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JODI CARLYLE’S WEDDING CRASHER RULES


Rule #1: Look the Part

Rule #2: Never Use Your Real Name

Rule #3: Fight the Urge to Tell the Truth

Rule #4: What Happens at the Wedding Stays at the Wedding

Rule #5: Do Not Have Sex in the Coat Closet

Rule #6: You Can’t Save the Wedding Cake and Eat It Too

Rule #7: Go for the Gusto

Rule #8: You’re from Out of Town . . . Always

Rule #9: Have an Exit Plan

Rule #10: For God’s Sake Don’t Fall in Love
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To Christie Craig. I’m so grateful for your friendship.
You inspire me!
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CHAPTER 1


Jodi Carlyle’s Wedding Crasher Rules: Look the part.

A year to the day after she’d been dumped at the altar, and two days after her thirtieth birthday, Jodi Carlyle followed the advice of her cognitive behavioral therapist and crashed a wedding.

“You need to do this,” Dr. Jeanna had said. “Not only to break free from the shame cycle you can’t seem to snap out of, but also to stop being such a rule follower. Good girls finish last.”

“You think?” she had asked, trying not to sound snarky. Whenever she snarked, Dr. Jeanna scribbled wildly in her notebook.

“You’re not enjoying life.” Dr. Jeanna steepled her fingers. “It’s time for a change.”

Jodi knew that. It was the main reason she’d started seeing a counselor.

That and the fact she was still having dreams of cheerfully strangling Ryan with a blue garter. He’d left her stranded in front of three hundred wedding guests, wearing a white dress and glass slippers like some deranged Cinderella, while he caught a plane to the Cayman Islands with a knock-kneed stripper named Chrysanthemum Greene and several million dollars embezzled from the Stardust Savings and Loan.

The glass slippers had been Ryan’s idea. He’d wanted to drink champagne from one at the reception. He was showy like that.

Hammering the shoes into smithereens on the back steps of the wedding chapel hadn’t made her feel any better, so she’d picked up her I’ll-show-you-attitude that Mom sometimes called stubbornness and turned those wedding day lemons into lemonade. She’d marched back into the church to announce she’d been jilted and that she was turning the reception into an impromptu fund-raiser for Dallas Children’s Hospital. She’d then gotten on social media to ask people who’d sent gifts, but were unable to attend, if she could liquidate them for charity and received an overwhelmingly positive response. In the end, what could have been a pity party turned into a celebration of life, and she’d raised seven thousand dollars for the hospital.

Take that, Ryan Amos.

But even though she was proud of her in-the-moment triumph, whenever she heard the word “wedding,” or came across anything bridal-related, her knees would lock up and her stomach would quake to the point where she had to brew herself some ginger tea.

Believing it would soothe her wounds, well-meaning friends and relatives couldn’t resist the mantra, It’s better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all, but if one more person said that to her, Jodi swore she was going to lose it.

And that bothered her.

A lot.

She hated being controlled by fear. Hated that by doing so she effectively allowed Ryan to win.

It wasn’t until her younger sister Breeanne asked Jodi to be the maid of honor at her Valentine’s Day wedding that Jodi knew she had to do something.

Flooding technique, Dr. Jeanna called it. Exposure therapy.

The doctor had started small, asking Jodi to hold wedding-related items—garters, invitations, Jordan almonds—until she could do it without breaking into a cold sweat. Slowly, Dr. Jeanna exposed her to more and more stimuli until she declared Jodi ready for the coup de grâce.

Which meant attending . . . ahem . . . crashing a wedding.

In retrospect, if she’d been smarter, she wouldn’t have chosen one of the most high-profile weddings in Texas. But when it came to New Year’s Day weddings the pickings were kind of slim. And she’d always wanted to see inside the Grand Texan Hotel when it was decked out for the holidays. Unfortunately, she failed to fully consider the consequences of intruding upon the union of the lieutenant governor’s son to the daughter of Betsy Houston, one of the new owners of the Dallas Gunslingers baseball team.

Hindsight was most definitely an ironic bitch.

At noon on January first, her last guest of the season checked out of Boxcars and Breakfast, her unique B&B made from old boxcars that she’d renovated herself. And she’d closed the business until the following Monday. Early January was her slowest time of year and she didn’t have a single booking for the upcoming weekend.

She had four whole days all to herself for the first time since she’d opened the B&B a decade ago.

She waved her only employee, and best friend in the whole world, handyman Hamilton Gee, off on his annual ski trip that she gifted him with as a Christmas bonus. She packed up her suitcase, and told a little white lie to her close-knit family about where she was going—a white lie she promptly felt guilty about—and drove from her hometown of Stardust two and a half hours west to Dallas.

Jodi checked into a Motel 6, just down the road from the Grand Texan, and spent an hour doing her makeup. She dressed in a slinky emerald ball gown she’d gotten for seventy percent off at Neiman Marcus’s online post-Christmas sale. Even on deep discount it was the most expensive, and the most elegant, garment she’d ever owned, including her own wedding gown. May it rest in shreds.

Yes, buying the dress meant spending two weeks’ revenue, but if she was going to pull this off, she had to look the part. Which entailed, besides the dress and a sleek new hairstyle, arriving in a limousine. Although, to save money, she planned to grab a taxi back to the Motel 6 when the wedding was over.

And everything was trucking along according to plan.

The limo pulled up outside the Grand Texan at six-forty, twenty minutes before the ceremony was set to begin. The valet who helped her from the car cast approving glances her way. When she pressed a twenty-dollar bill into his palm, his smile widened.

A million white twinkle lights turned the hotel into a fairy-tale castle. The hum of voices, the rustle of skirts, the whistle of the bell captain buzzed the air with festivity. A modicum of slush from the New Year’s Eve snow flurry dampened the ground, the dropping night temperature threatening to freeze it to ice.

