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      Standing beside my best friend, in front of family and friends, as she proclaims her love to her future husband, my mind should be on her. As maid of honor, I should be attentive and helpful.

      

      
        
        I’m trying.

      

      

      

      The problem is the man in the second row—her soon-to-be brother-in-law.

      

      Trevor Willis is sweet and sexy with green eyes that hold my attention as well as my secrets.

      

      
        
        For example:

        How can his smile make my heart beat faster?

        Why does his laugh turn my insides to jelly?

        What is he thinking as his stare heats my skin?

        And most importantly, how did I end up waking in his hotel suite bed on the morning of my best friend’s wedding to his brother?

      

        

      
        Learn the answers in A SECRET ONE, a prequel novella to ANOTHER ONE!

      

        

      
        Have you been Aleatha’d?
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        Shana

      

      

      My incredible dream begins to fade as I wake to the embrace of strong arms and the strangely comforting aroma of day-old cologne—a mixture of spice and leather—combined with musk and cinnamon. Before I can fully process the possibility that my dream may not have been a dream, soft sheets kiss my skin as I’m pulled closer to a warm, hard body.

      “Good morning. How are you feeling?” Trevor asks in a deep whisper, his voice dragging me from a dense, sleep-induced fog as butterfly kisses pepper the top of my head. His tone is thick with the gravelly stirrings of waking.

      As I process his question and the reality that I’m in bed with a man I hardly remember, my eyes pop open to a dimly lit hotel suite. Pushing through the sensation of reality versus dreams, my pulse quickens as I slowly lift my chin, bringing my gaze upward from the bare chest before me, to a thick neck covered with a day’s beard growth, and then all the way up to his green eyes, now open and filled with as much question as mine.

      “O-oh,” I stutter. “Oh my!”

      I wiggle away from his comforting embrace as my mind fills with pieces of scenes from the night before. The memories are like a sliced-up film reel, the missing snippets now lying upon the cutting-room floor. With large gaps in my memory, I search for answers, for anything that will make sense of where I am, where we are, and how we got to this point.

      I’m in a hotel, in Indiana.

      We’re in a hotel, in Indiana.

      We’re both here because...

      The wedding.

      The reality hits me with enough force to rock my already topsy-turvy world.

      My best friend is getting married, and I’m her maid of honor.

      She’s getting married today.

      Oh my!

      “Oh no. What time is it?” My voice cracks with the desperation currently coursing through my bloodstream as I search the room, my eyes adjusting to the sliver of faint light seeping from around the thick curtains. “This isn’t...”

      It isn’t my room. It’s similar, but I recall hanging my maid-of-honor dress from the curtain rod after my flight and leaving my shoes on the chair. Since neither is here, I have the undeniable feeling I’m not in my suite, but in Trevor’s.

      “Hey,” he soothes as he reaches for my hand. “Slow down. It’s still early. No wedding obligations for a few hours.”

      “Okay.” And yet my head moves contrarily to my agreement, shaking vigorously back and forth as I try to formulate my thoughts and find the correct words capable of leaving my dry lips. “No, this...” I motion between the two of us. “...what is this?” I sit up. “No matter what it is, we can’t tell them. Not today. Not on their wedding day. Oh...” My temples seize up—from memories or possibly from alcohol, I’m not sure. Closing my eyes to the pain, I collapse, lying back onto the soft pillow. “Oh, what will they say?”

      “Well, they might be happy for us. After all, they’re happy. Why shouldn’t we be?”

      Happy?

      Happy that the bride’s best friend and the groom’s brother had a one-night stand the night before their wedding?

      Is that what happened?

      Damn wine. No, it was more than that.

      I lick my lips, the lingering taste of cinnamon a stark clue to what my mind forgot.

      No, not just wine. Fireball.

      Oh dear Lord.

      I’m not a drinker. Why did I do it? And more importantly, what did I do?

      My head continues to shake. “No. They don’t even know we met.”

      “Oh, Shana...” He lifts my hand, his grasp sure and warm as his fingers surround mine. “I’m very glad to meet you.”

      “That’s not... no,” I say, more as a prayer than a testament to our meeting as I pull my hand away. Immediately, I miss the connection I hardly know and yet suddenly crave.

