being a man than Nico’s deadbeat, currently incarcerated father ever had.

      While Nico remained stateside, his buddy Brett—who had a softer record—did a four-year stint in the Marines. Came back all grown up with loads of muscles and motivation to match.

      Now they both voluntarily volunteered as informal camp counselors for the same kind of “loser” kids they’d once been labeled as. Kids who were due to arrive in just under an hour.

      Problem was, some hotshot in the big city had decided these troubled teens needed multicultural—read “cultured”—exposure too. So now, in addition to the paid supervisory adults and unpaid volunteers such as Nico and Brett, they kept getting burdened with these highbrow, snooty types. Girls—excuse him, women—usually college seniors or grad students working on some useless liberal arts degree who thought it’d look good on their résumé if they “roughed it” a couple days a month with the rough kids from the wrong side of the tracks.

      The last ten months, they’d seen no less than eight different females traipse through, wiping their dainty fingers with moist towelettes, their sweating brows with starched handkerchiefs, and their shiny white, highfaluting asses with their heated leather seats when they hopped in their eighty-thousand-dollar SUV and escaped, usually before their backsides ever made it inside a tent.

      “A twenty says she’s on her phone by midnight,” Brett said, pure derision in his tone, “begging Big Daddy’s chauffeur to come rescue her.”

      Not if Nico could help it.

      “It’s a bet.” Nico flipped the mallet he’d used to hammer in the last stake and then caught the handle. “You okay finishing up here?”

      At his friend’s nod, Nico tossed him the mallet and headed over to meet the newest Society Chick, curious about this one. And bothered by the realization.

      Why her?

      Just because she had thick hair, dark and rich as black coffee—strong, how he liked it—and not bleached blonde like all the others?

      Or was it because she was the first one to arrive early, before the kids, as though she might actually give a damn about something other than her manicure?

      Nah, man, be honest. It’s how she fills out those jeans. All curves and booty.

      Okay, that.

      But also how she unloaded her own suitcase—no, make that a duffel (his brows rose at that) and backpack—from the trunk, didn’t wait for or expect someone else to do it for her. What was she doing driving that monster vehicle?

      Or maybe it was because after dropping both duffel and backpack straight on the ground without a second’s hesitation, she reached back into the trunk and started hauling out gallon jugs of water. More prepared than any Boy Scout.

      Get real. It’s how she reminds you of Lila Delgado.

      Nico snapped his fingers. That was it.

      Pretty Lila Delgado. Nico’s very own first crush. And first babysitter.

      It didn’t matter that she’d been his cousin or ten years older than him. No, what mattered was how she’d made his young, innocent heart race. How she’d made him happy—the six bucks an hour his mom scraped together to pay Lila had translated into as many video game car chases or shootout competitions he wanted to play. Ice cream for supper and crank calls to any number he wanted to dial.

      What mattered, when his aunt Rosa—Lila’s strict Catholic mom—kicked out her only daughter when she became pregnant at fifteen, was that his vague, romantic yearnings had been shattered.

      A more broken-hearted five-year-old he couldn’t imagine.

      But with this female?

      The one who’d just swung around, upon hearing his approach. The one now struggling to lift a five-gallon container out of the trunk…

      “Here,” Nico said, reaching in past her, half expecting her to slam the trunk lid down on his fingers. “Let me get that for you.”

      He hefted the water up and out, then did the same with the last one remaining in the spacious interior. Placing it next to her bags by the others, he straightened. “Ready for Armageddon,” he observed. “Welcome to the front lines.”

      Up close, she was even prettier than Lila, with a voluptuous figure that put young Lila’s to shame. With full lips and a generous mouth, parted and nearly smiling, with startled jade eyes blinking at him in surprise, strong, sculpted cheekbones—

      Hell, why’d he care what she looked like? What she packed? He wanted her gone before she insulted the kids. Kids who had enough difficulties in their lives without adding Miss Fancy-pants Number Umpteen to the mix.

      To give himself some space while hopefully squashing his insane interest, Nico leaned back in over the trunk. As though he couldn’t tell they’d already cleared everything out, he lifted the thin carpeting then laid it back flat, smoothing it all the way to the edge as he completed his introduction without glancing at her. “I’m Nico. Thanks for arriving early. The kids will be here in an hour, give or take.”