Jodi drew her coat tighter around her shoulders, clutched the silver beaded evening bag she’d surreptitiously borrowed from her parents’ antique store, Timeless Treasures, and jockeyed for position in the middle of the well-heeled crowd streaming toward the front entrance.

The hotel itself was as impressive as she imagined it would be—Texas elegance in all its swaggering, staggering glory. She tried not to stare as she moved along with the throng. If she hoped to pull this off she could not look like what she was, a small-town girl in over her head.

She could do this. She would do this. Hell. High water. Whatever. She’d been stuck in neutral for far too long. Time to fully shake off Ryan’s betrayal.

Up ahead lay the pavilion where the ceremony was being held. A columned altar had been set up beneath the domed ceiling decorated in golden angels, white poinsettias, and silver bows. Security guards funneled guests over stone footbridges wreathed with more twinkle lights, and flanked by sparkling fountains.

One of the security guards met her gaze, and narrowed his eyes.

She heard the thundering of her heart, felt it slamming against her chest. Oh no! Had he seen right through her? Had she made some kind of serious country-bumpkin faux pas? Darn it, busted before she ever got started.

The guard stepped toward her.

She broke out in a cold sweat.

Stay calm.

Jodi moved behind a tall man, shrank her shoulders, and willed herself to sink down until she was invisible. The way she used to do when she was four years old and her mother, Vivian, left her home alone and someone would come to the front door. She’d slip behind the couch and pretend she was something tiny. Vivian had a bad habit of disappearing for days at a time, leaving Jodi with big boxes of Cheerios on the kitchen table, orange juice in the fridge, and the terrifying threat that mean people would take her away if she dared opened the door.

Until the day she ran out of cereal and risked opening the door when a knock came. People did indeed take her away, but Vivian had been wrong. They weren’t mean. They bought her a hamburger and ice cream, a Barbie and new clothes, and took her to live in a clean place with people who smiled a lot and never hit her or left her alone.

And Jodi never saw her mother again.

In the crowd beside her, a young woman was yammering on the cell phone. Jodi heard the sharp snap of the guard’s shoes as he stalked across the floor, and her stomach rolled over.

“Miss,” he called. “Miss.”

This was it. Busted.

“Miss.” The guard’s raised voice was insistent and he was so close she could feel his body heat. Why had she picked this wedding of all weddings to crash? Her palms went hot and sticky.

Failure.

She imagined being hauled out of the building, everyone staring and pointing.

Humiliated.

She deserved it. Crashing a wedding was not an above-board thing to do. She might as well throw her hands in the air and surrender. Guilty as charged. Cringing, she turned to face the security guard, and confess.

But he touched the shoulder of cell phone girl. “Miss, could you please turn off your cell phone and put it away?”

Not her. He hadn’t been talking to her. Jodi exhaled forcefully, lungs aching from holding her breath, her knees bobbling.

Safe. She was safe.

Whew.

On the other side of the footbridges, the crowd spread out, fanning toward the entrance to a smaller pavilion. Eight bulky men in cowboy hats and dark suits, dark sunglasses, holster bulges underneath their jackets, microphones nestled in their ears, stood sentinel, Arnold Schwarzenegger arms positioned imposingly over broad chests.

Octuplet cowboy Terminators.

Not out of the woods. Not by a long shot. These guys were Texas State security detail.

Jodi slowed. Not at the sight of the bodyguards. She’d expected them.

No, what snatched her breath from her lungs was her first unobstructed view of the altar. It was a heart-shaped archway twined with stargazer lilies opened in full bloom. Stargazer lilies. Ryan’s favorite flowers. The damn altar was almost identical to the one she’d stood under a year ago on this same date. The panic she’d come here to squash snaked around her spine, strangled her. She felt so stupid. So foolish.

What were the odds the bride would choose stargazer lilies?

Memories pelted her. Ryan kissing her for the first time beneath the mimosa tree at Boxcars and Breakfast, between the caboose that served as a dining room for the guests and the royal blue Santa Fe Pacific railway car where he’d been staying while he looked for a house to rent in Stardust. The way he’d proposed to her at the best restaurant in town over less-than-stellar bananas Foster. The thrill she’d felt as they planned the wedding, Ryan weighing in on everything—which at the time she’d thought was romantic—but now she understood it was all about control.

Honestly, she found the scent of stargazer lilies nauseating. She’d learned her lesson. No more idealizing love.

Jodi stopped short, giving serious thought to throwing in the towel and going back home, when someone smacked into her.

The impact knocked her off balance, and she stumbled in unaccustomed high heels, fell to her hands and knees with a loud clop that echoed off the high domed ceiling. Her purse spun across the polished marble, skidding to a halt at the toes of one of the burly cowboy bodyguards and spilling the contents—lipstick, a hairbrush, pepper spray, condoms. The condoms were a last-minute addition. She hadn’t even known why she’d put them in there.

She grabbed for the condoms, anxious to get them out of sight, when a big hand reached from behind her and closed over the packets at the same time a strong, manly arm clamped around her waist and hauled her to her feet.

Her cheeks stung as smartly as her knees.

Wobbling, she snatched the condoms from the anonymous fingers. Heard a soft masculine chuckle. Smoothly, the owner of those fingers retrieved her purse and her remaining belongings. She grabbed at those too, stuffing everything into the purse and out of sight.

Except for the metal skeleton key with the heart-shaped head resting in his big palm. He shifted the key from his palm to his fingers, extended the key toward her.

“Not mine,” she said, and finally had the courage to take a quick peek at his face.

Tall, dark, and handsome, well built, easily topping six feet. Gorgeous. A bone-melting smile. Pearly whites. But of course he had perfect teeth.