      With my eyes still closed, I sense the shift of the bed, the way Trevor’s weight settles closer to my side, his long fingers as they gently tease my messy hair away from my face. His soft yet sure lips as they once again kiss my forehead and hair.

      Afraid to open my eyes—to see him or to remember—I swallow before asking the million-dollar question, “Oh goodness, Trevor, please tell me, what did we do?”

      His laugh rumbles like thunder, rolling through the morning twilight. “That, my lady, could wound a man of less self-confidence. What do you remember?”

      Slowly, I open my eyes and take in Trevor Willis. He’s nothing like I imagined him to be from my best friend’s description. The younger brother of her fiancé was rumored to be quiet and shy, an engineer who constructs roads and bridges. More of a thinker, she said, not as much of a people person, nothing like his gregarious entrepreneurial brother.

      In my fevered memories, as I inhale his masculine scent, feel the warmth of his skin, and absorb the adoration of his gaze, nothing could be further from the truth. He’s every bit as sexy. No, he’s more. Much more. And there’s a quiet reserve about him that I find reassuring. My gaze wanders downward.

      The sheets from the bed where we slept are bunched near his waist, covering his legs and revealing his defined torso, broad shoulders, and still higher, the most mesmerizing shining green stare. His dirty blond hair is tousled in a sensual morning way, making my fingers itch to comb through his locks. His cheeks are high as his smile broadens. His strong chiseled jaw is covered in a day’s overgrowth of blond.

      If I didn’t remember his name and our meeting—or at least the beginning of it—I wouldn’t know he’s my best friend’s future brother-in-law.

      If that were the case, I wouldn’t realize that on the morning of my best friend’s wedding, I’m waking in the bed of a man I met merely hours ago, with a terrible headache and more questions than answers.

      Tentatively, I sigh and scoot up the large king-sized bed toward the headboard. As I do, I notice the clothes I’m wearing. They are clothes, but not completely mine. In place of a nightgown, I’m wearing a large button-down man’s shirt and yes, my own panties.

      At least I’m not nude.

      The problem is that I’m not sure if that’s a good or bad thing. I need the entire film. It wasn’t the director who cut out important scenes, leaving them lying upon the editing-room floor, but Fireball. Trevor’s cinnamon scent. Some of the memories are coming back. The problem is that they lack chronological order, creating a puzzle without shape. I can’t see the whole picture.

      “Trevor?” I ask, suddenly unsure if I can handle the truth. “Do you think we could get some coffee?”

      His grin grows. “I already called. Room service is on its way.”

      “I’m a big hot chocolate fan, but right now, I think coffee sounds best.”

      “Anything else, my lady?”

      I sigh again, dropping my gaze to my hands that are neatly folded on my lap. Looking back up through my lashes, I confess, “At the risk of injuring your self-confidence, can you tell me about last night?”

      “Are you asking for a story?”

      “I’m asking for the truth.”
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        Shana

      

      

      Trevor hands me a bottle of red Gatorade after untwisting the cap. “Here you go. While you were still sleeping, I went to the store off the lobby and bought you this.” He shrugs. “I hope you like red. It’s my favorite after a little too much to drink.”

      “You didn’t happen to find something for a headache, did you? I’m going to be a terrible maid of honor.”

      From the bedside stand he grasps a small packet of over-the-counter pain relievers. “Before you’re too hard on yourself, you only had three shots.”

      “Three?” Why does it feel like I drank the whole bottle?

      “Three,” he repeats before he shrugs. “Or four. How about you tell me what you remember?”

      After a long drink of the Gatorade and swallowing the pain relievers, I lean back against the headboard and begin to recall. “My flight was delayed...”

      I go on sipping the Gatorade and talking about my misfortunes while traveling from London, where I now live and work, to Indiana for Kimbra’s wedding. It wasn’t getting to the United States that was the problem, but getting from New York to Indiana. The direct flight was cancelled due to mechanical issues. After much pleading, I was put on a standby flight with one stop. Despite little to no sleep, I still made it to Indianapolis with two hours to spare for the rehearsal.