      He knew better than to extend his hand. For one thing, society labeled “his” kind beneath her notice, much less her touch. For another, it was stained.

      No matter how clean it was, how hard he scrubbed—whether with soap, vinegar, bleach, GOJO, etc.—a man couldn’t work under the hood all day and not show it. Grease still found a way to embed itself in the lines of his palm, the crevices of his nails.

      Using the action of closing the trunk to move to the side of the vehicle, he waited, ready to let reality squelch any silly comparisons to childish infatuations. The first time she prissied out her name—a Heather or Ashlynn, he’d bet; no last name, ever—in that pinched, nasally voice he’d heard so many times the last ten months, his unfathomable attraction would say adios.

      “Hi there, Nico. I’m Alexis Templeton. Pleased to meet you and so excited to be here.”

      Ah, damn. A last name.

      One that kept repeating in his brain as though she’d said Alexis Temptation.

      He’d better nix this fascination and fast.

      Before he could politely direct her to the largest tent that had been set up for administrative details and get the heck out of Temptation’s Way, she started up again.

      “Where, ah, should I put my stuff? I know I brought a lot, but I wanted to make sure I didn’t forget anything.” She lifted the backpack by one of its straps. “I’ve got all sorts of snacks and energy bars. Are the kids allowed to share? What’ll we do when they get here? Take them hiking or what? Do we grill dinner? Or have to catch it first? What about…”

      As she continued to exuberantly ask her questions, to bathe his ears in the husky, made-for-sin voice she blessed him with, Nico knew two things for certain:

      He was a goner.

      And he had to win that bet, couldn’t let her call for evacuation by midnight. Or drive herself.

      As she kept going, asking questions in a cheerful, ninety-to-nothing way, he realized better make that three things:

      1) His interest wasn’t going anywhere.

      2) Neither was she; he’d steal her keys if he had to.

      3) And he was definitely, totally in lust with someone more out of his reach than Lila Delgado ever was.
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            Something New - Present Day

          

          Saint Anthony’s Cathedral - Houston, Texas

        

      

    

    
      The scent of orchids wafted from the bouquet she clutched and flowered through Alexis with every breath she took. Longing, love, and loneliness combining into a cocktail of Reluctant Bride-To-Be.

      No, I’m not! I’m not lonely. I’m not reluctant. I’m marrying Bradley tomorrow and I couldn’t be more delighted. We’re perfect together.

      Want to lie to yourself a little more?

      Alexis ignored the annoying taunts and stiffened her spine. She’d get through this rehearsal if it killed her.

      She was marrying Bradley tomorrow. Nothing would stop her. Bradley, former high school sweetheart and current fantastic fiancé.

      You really think you’re right for each other?

      Of course!

      You really think you’re truly over Nico?

      Ah. Shit.

      That question had been popping into her head with frustrating frequency as the big event drew near. Today, it had been a near constant.

      Doesn’t matter, does it? Nico dumped me.

      The reminder only left her sighing. Breathing in again. Choking on the stupid scent of her favorite flower and remembering all the times Nico, not Bradley, had given them to—

      Ugh. Why couldn’t she stop thinking of Nico?

      This was the day before her wedding. Her darn nose needed to stay out of it.

      But oh, how her body craved Nico, wouldn’t stop reliving his every touch, every word…

      It’d been like this since she’d entered the church building and her mother had surprised her with the fancy “practice” bouquet.

      Stupid flowers!

      Stop blaming the flowers and your nose. Blame Jenny!

      Now that was a good idea.

      Alexis never should have allowed her best friend to talk her into using the Ben Wa balls. Jenny might’ve meant well, but Alexis didn’t think the sex toys shoved up her hoo-ha were doing their intended job.

      They were supposed to be strengthening her inner pelvic muscles for her wedding night, while gently arousing her, so that by tomorrow, she’d be ready to jump Bradley like a horny hooker. And maybe enjoy sex with him again.

      Instead, all she could think of was Nico.

      Nico, Nico, Nico. Thoughts of her ex-boyfriend were driving her insane.