Oh crap. She was a sucker for tall, dark, and dashing.

But despite the dapper tuxedo and debonair bow tie, he managed to look rugged and ultra-masculine.

It was probably the beard. Normally, she wasn’t a fan, but his beard was thick, full, and neatly trimmed. He looked to be one of those guys who sprouted facial hair easily, each follicle steeped in testosterone. His eyes were sharp as needles too, the luxe color of roasted cocoa beans. He carried himself with the bold air of someone accustomed to both being in charge, and getting his way. Something about him seemed vaguely familiar, but she was certain they’d never met before.

“The key fell out of your purse,” he said in a deep voice that sent her knees into a Pride and Prejudice swoon.

Okay, she’d borrowed the purse from Timeless Treasures. Maybe the key had been inside it.

Last summer, her sister had given her an antique hope chest with skeleton key locks, but no key that fit. Ever since then, Jodi had been looking for a key that would open the trunk. Maybe this one would do the trick. She wrapped her fingers around the key. The metal was still warm from his body heat.

Knock it off! She was supposed to be getting over Mr. Tall, Dark, and Wrong, not falling for another one.

“You really should look into taillights,” he murmured. “Or at the very least, a backup beeper.” He paused, his smile deepening into a grin that would have given Cary Grant a run for his money. “Not that I’m complaining. Knocking into you is the most excitement I’ve had all week.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t have been tailgating.” She dropped the key into her purse. She’d been on the verge of apologizing when he’d made that crack.

“Come on, you can’t seriously expect any red-blooded male not to tailgate a caboose like that.” He craned his head around for a better look at her backside.

Train metaphors. She could so love a man who used train metaphors. Reason enough to get the heck away from him.

“Excuse me.” Jodi spun from his reach, more because his comment aroused her than offended her, and she couldn’t figure out what that was all about.

“I’m sorry. That was a douchy thing to say, but you do have a great caboose,” he called after her.

In a desperate bid to quell the blush blooming at the base of her throat, Jodi envisioned stepping into an icicle shower. That cooled her off momentarily until she paused and turned back for another look at the sexy hunk of man. Why was she encouraging him?

“I’m guessing most women fall all over lines like that,” she said dryly.

“Most women, yeah.” He canted his head, narrowed his eyes, and kicked up the charge on his smile. “But you’re not most women, are you?”

Dammit, why did he have to make that sound like such a good thing? Pulse thumping far too erratically, she ducked her head and breezed past the bodyguard, who reached out and snagged her by the elbow on her way past.

“Whoa there, ma’am. Hang on a sec.”

She stopped, her heart sliding to her toes.

The bodyguard extended a shovel-sized palm. “Invitation.”

Jodi opened her purse to take out the invitation originally meant for her sister Breeanne and brother-in-law to be, Rowdy Blanton, a manager for the Dallas Gunslingers. She’d fished the invitation out of her sister’s trashcan after Breeanne had RSVP’d that she and Rowdy had a prior commitment and were unable to attend the wedding. Jodi’s plan had been to try to pass herself off as her sister and hope for the best. But it dawned on her that the invitation had not been her purse when the contents spilled out. Oh no. She must have left it back at the motel.

“Invitation,” he repeated.

“I . . . I . . . I . . .” she stammered, still so dazzled by Mr. Tall, Dark, and Smart Aleck she couldn’t think of a quick response.

“If you can’t produce an invitation, I’m going to have to ask you to turn and head the opposite direction,” the cowboy bodyguard said. His tone was pleasant but his eyes said, Don’t even think about bullshitting me.

“It’s . . . um . . .” Say something. Why couldn’t she think? Why was her brain mushy?

“She’s with me.” Mr. TDSA handed an invitation to the bodyguard.

The bodyguard waved it away. “Go right on in, Jake.”

In a proprietary manner that rubbed her the wrong way, Jake took hold of her arm and escorted her toward the pavilion.

Jodi tried to shake him off, but Jake held on tight. “You’re on a first-name basis with the security detail?”

“I’m on a first-name basis with a lot of people,” he replied.

“Hello, Mr. Popularity.” Her tone could have frosted the wedding cake. “How do you do it?”

“It’s called being nice,” he said. “You might look into it.”

“I am a nice person,” she said.

“Sure you are.”

“I am. You just rub me the wrong way.” Rub. In context with this virile guy, it was a perilous word.

“Uh-huh.”

“I’m extremely nice, ask anyone.”

“Because wedding crashers are known for their highly moral behavior?”

“I’m not a wedding crash—”

“Watch it.” He raised a finger. “Nice people don’t lie.”

She snorted. “Let go of my arm.”

He ignored that. His touch sent her body temperature soaring, and she felt both freaked out and intrigued.

“You’re welcome, by the way,” he said.

She drew her head back so she could glare down her nose at him. “For what?”

“Saving your bacon.”

“Thank you,” she said. “Now will you please let go?”

“Not until you answer one question.”

“What’s that?”

“Bride or groom?”

“I don’t see—”

“Wrong answer.”

“You didn’t give me a chance to—”

“If you were bona fide, you would have immediately said either bride or groom without hesitating.”

“Fine, bride.”

“Too late. You’re impersonating a guest.”

“How did you know?” she whispered, and glanced over her shoulder. People were staring at them.

“You’re gorgeous and alone and you show up at a wedding dressed to kill without an invitation. A first grader could put it together.”

“I have an invitation. You intervened before I had a chance to produce one.”

“Do you really have an invitation?”

“I did. I must have misplaced it.”

“Sure you did.”

“Okay, I did have an invitation, but it wasn’t mine,” she admitted.

“A wedding crasher and a thief. Two for two.”