      “You weren’t at the rehearsal,” I say, remembering the scene.

      “No. Duncan asked me to be in the wedding, but I’m not the greatest brother.”

      “Really? You’re here. Didn’t you want to be in it?”

      He shakes his head. “I did. And I’m here. It was that when the big event was being planned, I wasn’t sure I would be.” His eyes grow large. “It isn’t because I’m not happy for them. I am. Kimbra’s the best thing to happen to my brother, ever. It’s that I’m working on a huge project in Washington.” He waves his hand. “The details aren’t that important, but there’ve been a few issues with construction. The project is behind schedule, and I was afraid that if I took too much time away, the foreman might be tempted to cut corners to speed things up. Let’s just say, that wouldn’t be good for anyone.”

      “So you’re not in the wedding?”

      “No. But Duncan understands work. He wasn’t upset. I told him I’d be here. I haven’t seen him yet, since I just arrived after ten last night.”

      I try to think back. “The bar.” It was a revelation as well as the opening to my faded memories.

      “You remember the bar?”

      Slowly, I nod as a knock upon the entrance door echoes through his suite.

      Trevor stands, the sheets falling away to reveal loose-fitting basketball shorts, hanging low on his hips, his trim waist disappearing in a V, and long muscular legs.

      My bottom lip slips under my front teeth as I imagine what is not well hidden under the shorts and the way those legs would feel surrounding me. How could I know and not remember?

      “Trevor?” I ask as he starts to move toward the door.

      “Hmm?”

      “We didn’t... we didn’t...” I can’t completely finish the sentence. One-night stands aren’t my thing. I mean, they never were. I’m a third-date girl. And since moving to London, I’ve been a not-in-a-million-years girl.

      I love my job, but it’s been all-consuming. I’m a buyer for Saks Fifth Avenue, overseeing the Junior line. The job title is everything I’ve ever wanted, and so is the responsibility. I love the excitement of a runway show and the anticipation of next season’s fashions. It’s the schedule that is daunting. I’ve dated a few different men since I moved across the pond, and if I am completely honest, it’s usually their accent that hooks me or the way they use different words.

      “We’ll take the lift…” Or... “Shall we put your bag in the boot?” Yes. I crack a smile every time. The first time someone asked, I wondered how my bag would fit in a boot and why I’d want it there. The language idiosyncrasies are a never-ending source of my amusement. Lovely has become my favorite adjective. “I had a lovely time.” “It was simply lovely.”

      Nevertheless, even with the cute phrases, the attraction doesn’t last—at least it hasn’t. There hasn’t been a spark with any of those men, not like the one I’m feeling right now.

      Maybe it’s the Gatorade or my undeniable attraction; however, just talking with Trevor, I’m beginning to feel better than I did when I woke.

      “Did we?”

      His head tilts in the most adorable way as he grins my direction. “Your coffee awaits, my lady. Then I’ll tell you my story.”

      As he goes toward the door, I make my way out of the bed and hurry to the bathroom, my mind filling with scenes and more questions. After closing the door, I take a deep breath and turn on the light. Even through squinty eyes, the reflection in the mirror isn’t nearly as bad as I expected. My blonde hair is a wavy mess, and my blue eyes have a bit of red, but it isn’t anything that can’t be fixed with a brush and a few eye drops. I quickly splash water on my face and reach for a toothbrush.

      As my fingers graze Trevor’s toothbrush, I decide that no matter what happened last night, I don’t know him well enough to share oral hygiene utensils. Instead, I squeeze a dollop of toothpaste on my finger and make quick work of removing the tiny fuzzy sweaters that someone knit during the night and currently fit tightly around each tooth.

      Don’t let anyone fool you. Fireball is not your friend.

      After another minute or two, I decide that just maybe I’ll be able to pull off this maid-of-honor show. It’s then that I notice my phone on the counter. It’s turned off, and I pray it has some battery remaining. The charger is hopefully back in my room.

      After a few seconds of pushing the power button, with a chime the screen comes to life. I swipe it and am met with multiple indicators of voicemails and text messages. Looking first at the text messages, I see that they’re all from Kimbra. The first one asks if I made it to my room safely, followed by separate question marks, followed by the next one.