      “Alexis? Did you hear me?”

      Smoothing the skirt of her long summery dress, Alexis turned toward Deacon Joe, who was standing in tonight for the pastor. She wanted to whimper as she squeezed the muscles of her vagina, clasping the balls tight. “I’m sorry? What?”

      Gently arousing? Ha! With all the forbidden thoughts of Nico, her inner thighs were slick clear to her knees.

      The elderly man nodded, the lines of his face wrinkling in subtle humor. “Getting anxious again?”

      Crap. Had she done anything weird? Anything to counter the confident act she’d put on the last few months, convincing everyone—herself included—that this was exactly what she wanted?

      Deacon Joe had conducted their premarital counseling, and when he’d questioned her previously, she’d blamed it on nerves. Pre-wedding jitters.

      “Of course not.” She shifted her stance and sensation radiated through her loins. She had to stand still. “I’m ready. Can’t wait.”

      To get laid.

      She heard a snicker and glanced at Jenny, whose brown curls bounced as she vainly tried not to bust a gut laughing. Alexis could strangle her. Jenny mouthed Are they working?

      When Alexis scowled, her friend had the audacity to wink, to nudge Calli who was standing next to her, the petite blonde giving Alexis a thumbs-up.

      Great. Her former college roommate was in on it too?

      Alexis crossed her legs at the ankles and prayed.

      Earlier, when she’d been cruising from one spot to the other in the vast sanctuary, practicing her Here-Comes-the-Bride walk, goofing off with the younger wedding-party participants, she hadn’t much noticed the balls at all. Why now?

      Because you’re still. For once, in body and mind. Finally allowing yourself to contemplate the giant mistake you’re about to make.

      Shut up! Alexis shook her head so vigorously, her neck popped.

      “It’s natural to worry, my dear.” Deacon Joe’s voice was soothing, but doing nothing to help her current affliction. “Never fear, we’ll all be here to support you, to make sure things go perfectly tomorrow.”

      “Thank you.” She just wanted everything to be over with. The bouquet in the trash, the balls following right behind. She strove to speak evenly, to not give a hint of the inner turmoil tormenting her since two of her youngest friends had left a few minutes ago, taking their vibrant, and distracting, chatter with them. “That’s what I’m counting on.”

      “Now, we’re all finished here with the rehearsal,” he continued. “Unless you have any questions?”

      Is it wrong to marry one man while pining for another?

      “No. I believe I’m good.” Alexis choked the bound stems and constricted those naughty inner muscles for good measure. “Um, I’m good.”

      Except for the part where I’m losing my mind.

      And about to orgasm in a church.

      “Then I’ll see you all tomorrow, along with Father William.” Beaming at her, the deacon clasped her wrists then released them and turned to make his farewells to her mother and Bradley’s grandmother as Alexis and the wedding participants relaxed and moved off.

      “Thank God that’s over.” Her fiancé sounded as though she’d been putting him through labor.

      Bradley Langston came from old money—even older than Alexis’s mom’s—and was considered a prime catch by everyone’s standards.

      Tall, fit, and blond, with refined yet chiseled features that belonged on a black-and-white men’s cologne ad, he wore Armani suits as though he’d been born in one. And he could be great company.

      In high school, dating him had been a blast. They had fun together, whether going out one-on-one or with a group of friends. He was considerate, solicitous, and could handle her mother like a champ, better than anyone not counting her dad.

      Best of all? Bradley had been enamored with Alexis, complimentary about her talents, scholastic achievements, and appearance, even when she didn’t always feel like she deserved it. He’d refused to put up with her mother’s criticisms about her weight or anything else, able to casually deflect the conversations away from Alexis often before a harsh word could be uttered. Or, if not, he’d graciously contradict whatever her mom said, somehow able to shut the critical woman down without ticking off Mother in the process.

      For that, he’d earned her undying gratitude.

      Lately though, everything he did annoyed her. Either he tried too hard or not hard enough. His kisses were too brief—or too deep.

      It hadn’t helped things when she’d decided they needed to stop having sex a couple months ago, to wait for their wedding night. So it’d seem more special.

      She hoped.