“You caught me on a bad day.”

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“I don’t see how that’s relevant.”

“It would make things easier.”

“For what?”

“You know . . .” His everyone-loves-me shrug matched his smile. “Since we’re going to be spending the night together.”

Her mind called up images of the two of them in tangled sheets, hot, sweaty, sated. Alarmed, she said, “We are not spending the night together!”

That came out louder than she intended and the soft conversation rippling through the crowd instantly stopped as curious gazes swung their way.

“I was referring to the wedding reception. Because you’re my plus one,” he murmured with a wicked gleam in his eyes. “But if you’d like to—”

“No.” She yanked against his grip, and finally, thankfully, he let her go.

Cradling her elbow, still warm and tingly from his touch, she dipped her head and rushed to find a seat. He’d gotten her inside the venue, but that didn’t mean she had to sit with him.

An usher intercepted her. “Bride or groom?”

“Groom,” she said without hesitating, and the usher seated her.

Jodi plunked down and took a deep breath. Her gaze strayed to the altar. She had dreaded walking into the wedding venue alone with the ghost of her failed wedding a year ago. But somehow, she’d managed to walk into the venue with her head held high and her stomach settled. Thanks to Mr. TDSA distracting her.

She didn’t coat check her coat because she had a tendency to get cold, so she slipped it off, draped the coat across her knees, ran a hand over the skirt of her dress to smooth it out, straightened her shoulders, and lifted her chin. So far, so good.

Someone settled into the empty chair beside her. She glanced over to smile at the new arrival and say hello, but saw him.

Jake. His name was Jake.

The contrary part of her wanted to resist the attraction, but another part of her—the part that had been in deep freeze for the past year—unfurled, yawned, stretched, and muttered, Why the hell not?

“We meet again.” The scent of peppermint and pine wafted off him.

“Oh, like you didn’t intentionally sit next to me.”

“Don’t let it go to your head. This was the only seat left on the groom’s side,” he said. “I thought you were a friend of the bride.”

She shot him a glance. Really, they were still playing that game?

He looked amused. “You never did tell me your name.”

She didn’t want to tell him that, but neither did she want to compound her sins by lying, so she said, “Hush, the wedding is starting.”

Music swelled, the first bridesmaid started down the aisle, the audience turned to watch the spectacle unfold. Love was in the air.

And the infuriating man beside her stretched his arm across the back of her chair like it belonged there.

She glared at him.

Unapologetically, he drew his arm back and gave her an it-was-worth-a-shot grin. “Let me guess. Your name is Jessica.”

“Shh.”

“I hope it’s not Jessica because I dated a Jessica in high school and she left me with a nasty taste in my mouth for the name.”

“You’re being rude to the bride and groom. And no, it’s not Jessica.”

“I’m rude? You’re the wedding crasher.”

She pressed her foot against his toe, meaning that he should shut up, but he must have thought she was trying to play footsie because he angled closer to whisper into her ear. “Is it Jennifer? Nice name, but a little too common.”

Snorting, she moved her foot away. Fast.

“Ashley?”

She scowled and pressed an index finger against her pursed lips.

A gray-haired, muscular woman dressed in a tuxedo, who Jodi assumed must be Betsy Houston, escorted the bride down the aisle to the beat of the wedding march. The bride carried a bouquet of stargazer lilies and baby’s breath, just like the bouquet Jodi had carried. It was obviously a popular winter bouquet.

Jodi could taste the bride’s fear. Feel the panic building in her chest.

Not the bride. Her. A year ago, pacing the back of the church, two pairs of Spanx cutting off her circulation, her shoes chafing blisters into her toes, sweat soaking the armpit of her puffy-sleeved, fairy-tale princess dress. Her father trying to comfort her, volunteering to hunt down Ryan and punch him into next year.

How time flew. “Next year” was now.

She took a deep breath, shook out her hands. No worries. No sweat. Ryan was out of her life. She’d gone through hell and back with the federal investigation that followed her ex-fiancé’s departure until the authorities were thoroughly satisfied she was as much a victim as the Stardust Savings and Loan.

After the bride passed them, Jack took out his cell phone, tapped something into a text box, and then showed Jodi the screen.

      U MARRIED GWENDOLYN?

Gwendolyn.

He was teasing her. How long had it been since a man had teased her like this? Certainly not Ryan, he’d been so serious, all about making money and climbing the corporate ladder. Which at the time she thought was a hopeful indication of their future. She’d thought he was responsible, hardworking just like she was, but it turned out he was a lying, cheating, thieving louse.

She met Jake’s dark eyes full of lively adventure, and realized just how anesthetized she’d become. Living in the same small town she was raised in, never stepping outside her comfort zone. That is, until Ryan had pulled what he pulled, making her question not only her taste in men and her ability to read people, but also her entire faith in love. She felt duped, hoodwinked, betrayed, gullible, and irrevocably stupid. How could she have missed the warning signs? She had been with Ryan for two years and not once had she questioned his moral character.

Why not?

What was wrong with her?

Jake nudged her with his knee, tapped the screen of his phone.

      U MARRIED GWENDOLYN?

A prudent woman would have lied and said yes, and that would have been the end of it, but damn her, instead of nodding, she shook her head.

Briskly, he rubbed his palms together in a hot-dog gesture.

She should have been annoyed, but she wasn’t. In fact, he entertained her. Which was not good.

He held up a bare ring finger.

She shrugged, signaling that she didn’t give a rat’s patootie about his marital status, but her heart rate quickened.

He typed into the text message box on his phone,

      SIT 2GETHER @ RECEPTION?

She gave him a chiding look, and inclined her head toward the altar as the groom took the bride’s hand. Shh. But she couldn’t contain her smile. He was keeping her from thinking about last year. She reached for his phone, and accidentally brushed her knuckles against his muscled thigh.