      “TELL ME YOU’RE WITH SOME HANDSOME MAN, OR I’M COMING TO FIND YOU.”

      Next: “SHANA! I NEED MY BEAUTY SLEEP. GIVE ME A THUMBS UP—ANYTHING.”

      Text number six: “THE HOTEL WON’T TELL ME SHIT. GRANDMA HELEN CALLED, AND ALL THEY TOLD HER WAS THAT YOU WERE CHECKED IN. WE KNOW THAT. AT LEAST IT WAS MORE INFO. I THINK SHE SCARED THEM. LOL.”

      Lastly: “I’M STILL WORRIED. CALL ME BACK, OR GRANDMA AND I ARE COMING TO LOOK FOR YOU. IT’S NOT A SLUMBER PARTY YOU WANT.”

      I check the current time—7:40 in the morning. Since it’s not even eight, and Kimbra was texting until after midnight, I decide to text back instead of calling.

      My fingers hover over the keyboard. “SORRY I DIDN’T CALL OR TEXT. I WAS BUSY MAKING OUT WITH YOUR FUTURE BROTHER-IN-LAW.” ...Backspace and erase…

      Starting over: “DO YOU REMEMBER THAT TIME IN NEW YORK WITH THE FIREBALL? YEAH, NEITHER DO I. I ALSO DON’T REMEMBER LAST NIGHT IN INDIANAPOLIS.” (Smiley face emoji)

      I contemplate hitting send.

      Backspace…erase...one more try...

      “HEY, BABE. SORRY. I CRASHED LAST NIGHT WITH MY RINGER OFF. I’M ALIVE AND WELL. CAN’T WAIT FOR THE WEDDING. THE YOU, ME, AND GRANDMA HELEN SLUMBER PARTY WILL HAVE TO WAIT FOR ANOTHER TIME. YOU KNOW I LOVE YOUR GRANDMA! LET’S GET TODAY’S PARTY STARTED. YOU’RE GOING TO BE THE MOST BEAUTIFUL BRIDE.”

      Seconds after hitting send, my phone chirps: KIMBRA flashes on the screen.

      “BITCH. YOU HAD ME SCARED TO DEATH. GRANDMA AND I WERE GOING TO DRIVE BACK TO THE CITY, BUT SHE WAS WINNING AT POKER AND KEPT SAYING ONE MORE HAND. (Laughing emoji) DUNCAN EVEN TEXTED HIS BROTHER, ASKING IF HE’D SEEN YOU. HIS BROTHER IS STAYING AT THE SAME HOTEL. INTRODUCE YOURSELF IF YOU SEE HIM. HE LOOKS LIKE DUNCAN, BUT NOT AS SEXY, WITH LIGHTER HAIR AND WELL, NEVERMIND. YOU’LL MEET HIM AT THE WEDDING. DON’T FORGET HAIR AND MAKEUP AT NOON. SEE YOU THEN. LOVE YOU.”

      I shake my head. Only Kimbra would start her text by calling me a bitch and end it with “love you.” I think for a second about her description of Trevor. I could call her and tell her that she’s completely wrong about him, but that would give away my uncomfortable situation. Maybe before giving anything away, I should learn more about last night.

      “Shana?” Trevor’s voice calls from the other side of the door.

      “Yes?”

      “The bellhop is here. He needs to see you.”

      “See me?”

      His voice becomes softer, more of a stage whisper. “Apparently, he thinks I’m trying to get a key to your room for nefarious reasons. He will only give it to you.”

      “A key...”

      The clue is a figurative light bulb to my lost memories.

      Last night I couldn’t find my key. My heart beats faster. It was more than just my key. It was my purse that I also couldn’t find. I’d lost it. Oh God. My purse has my ID and my room key. They wouldn’t give me one without the other. No ID, no key. No key and I can’t get into my room. In my room is my passport. Without that, I can’t get back to London.

      My hands begin to shake as I search the bathroom for something to wear. I can’t go to the door and speak to the bellhop wearing only Trevor’s shirt and my panties. Just then, another soft knock taps on the bathroom door. The door opens a crack, and Trevor’s hand comes into view, holding a soft white hotel robe.