      Impatience rising, he checked his watch with a groan. “What time’s our dinner reservation? I’m starving. Come on, sweetheart, let’s roll.”

      Bradley headed for the church’s immense doors without even waiting for her, his best friend in tow—a crude jerk she couldn’t stand. Most of the wedding party followed quickly behind them, murmuring among themselves, making her feel like a huge inconvenience. Was everyone so hungry? Should she have chosen an earlier rehearsal time?

      It had been the rare instance when she held her ground against Mother’s wishes, scheduling a time when the two girls Alexis mentored through the Big Sisters program could attend. Drea and Kisha might be too old to be flower girls—or so they both insisted—but Kisha happily assigned herself as junior bridesmaid and her younger sister as the Official Guestbook Guardian. Alexis made sure both girls had appropriate versions of the bridesmaid dresses, and they’d been delighted. Even happier still to be invited to the rehearsal.

      Their mom, Dawnese, who’d hoped to join them after work, had picked up her daughters fifteen minutes ago when she’d been called in to her second job unexpectedly.

      Alexis gave a deep sigh. She’d been looking forward to getting to know Dawnese better, having seen the single mother work hard to turn her life around during the time Lexi had befriended and mentored Drea and Kisha.

      It didn’t escape Alexis that some of the spark had gone out of the day the moment her two LSFs (Little Sisters Forever) decamped. Between the two of them and three distant relatives under the age of ten that Mother had dug up from somewhere to act as flower girls and ring bearer, there’d been more than one interruption as they practiced the processional. Could Alexis help it if she found more joy joining the kids in locating the best spots in the cavernous cathedral to test the echo of various whispers, whistles, and fart imitations?

      Maybe if she’d been more focused on the rehearsal they’d be eating already.

      It was all her fault. She was screwing everything up. But this was her wedding. She’d only get one and she wanted it to be absolutely perfect.

      Yet it felt far from. Everything was in order but something felt wrong. Dreadful, in fact.

      It had to be the Ben Wa balls.

      That…or Nico.

      She really had to stop that—thinking about him was off-limits. From here on out, Nico no longer existed in her vocabulary. Or her thoughts.

      With a sigh, Alexis glanced at the elevated platform at the front of the sanctuary. By tomorrow the high-ceilinged room would be overflowing with guests, happiness and fresh orchids lining every pew. Which was exactly what she wanted. Wasn’t it?

      “Excited?” Jenny came up beside her.

      Not like I should be. “Not like you mean,” Alexis told her darkly. After the long rough patch, it was nice seeing her friend so gleeful, but Alexis wasn’t ready to forgive her for suggesting the damn balls.

      “I was talking about the wedding.” Jenny laughed. Too bad her enthusiasm wasn’t contagious.

      “Yeah. So was I.”

      Jenny grabbed her arm and tugged her closer. “As soon as we can escape after dinner,” she whispered, “I’m throwing you one heck of a bachelorette party and then, in just a few short hours, you’ll be getting married—to Brad! You lucky dog!”

      Now why can’t I be that eager?

      I am!

      Alexis had long suspected Jenny had a tiny crush on Bradley, but her friend had never spoken so much as a syllable about it, so Alexis wouldn’t either. “Bachelorette party? I thought my mother said not to waste—”

      “Pfft! What your mom doesn’t know won’t hurt her. Are you ready? The sooner we eat, the sooner va-va-voom.” Jenny shimmied and held her mouth open, as though she was watching a male stripper.

      Alexis laughed, squeezing her newly toned PC muscles for all they were worth. Her crotch had a date with the bathroom. “I’ll catch up with you guys at the restaurant.”

      Calli approached, smiling widely and holding up one finger as she finished a phone call. “Great news, y’all,” she said, tucking her phone in the back pocket of her cargo pants. Alexis was lucky she’d agreed to wear a dress tomorrow. “Jaz was able to wrap up things at work, so she can meet us for dinner.”

      Entertaining and opinionated, Jazmin had been noticeably absent tonight. “Terrific,” Alexis exclaimed with relief, ready for anything to provide a distraction. “I was hoping she could make it.”

      “And after?” Jenny asked. “She can join us then too?”