Immediate sparks burst through her hand.

Holy crap.

His handsome head jerked up, his eyes so startled that she knew he’d felt it too. Lust, unlike anything she’d ever experienced before, blazed through her body, a crackling forest fire of desire that raced down her nerve endings to lodge brilliantly at the eager spot between her legs.

He chuckled.

Terrific.

He probably thought she’d touched him on purpose. Determined not to let him see how much he affected her, she laser-beamed her gaze on the phone, still nice and warm from his hand, and tapped in,

      I’M YOUR +1 WHERE ELSE WOULD I SIT?




CHAPTER 2


Jodi Carlyle’s Wedding Crasher Rules: Never use your
real name.

The Dallas Gunslingers’ newest cleanup hitter, Jake Coronado, wasn’t a psychologist, but he was fairly certain the instant attraction he felt for the gorgeous redhead sitting beside him had a whole lot to do with the fact that she resembled his dead wife.

Reason enough to make his excuses and leave the reception.

She even sounded a bit like Maura, the same low, throaty voice that made him think about things like rich Swiss chocolate, midnight mood music, fine oaken whiskey, and darkened bedrooms.

But unlike his quiet Maura, who never in a million years would have crashed a wedding, this woman was daring, and he was surprised by how much that appealed to him.

Jake rubbed the tip of his thumb along the back of his bare ring finger. Three years since he’d lost her, and while he’d managed to put the bulk of his grief behind him, the joy of being married to the right person was still strong enough to make him want to try again.

But neither could he go falling for the first redhead with cinnamon freckles sprinkled over the bridge of her nose, nor could he devalue Maura’s memory by dating a look-alike.

Still, there was nothing wrong with taking in the stunning scenery for an evening.

When he studied her up close, she didn’t look as much like Maura as he’d first thought. Sure, they were both natural redheads with incandescent skin, lively blue-gray eyes, and wide, generous mouths. Maura had been slightly taller at five-seven, possessed a strong jaw, oval face, and regal nose. Gwendolyn here had a soft chin, heart-shaped face, and button nose.

She’d refused to give him her real name, telling him Gwendolyn worked just fine for the night, and while he had an urge to badger her for the truth, he quelled it.

He found their seats and was relieved to discover their table was on the fringes of the upper-crust affair near the exit. He wondered why he hadn’t been seated with other members of the team, but honestly he didn’t care. This was better. He could have Gwendolyn all to himself.

But before they even sat down, Gwendolyn excused herself to the ladies’ room. Jake visited with the group of mostly older couples who welcomed him warmly, commented on his addition to the Gunslingers’ lineup and then returned to their personal conversations about grandchildren, vacation plans, and retirement portfolios.

After several minutes, Jake got antsy. Gwendolyn had been gone a long time. He checked his watch. Had she ditched him?

Tuxedoed waiters moved through the crowd, serving filet mignon for the carnivores, mushroom ravioli for the herbivores. A live band tuned up for the dance. Nosegays in crystal bowls served as centerpieces. A serpentine line snaked around the tables, destination: open bar.

He waved at a couple of people he knew. Teammates. Their wives. Nodded. Smiled.

After making it big as a major league hitter, Jake had learned to be comfortable in this world of wealth and privilege, even though he’d come from a lower-middle-class home life. His parents had divorced when he was seven, but they’d done their best to keep things civil and had provided him and his two older sisters with a stable upbringing. He prided himself on his ability to navigate any gathering and find a way to fit.

Mom said his talent for blending in stemmed from a need to be adored. Maura, bless her, said it was because he had a natural affinity for people. Truth be told, they were probably both right. Which was why it killed his soul every time he struck out at the plate. He hated disappointing fans.

Gwendolyn—it was starting to bug him now that he didn’t know her real name—returned from the bathroom. At the sight of her, happiness pooled in his stomach, spread warmth through his blood like champagne. She’d come back. Perplexed at his excitement, Jake hopped to his feet to pull out her chair.

“What a gentleman,” one of the older women at the table muttered to her husband. “Why don’t you pull out my chair for me?”

“ ’Cause you’d expect it every time,” the husband replied. “I don’t want to set a precedent.”

Hell, pulling out a chair was so easy to do, and if it made a woman feel special, why not do it?

Gwendolyn scooped the back of her dress smooth with her palms as she sat, a half smile touching her lips. She laid her purse on the floor, reached for her linen napkin, and spread it over her lap.

Jake stepped back, and took the opportunity to study her. The green dress fit her as if it had been tailor-made, and maybe it had. No doubt it set her back a nice chunk of change. Whatever she’d spent had been worth it. The dress pushed her breasts up into cleavage that made him want to drool and it nipped her in at the waist, showing off how curvy she was in all the right places.

Her gaze flicked to the bow tie he’d loosened while she was in the ladies’ room. “Are you going to stand there ogling all night?”

If she’d let him, yeah, but clearly, she wasn’t gung-ho on the idea. Grinning, he took his seat.

The wedding party assembled at the long table at the front of the room. And once they were seated, the food started to flow, interspersed with speeches and toasts. It irritated him that he didn’t get a chance to strike up a real conversation with her during the meal. He was determined to get her name and phone number before the evening was over.

While the servers cleared dinner plates, the bandleader took the microphone and announced the first dance. Everyone watched as the bride and groom waltzed for the first time as Mr. and Mrs.

Well, not everyone, he was watching Gwendolyn.

Her auburn hair was pinned back at her temples in an elegant upsweep, while the back of her hair curled halfway between her jawline and her shoulders in a half-up/half-down hairstyle that promised refinement on the one hand, untamed passion on the other. A seductive promise that he longed to explore.