      “Thanks,” I say with a grin.

      The too-big robe swallows me as I cinch the tie around my waist. Doing my best to smooth my messy blonde hair, I take a deep breath and enter the suite. Standing just inside the room next to Trevor is an older man. He’s shorter than Trevor and dressed in a hotel uniform; however, my eyes go to Trevor, who is now also wearing a T-shirt along with those sexy basketball shorts. I almost pout, missing the defined abs.

      And then, my attention is diverted by an appetizing aroma. Saliva returns to my mouth as I notice on the table in front of the sofa a tray that holds a carafe of what I assume is the coffee Trevor promised, as well as two dishes covered with silver lids. Suddenly and loudly, my stomach rumbles in anticipation at the promise of food.

      “Ms. Price?” the older man asks, his voice bringing back my panic over my purse.

      “Yes. I’m Shana Price.”

      “Ma’am, I apologize for the mix-up last night. The employee is new; however, it’s our policy to not dispense keys without identification.”

      I nod, remembering bits of the conversation. “The thing was that I misplaced my purse, with my ID. I lost both.”

      His eyes twinkle as he reaches inside the cloth bag I hadn’t realized he was holding. “If you can give me the information on this driver’s license, I believe that I can return your handbag, ID, and room key.”

      “Oh!” I reply, relieved to be able to get back into my room, my passport, and to the dress hanging on the curtain rod. After rattling off all of my information, the bellhop hands me the entire cloth bag. Peering inside, I let out a long breath, the mint of Trevor’s toothpaste tickling my nose. Inside the bag is everything the bellhop promised. Opening my purse, I find all my cash, my credit cards, and my ID. Nothing is missing.

      Handing him a tip, I say, “Thank you so much. Did someone turn this in?”

      “One of our custodial employees found it last night after hours by the fire pit outside the piano bar.”

      My cheeks warm as pink undoubtedly rises to the surface, and I turn a bashful gaze toward Trevor.

      The fire pit.

      It’s all coming back.
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        Ten hours earlier

        Shana

      

      

      “Come stay out at the farm with me,” Kimbra says as the limousine we all rode in from the rehearsal dinner stops in front of my hotel.

      “I’m all checked in to the hotel. Really…” I give her a kiss on the cheek. “…sweetie, I’m exhausted. I will be a better maid of honor tomorrow if I sleep well tonight.”

      “Oh!” her grandma Helen says, the funniest little old lady who always seems to have more energy than I can muster. “We’re not sleeping right away out at Judy and Oscar’s. Nope! This is my first time in a limousine and I’m feeling lucky.” She elbows my side and gives me a not-so-subtle wink. “Not that kind of lucky.” She shakes her head. “The kind of lucky that will make me as rich as Kimberly Ann’s man. I’m so confident, I’ll spot you five dollars, and we’ll all play poker. Five-card stud. Texas Hold ‘em.” She pouts her lips. “I’d win more if we could get Duncan to stay with us. Silly traditions. It’s not like the man hasn’t seen every part of you, Kimberly Ann. Tasted the milk, if you know what I mean.” She grins at me. “I don’t see anything wrong with that. I mean, as long as you both like the milk.

      “Me,” Grandma goes on. “I’ve been a big fan of milk. No lactose intolerance here!”

      “Grandma!” Kimberly says with a shake of her head.

      “Come on, Kimberly Ann, you should let your grandma have some fun. That man loses his shirt every time.”

      “Grandma,” Kimbra replies as we all giggle at Grandma Helen’s lack of filter, “he loses because you won’t let him quit when he’s ahead.”

      “Five dollars?” I say with a grin, hoping to get Kimbra off the hook. “That must mean it’s not strip poker.”

      “Oh heavens,” Grandma Helen says, “not with the people staying at Judy’s. Besides, I’m too old for strip poker. I’d have to leave on my bra.” She wiggles about as she pulls at her blouse. “And let me tell you, that baby is coming off first thing. My girls are tired of being locked up. Heck, I might not even wait until we get home.”