      Calli’s eyes went wide and sliced toward Alexis. “You told her? Dang it, Jenny, I thought we were keeping that a surprise.”

      “It’s okay.” I needed something to look forward to. “I’m glad you planned something. Can’t wait to see what.”

      “You sure you don’t want to ride with us?” Both her friends were practically dancing on their toes. Just what had they planned?

      Alexis nodded. “I’m sure. I’ve got my car. Plus, I just need a few quiet minutes.”

      “Planning to catch a quickie with Brad?” Jenny gave her a high-five.

      Not even close. Alexis flashed what she hoped was a sultry smile. “You know I’m not one to kiss and tell.”

      Nudging each other knowingly, both girls gave her a quick hug and then joined the other bridesmaids who were already jostling and flirting with the groomsmen as they all exited the building.

      She suddenly wanted to cry. Or hit someone.

      Or have an orgasm.

      “Alexis, dear? Aren’t you coming with everyone?” her mother called once she’d left the sanctuary and was headed down the hallway toward the ladies’ room.

      Alexis stopped and turned. Waiting by the main exit, Mother gave her a look that could only be described as politely harassed. “We’re late for our reservation, dear.”

      “I need a moment, all right?”

      Her mother continued to stand there, waiting, brows pinched in a familiar frown.

      How that woman dared convey displeasure when Alexis was doing exactly what she wanted—marrying a groom Mother practically chose and dished up on a silver platter—only made Alexis steam. And want to cry even more. “Alone. Please?”

      Her mother’s eyes narrowed and a ladylike huff emerged. “Fine. But don’t be long. I’ll tell Bradley to wait for you, shall I?”

      “Thanks.” No! You need more time. “Uh, Mother—no. I’ll drive. Just tell everyone I’ll be there soon. Go ahead and order—”

      “A salad? For you, dear? Nothing too heavy the night before you need to squeeze into your bridal ensemble. You know you want to look your best.”

      Alexis wanted to tell her where she could shove her stinking salad. What she could do with her too-tight wedding dress. The one Mother insisted be purchased in a size too small. To encourage you, sweetheart, her—naturally slender—mother had murmured in a low enough voice that no one else overheard. Think how lovely you’ll look for Bradley when your special day arrives and you’ve maintained proper portion control throughout.

      Proper portion control her plump ass.

      Some people weren’t instinctively skinny. Alexis had tried. God, how she’d tried, especially throughout late elementary and junior high.

      Tried to eat just like her mother, tried to change a body type that insisted on being husky or chunky or chubby or fat or whatever other word came to mind when her society-conscious mother told her what she could or could not eat. Told her how much, then told her to go for a run or do some aerobics to work it off.

      After years of misery, Alexis finally garnered the gumption to talk to her dad. Who, with his long hours at work and frequent out-of-town business trips, hadn’t been aware of how controlling his wife had become, especially in reference to their daughter’s eating regime.

      His wonderful foot had come down fast and hard, putting an end to the blatant efforts employed by Alexis’s mom. Which had done a world of good, but hadn’t stopped the occasional remark or the looming disappointment Alexis constantly felt emanating from her maternal parent until coming into her own shortly after she entered the private prep school her parents had selected for her high school education.

      Everything changed during her wonderful freshman year. She discovered drama class and having fun on stage. She found her absolute best bestie, Jennifer “Jenny” Beckman, who might be thin but who had a hard time disguising and learning to live with the pair of size Ds that had sprouted on her chest practically overnight. That was also when she met Bradley Langston, two years older than her, athletic, smart, and instantly interested.

      Their parents moved in the same circles; Alexis learned later it was the Langstons who’d recommended the school when her parents started asking around. She and Bradley really didn’t start dating until the following year, when she was in tenth grade and Bradley a senior, but all throughout freshman year and beyond, whether via school activities, things their parents were all involved in, or just as part of a group, his friendship and then romantic interest really boosted Alexis’s confidence and self-worth.

      For that, if nothing else, she’d love him until the day she died.

      But you’re certainly not in love with him any longer, now are you?

      Ugh.

      “Alexis!” her mother said sharply, regaining attention that would rather wander. “You know the restaurant won’t serve until the guest of honor is seated, not with such a large group…” She trailed off, expecting Alexis to jump.