But he wasn’t going to pursue that line of thinking. He’d had his fill of casual hookups. Once he’d passed the deepest depths of despair following Maura’s death, he’d gone through a crazy, anything-goes phase. Over the last three years, he’d traveled from monkish celibacy, to sex-addled, back to celibate again. Now he was ready for a real relationship. And for that, he shouldn’t be looking to beautiful wedding crashers who refused to surrender their names.

Why had she crashed the wedding? Was she looking for a casual hookup? Considering the condoms in her purse, maybe so. Maybe she was some nutter who loved weddings and had bouquet-catching dreams of being the next bride. Maybe she wanted to photo bomb a celebrity wedding for Facebook bragging rights. Or maybe she was just a groupie who wanted access to a roomful of baseball players.

Except he wasn’t getting any of those vibes from her, and he’d fought off his share of groupies. Other than the wedding-crashing thing, Gwendolyn seemed quite normal.

The music changed from a waltz to a jazzier beat.

Gwendolyn extended her hand. “Dance with me.”

He hesitated for a fraction of a second, momentarily surprised by her invitation. He’d thought she was on the verge of bolting. “How do you know I can dance?”

She eyed him up and down. “You look athletic.”

“Just because I’m in shape doesn’t mean I can dance.” Actually, he’d taken ballroom dancing classes with Maura so he could dance at their wedding, but Maura was the only woman he’d ever danced with.

Miss Wedding Crasher just stood there, one hand cocked on her shapely hip, the other palm held out for him to accept, a challenging quirk raising one perfectly arched eyebrow, her long eyelashes lowering seductively.

“I’ll dance with you,” said one of the older men, the spot on the linen tablecloth surrounding his empty plate dusted with yeast roll crumbs. His glaring wife poked him in the ribs.

Jake settled his napkin on the table. “I got this.”

Gwendolyn’s soft laughter sounded like snow landing on angel wings.

Jake took her hand and got to his feet in one fluid movement, pushing his chair back with a bump of his knees. He couldn’t help noticing the sensuous curve of her breasts beneath the silky fabric of her V-neck dress. She smelled as enticing as she looked, a girl-next-door combination of vanilla and cream that contrasted with the glossy sophistication of her appearance.

It was surreal, the force of instant attraction. Oddly, he found himself resenting her for stirring his desires. He didn’t like feeling out of control. He didn’t have to dance with her. Or pretend to be her date. He could just walk away.

That was the thing. He did not want to walk away.

Bottom line? He wanted her. His desire tasted smoky and loamy, lingering more real than the taste of the champagne he’d been drinking. He wanted to taste her. Crush those glossy red lips with his. Take possession of them. One sip of sin and the daydream kindled, burning into his mind the image of long summer nights and sweaty flesh pressed hotly together.

She walked backward, swishing her hips, leading him out onto the dance floor.

Reluctant to draw her too near him for fear she’d steal his heart away, and feeling awkward dancing with someone other than Maura, Jake draped one arm around her shoulder instead of her waist.

The packed dance floor caused her to wriggle closer, forcing him to drop his hand from her shoulder to the middle of her back. He could feel the outline of her bra, and his body hardened. He was in over his head.

“I was right,” she murmured, looking up at him through a fringe of auburn hair.

“About what?”

“You’re a good dancer.”

“I’m out of practice,” he said.

“Why is that?”

He didn’t want to get into the reason. Especially not with someone he would never see again. “Are you ready to tell me your name?”

“You don’t want to tell me why you’re out of practice, huh?”

“Not particularly.”

“Then I’m not going to answer your question.”

“Fine,” he said. Gwendolyn.

“You’ve got a stubborn streak.”

“Ditto.” He glided her around an amorous couple groping each other. She was light on her feet, more graceful than Maura. He quickly squelched that disloyal thought.

“I’ve got a question for you,” she said.

“What’s that?”

“Why did you rescue me?”

“My friends say I have a damsel-in-distress complex.”

“Do you?”

He shook his head, not so much as an answer, but denying the idea she was a defenseless flower. This woman had grit. “You weren’t in distress.”

“You’re right. If I hadn’t gotten into the wedding, what was the worst that would have happened?”

“You tell me.”

“I would have been embarrassed.”

Now he was doubly intrigued. If she didn’t really care whether she’d gotten into the wedding or not, why was she here? “Your skin looks pretty thick to me.”

And soft, very soft. The only thing that stood between his palm and the bare skin at the small of her back was the silky material of her dress.

He felt sweat gather on his brow and prayed she didn’t notice.

She canted her head, her eyes bright, inquisitive. “How come a guy like you isn’t married?”

“I’m picky,” he said. “How about you?”

Distress flickered across her face for half a second, and she quickly dropped her gaze. “Like you. Picky,” she said, but he could tell from the way her lashes fluttered that she wasn’t being totally honest.

He leaned down to her ear. “What’s his name?”

She stiffened. “Who?”

“The guy who put you off men?”

“I don’t want to talk about him.”

Ah, so there was a guy. “Whoever he is, the man’s a dumbass for letting a woman like you get away.”

A faint smile played at the corners of her mouth. He’d pleased her. He hadn’t been trying to please her. He was just being honest, and he meant every word.

The band eased into a slower tune, “Kiss You,” and more people drifted onto the dance floor, pushing them even closer together.

Their hips touched.

Jake heard her sudden, sharp intake of breath. The trumpet player tugged a mournful note from his instrument and the sound slid right down Jake’s spine to lodge in the center of his chest. The resonant vibrations throbbed through him, pounding rhythmically with each squeeze of his heart.