      Well, that wasn’t going to happen. Not tonight. Her nerves felt too raw, her spirit too downtrodden.

      And you question if you should be getting married tomorrow?

      “Do you know if Dad will be there? Is his friend out of surgery yet?” The only reason her dad hadn’t been present this evening, ready to run interference with Mother, was that one of his closest friends had a stroke or seizure and was currently in surgery. Dad had gone to the hospital, with Alexis’s absolute support, to sit with his friend’s wife. To provide comfort where he could. “Have you heard from him?”

      If not, she’d know once she retrieved her purse and phone, where she’d left them in the Bride’s Room, and could check whether he’d texted her with any updates. Jenny had already sent him a few posed and candid pictures, so he wouldn’t feel like he was missing out on everything.

      Instead of answering, her mother only huffed again. “Hmpft. I suppose you don’t care if you inconvenience everyone.”

      When Alexis only stared back, trying to display her own calm annoyance, her mother gave a little sniff, followed by, “Just don’t be late, Alexis.”

      “I won’t!”

      Before Alexis could feel remorse for snapping back, the giant wooden doors closed behind her disapproving parent, the loud click echoing in the sudden stillness. She was alone. Finally.

      Clutching her crotch muscles for all she was worth, Alexis didn’t beeline for the ladies’. Instead, she walked back into the sanctuary. She stepped forward to run her fingertips over the carved side of one wooden pew. Tomorrow each aisle would be adorned with beautiful orchids and satin bows—then the scent will really knock you on your ass!

      Alexis circled the room, her fingers fisting against the bound stems she carried. Why wasn’t she happy?

      Bradley was perfect husband material. Well-muscled, handsome as a Greek god, with a solid reputation throughout Houston, a respectable upbringing that matched hers, and his own thriving import-export business. Not to mention, he was heir to the Langston family shipping dynasty, something that really impressed her yacht-loving dad.

      What more could she want? Her parents loved him. Her friends loved him. He loved her.

      You love Nico.

      Alexis gritted her teeth. She had to get these damn Ben Wa balls out of her vagina and him out of her mind. Tomorrow she started a new life. Time to leave the old one behind.

      Resolved, she spun on her summery sandals, aiming for the bathroom. As she passed a side door, the sound of deep laughter made her pause. A sound she didn’t hear nearly as often these days.

      Men talking, laughing.

      Memories welled up. How she’d loved seeing her dad and Bradley together back when she’d been in high school. Both of them, along with Phil whenever he was home on leave, had been avid sailors, always ready to take out the Langston family’s boat. Always ready for a day on the water.

      She hadn’t joined them, not then, having zero interest in fishing or what came after—the cleaning. Yech.

      And that memory only brought more, this time stupid ones of her and Nico, cleaning fish and laughing. Having fun and falling in lo—

      No more!

      If only her dad was there now! She could talk to him, maybe admit the doubts plaguing her, growing stronger. Perhaps seek his advice on—

      “My balls can’t get any bluer,” she heard Bradley complain loudly through the slight crack in the side door. “The way Alexis has been holding out on me, I’ve been dying. Well, except for that hot little—”

      Tom chuckled. “Bet you can’t wait until tomorrow night. Until the whole damn honeymoon.”

      “Are you kidding? It’s past time I shifted gears and drilled into her sweet little ass.”

      Alexis’s eyes widened. Her stomach churned. The oaf! She shoved the door with all her might, knocking into one of them. The ugly scent of tobacco greeted her nose. Disgusting.

      Her fiancé stumbled down two steps, almost dropping his cigarette in the process. “Shit, Alexis! What are you trying to do, break my leg?”

      A rumble of thunder growled in the distance as she stepped outside. Above the nearby skyscrapers of downtown, heavy, dark clouds loomed. A warning…from God perhaps? Or a portent of things to come if Alexis proceeded in going through with this sham of a wedding?

      She shook off the unwanted thoughts.

      “Oops,” she said brightly, secretly wishing she’d knocked him on his butt. Perfect husband material? He couldn’t wait to drill into her? “Smoking, Bradley? You told me you’d quit.”