The fruity taste of champagne mixed with the earthiness of his desire. It tasted as right as this felt. His eyes fixed on her raspberry-colored mouth and he found himself wondering what she tasted like. Fruity bubbles no doubt, but beyond that he was certain she would also taste of mystery, spice, and adventure.

A light sheen of perspiration dewed her forehead, matching his heated skin.

He had a snapshot image of her tangled in his bedsheets, her head cradled on his pillow, hair spread out like an auburn fan as she gazed up at him. He imagined her lips puckered in a playful pout, her shapely legs drawn up beneath his long-sleeved white dress shirt, the pink of her perky nipples peeping at him above the open collar.

He shook his head to dispel the vision, but it didn’t want to leave, clung sticky like cobwebs.

“Please tell me your name.” Yeah, he was begging now, but the suspense was killing him.

“Shh.” She pressed an index finger against her lips. “No talking. Just dance.”

Frustrated, he propelled her across the floor, the movement carrying her away from him, but he tugged her back, her hair flying out gracefully behind her. They moved as one unit, as if they’d been dancing together all their lives, gliding and swaying, sliding and whirling.

Christ, she was hot.

And that mouth. So close. So kissable.

He’d sworn off one-night stands. Promised himself no more. He was ready for a real relationship and he wasn’t going to have that with a woman who wouldn’t even tell him her name.

Junk food. She was like junk food. It sounded delicious until you scarfed it up, and got caught in the logy hangover of fat, salt, and sugar.

But dancing with her made him feel alive again in a way he hadn’t felt since Maura.

She leaned her head against his shoulder and his heart jumped right up into his mouth. He made a strangled noise, half groan, half sigh. She tilted her chin, angling her head in order to slide him a sideways glance. The movement, languid and curious, was identical to the one Maura used to give him when she was in a romantic mood.

Jake’s gut twisted into knots.

A strand of hair fell loose from the pin at her temple and wilted over her face. She reached up to tuck it behind one perfectly shaped ear studded with an emerald earring that matched her dress. Whenever he looked at her, inhaled her vanilla and cream scent, all he could think about was forbidden secrets and starlit nights.

The music shifted into a song with a tempo so slow they were barely moving. He tightened his hand around her waist, breathed in her smell, heard the sound of blood pounding against his eardrums.

He peered into her eyes and caught a glimpse of naked vulnerability that gutted him, and he understood why she was here. She was getting over a broken romance, a love affair gone sour, and this was her version of whistling in the dark.

The woman was hurting . . . and she’d crashed a wedding to blunt her pain and loneliness. Hell, he understood terrible loneliness. Felt it when he was swinging at home plate in a stadium filled with thousands of fans. Felt it when his friends dragged him out of the house to go clubbing or play poker. Felt it when he was by himself in that king-sized bed late at night.

His damsel-in-distress-rescuer instincts kicked into hyper-drive. He wanted to tell her everything would be all right. That she wasn’t alone. That he was here and no one would ever hurt her again.

Then just as quickly as it had fallen, she zipped her guard back up, locking herself inside her ivory tower, hiding her emotions beneath those long, thick eyelashes. What would it take to breach that wall?

“I’m thirsty,” she said matter-of-factly, stepping away from him so quickly that she almost collided with another couple.

“Whoa.” He took her elbow and guided her off the dance floor. Her muscles tensed beneath his fingers and she twisted from his grip.

“I’ll get you some water,” he offered.

“I can get it myself.”

He met her eyes. “Did I do something wrong?”

“No, it was a nice dance. Thank you.” She smiled but sounded sad, like there was a rain cloud hanging over her Sunday picnic.

“Am I being dismissed?” he asked.

Her shoulders sagged, and she hoisted a halfhearted smile. “I’m just tired of dancing.”

“Is there something else you’d like to do instead?” He didn’t mean it suggestively, but he heard the innuendo. He thought about clarifying, but figured that would make things worse.

“I’m calling it a night,” she said.

“What? You’re leaving before the chicken dance?” Desperate. He was desperate to keep her here a little bit longer. “Everyone knows it’s bad luck to leave before the chicken dance.”

As if wired into his desperation, the band launched into the chicken dance polka.

She smiled for real this time. “You set that up.”

“No, but I’ll take credit for it if it will get you to stay.” He motioned her toward him. “C’mon . . .”

Everyone was on the dance floor now, even little kids.

Jake held out his hand to her. “Please.”

She cut her eyes at him, shook her head, but in good-natured defeat slipped her palm into his. He edged her back onto the dance floor. They joined the flock doing the silly dance. Elbows flew as people misstepped, laughed, bumped into each other.

When the chicken dance melted into a slow waltz, their gazes met again. She did not walk away with a chunk of the crowd that left the dance floor. She was intrigued, and unless he missed his guess, she was as stumped by their chemistry as he was.

He spun her around the room. The chandeliers shifted colors, darkening to midnight blue against white side lighting. Jake glanced up and for the first time saw the mistletoe hanging from the ceiling.

Mistletoe.

How could he pass up mistletoe?

He wanted her. That’s why he used the mistletoe as an excuse, a pretense to explain his motives instead of what they really were—lust. Plain and simple. Okay, maybe not so plain, because his desire was rocking off the charts. And maybe it wasn’t so simple either, because he’d sworn off this kind of impulsive behavior, yet here he was, going for it.

Back on track. He had to get his life back on track. But . . .

He.

Wanted.

Her.

Jake pressed his lips to her forehead. Felt feverish heat. Was it his heat or hers? Both? He tracked his mouth to the slight dip between her eyebrows and the top of her nose.

She tilted her face up to him and he kissed his way down the bridge, her hair brushing against the back of his hand as he cradled her cheek. Kissed the sweet tip. Heard the soft hum of her breath. Smiled. Pressed his lips in the cozy indentation between her nose and her upper lip. Inhaled her feminine fragrance. Felt her tremble.

“Jake,” she whispered, and curled her hand into a fist.

To protest? Resist? He didn’t give her a chance.

He closed his mouth over hers.

She reached up and knotted her hands at the back of his neck, tugging his head down. He tasted champagne on her lips. He kissed her sweetly, softly, as if it was the first kiss either of them had ever received.

She parted her teeth and a quiet gasp slipped out. He swallowed that gasp. Tasted heaven. Smiled wider.

Gwendolyn.

God, he wished he knew her name.

If he knew her name this could be real. Could be something more. The strangest feeling came over him. There was an undeniable mind-body connection between them. A synergy of energy.

He raised his head, looked down into her eyes.

The waltz came to an end. The band took a break. Microphone in hand, the wedding planner announced the cutting of the cake.

She stepped back from him. “It’s been real, Jake, and it’s been fun. But like Cinderella at midnight, I’ve really got to run.”




CHAPTER 3


Jodi Carlyle’s Wedding Crasher Rules: Fight the urge to
tell the truth.

Her heart was a gun chamber, her blood bullets. Each pump shot a fresh stream of hot fluid circling throughout her body. Jodi snatched up her coat from the back of her chair, grabbed her purse from underneath the table where she’d left it and darted out the nearest exit.

Hurried footsteps pounded behind her. She feared that if she turned, she’d see Prince Charming back there trotting after her with a glass slipper.

No way. No more glass slippers. She wasn’t falling for that fairy-tale stuff again. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice . . .

Hurry! Get to the coach before it turns into a pumpkin.

“Wait!”

His urgent voice blinded her. She walked as fast as she dared in high heels. Saw nothing but a blur of walls. She felt dazed, and light-headed—remembering his kiss, that devastating, mind-warping, incomparable kiss that clipped every thread of her self-confidence.

The footsteps slowed but they were still behind her. She picked up her own pace through the lobby, felt rather than saw heads turn as she flew by. She zoomed past the front desk, the concierge, the bell captain, and tumbled, gasping, out of the building near the valet stand.

She trembled there a second, trying to remember where she was, who she was, and what the hell she was doing.

“Taxi?” asked the valet. “Or do you have a car?”

She shook her head.

“Gwendolyn, wait.”

She turned and there he was behind her. One half of him hidden in night shadow, the manicured beard cloaking the bottom part of his face, leaving her only a quarter for assessment. He looked at her as if he knew her inside and out, his brandy-brown eye pensive, the black pupil swelling big as a marble. And his powerful mouth—how it tormented and vexed her!

Her lungs emptied. The man shoved every carnal instinct she possessed—and until she met him she hadn’t realized she had a lot—into overdrive.

He took a deep breath, inhaled her spent air, and, it seemed, inhaled her.

Her mind was a tumbler, and she was whirling, spinning, fumbling. Unable to find the right combination that would crack open her brain and unlock his spell.

She stepped back. He stepped forward.

“Hey, maybe I’ve been painting it on a little thick, but please don’t let me chase you off. I had fun tonight and it’s been a long time since . . .” He waved a hand. “You don’t want to hear my backstory. Upshot? I like you. From the minute I spotted you headed into the wedding I wanted to know more about you.”

“That’s . . . um, nice.” This felt way too much like a grand gesture for her comfort, and her heart pounded harder.

“Would you like to go get a cup of coffee and just talk?” He looked like a seven-year-old with one present left to open on Christmas morning, and he hadn’t yet gotten what he’d asked for.

“I appreciate the offer.” She shook her head. “But I don’t think so.”

“We didn’t have a chance to eat cake, and I have it on good authority the diner across the street makes the best German chocolate cake in town. Can’t end a wedding without cake, right?”

She did love cake, and she couldn’t resist the plea on his face. Normally, she would have scuttled out of there, but tonight was special. She’d faced her fear, and not only survived but thrived. As long as she kept this in perspective, she’d be okay.

It was only nine-thirty, but it felt as if the clock was striking midnight. If she stayed she risked losing her mysterious, wedding-crashing, Gwendolyn mystique. But if she left, she’d be turning back into plain old, boring, rule-following, good-girl Jodi.

This evening had been delightful. She wanted to end it on an up note. Wanted to cup the flame of happiness in her hands so that the winds of time didn’t blow it out.

For better or worse, instead of telling the valet that yes she did need a taxi, Jodi nodded at Jake.

He slipped his arm through hers and spirited her along to the diner on the opposite side of the road. “Open 24 Hours” buzzed in blue neon. Big, sparse flakes of wet snow spiraled from the night sky, drifting down and landing like sprinkles of kosher salt in his beard.

They exhaled at the same time, their breaths puffing out billowy and white. In unintentional unison, they hunched their shoulders forward against the cold, and he slipped his hand from around her arm to encircle her waist.

Maybe she should have been put off by the proprietary gesture, and she was certainly not going to romanticize this. For sure. Ryan had made her cynical, but as she turned her head and caught the sunshine smile spreading across his face, she felt an amazing surge of hope. Then again, maybe it was just champagne making her loose and malleable.

Either way, it felt terrific.

He pushed open the glass door, ushered her inside. A sign instructed them to seat themselves. It was too early for the bar crowd, too late for the bulk of dinner diners. He found them a booth in a far corner near a window away from most of the customers, but a place where they could watch the snowfall. He took her coat, shrugged out of his own, and hung them both on a nearby coatrack.

She sat down, wondering why she was doing this. She did not pick up random men at weddings she’d crashed. Or for that matter, weddings she hadn’t crashed. She’d never done anything like this in her life.

A fortyish waitress, with rainbow-colored hair pulled back in long fishtail braid, sidled up to their table. She wore
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