      Why aren’t you asking about the “hot little—” whatever he just mentioned?

      Alexis tamped down the suspicion. Lying to her about smoking was bad enough; the last thing she needed right now was to deal with possible cheating.

      Don’t you mean probable cheating?

      “I had, truly.” He actually had the grace to look guilty. “Just one. I’m celebrating.” He straightened, painted on a charming smile that could make any woman melt. Even her. He was handsome, he was rich, and he came from good stock. Mother always said breeding counted for everything.

      Tom glanced between them, puffing away after raising his cigarette like a toast.

      “Celebrating? What?” Drilling into her?

      Or maybe his hot little—

      Bradley stepped closer. Her nose wrinkled from the stench.

      “Tomorrow I’m marrying the prettiest woman in Texas. My beloved Alexis.” His fingers brushed her hair and she warmed inside. His beloved? That was sweet. Maybe she hadn’t enjoyed sex with Bradley this time around but she would. It was just…different…from how things had been with Nico, from how she’d remembered the innocent abandon of having sex with Bradley her senior year.

      That he saw her as his beloved had to be a good thing, right?

      Sounds old-fashioned for Bradley, doesn’t it?

      She tried to drown out the worrisome niggle. It only got louder.

      Sounds like insincere bunk to me.

      But we’re perfect together.

      Yeah, perfectly boring if you’re honest—

      The dress!

      Ah, yes.

      The dress Bradley had surprised her with. The dress that now canceled out the annoying little voice in her head. The wedding dress he’d somehow learned about and purchased in the correct size. The one he’d delivered personally to her, when no one else was around, with a polite kiss and comforting hug, along with the message: “This is between me and you. Something for my future wife, to hopefully help make her wedding day extra special. And no, I promise I didn’t peek.”

      Somehow, her prince of a fiancé—who cared if he smoked and drilled?—had learned about Mother’s devious Diet Plan and had purchased a duplicate of the dress that Alexis loved and adored.

      It had hung in Jenny’s closet ever since, Mother having no idea that the switch would take place in the morning. Jenny having no idea she didn’t have the original dress they’d all picked out that day.

      Alexis forced a big smile. Of course Bradley was perfect. Any man needed grooming, right? As soon as they were married, she’d talk to him about respecting her in front of his friends and not smok—

      A sliding sensation in her vagina grabbed her attention. The balls! “Oh, crap!”

      Both men stared at her.

      One of the Ben Wa balls had slipped free and was now rolling around in the crotch of her panties. Alexis fought back a moan then couldn’t help but laugh. Thank goodness she hadn’t worn a thong.

      She clenched her inner muscles to hold the second ball in place and squeezed her thighs together. “Bradley, I don’t want my car to smell like smoke. Why don’t you ride with Tom and I’ll meet you there?”

      “Sure thing, whatever you—”

      She thrust the malodorous bouquet toward his chest. “And take this too.”

      While he fumbled with the flowers and his stupid cigarette, Alexis ducked back into the building.
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      Over his dead body.

      Tucked away on a side parking lot, concealed behind a couple of trees and overgrown bushes, Nico tightened his white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel of his ’57 Chevy convertible and weighed his options. He’d been staking out the ornate church long enough to consider several.

      Then why are you still here? Watching? Waiting?

      It took all his restraint not to jump from the car, chase Brad Langston down and pound the pretty boy’s interest in Lexi away.

      Nico watched his girl—his ex-girl—dash back inside the fancy building while Langston and his butt buddy headed to a pathetic excuse for a sports car. Nothing but a tin bucket—just like Langston and his crowd. Flimsy outside, empty inside.

      What was the man doing, anyway? Leaving her? It was their rehearsal, for Christ’s sake. Even Nico had better manners than that.

      Better manners? Is that why you tracked her down and have been lurking in the parking lot the last hour, working up the guts to crash her rehearsal?

      The gumption to pick her up, sling her over your shoulder, and bang on your chest like Tarzan while yelling that you finally claimed your woman?

      Nico frowned, clenched the narrow steering wheel so tight his fingers hurt. Hadn’t that been part of his problem? The lack of courage to claim her in front of her set? To stand up and announce she was his in front of others more educated, more refined
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