      The door to the limousine opens, and I give Kimbra another kiss. “The rehearsal was perfect. The dinner was fantastic. You and Duncan will be so happy. I’m going straight to my room and getting a good night’s sleep.” I tilt my head toward Kimbra’s grandma. “I’ll pass on the poker.”

      My best friend laughs. “With Duncan staying at my brother and sister-in-law’s, I’m betting it’s not a long game.”

      “Judy,” Grandma Helen says to her daughter, Kimbra’s mother, “I know. We can call the Peabodys down the way. Jeremiah is always good for ten dollars.” She turns to Kimbra. “After your grandpa passed, he offered me some milk...”

      Kimbra laughs as she steps out of the car with me. “Maybe I should stay here with you. The last thing I want to hear about is my grandma’s dairy intake.”

      I smile wider. “She is a hoot! And you know, you’re welcome to stay here.”

      She shakes her head. “No, I’d better keep an eye on them and make sure the game doesn’t end up with Grandma’s bra in the pot or more discussion on what could have been!”

      We both snicker.

      “Text me when you’re settled,” she says. “I wish you’d reconsider coming out to my parents’ so we can stay together tonight.”

      “At your parents’ house, in your childhood canopy bed? No way. I’ve heard stories!”

      Kimbra gives me a hug. “Thanks for making it back for the wedding.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world!”

      Cool air greets me as I enter the hotel’s lobby and take a deep breath. Summers in Indiana are much warmer than in London. Then again, I grew up in Illinois, so this isn’t much different. Somehow, your body forgets how 95 percent humidity feels. It’s not just that, but also the transition to the cooled air as I step inside. My arms erupt with tiny goose bumps. Shivering, I ride the escalators up to the main level while taking in the entry. Marble floors reflect the large chandeliers as I pass the desks and make my way toward the lifts—okay, I really like that word for elevators. It’s lovely. As I get closer, the ring of piano music fills my ears. Beyond the bank of elevators is an entrance to a small hotel bar, the sign in the hallway boasting the best jazz music in all of Indy.

      My tired mind tries to decide if that’s really a compliment. All of New Orleans…All of Louisiana, yes, but all of Indy as in Indianapolis? I’m not sure if the competition is that tough. Nevertheless, the longer I stand there waiting for the elevator, the more inviting the melody becomes.

      Making a deal with myself, I decide I’ll have one more glass of wine—strictly for medicinal purposes to help me sleep—and then up to my room.

      The bar is dark and chic with colored lights shining on the walls. One bar surrounds the piano, all the seats filled with couples laughing along with the pianist and singing slightly off-key. Instead of vying for a seat there, I make my way over to the sparsely occupied long bar near the side of the room. Its surface is shiny, reflecting the mood lighting. Easing onto a stool, I order a glass of cabernet. As I pay, a warm summer breeze skirts over my exposed skin, and I turn toward an opening door to what appears to be a patio.

      “Is it warmer out there?” I ask the bartender.

      “Yeah,” he says. “Not too warm. The fire pits aren’t on tonight. They’re really nice on a cool night.”

      “I think I’ll take my wine out there. I’m a bit chilled.”

      Outside is quieter but warmer, the night air heavy and filled with distant sounds of the city. Even though the fire pits aren’t lit, there’s a soft red glow coming from the glass embers, giving the illusion of fire without the heat. With my wine in hand, I sit by myself and relax for the first time since my trip began.

      I’m finally here. I made it to the rehearsal. The wedding is tomorrow. Everything is good.

      It’s a mental pep talk, and after the last exhausting thirty-six hours, I’m beginning to believe every word.

      “Excuse me,” a deep voice interrupts my thoughts. “Is anyone sitting there?”

      “Um, no…” I scoot over so the other side of the small sofa is available. “I’m not staying long if you need both seats.”

      He laughs. “I think I can fit in just one.”

      A blush fills my cheeks. “I wasn’t…” I look him up and down, recalling my affection for corn-fed Midwesterners. There’s no reason to assume he would need more than one seat, not by himself, even with his broad shoulders—he has a trim torso and what appears to be a nice firm ass. My new home may be filled with great accents and fun words, but there’s something about sexy men from my homeland.

      The good-looking man sets his glass of beer on the edge of the fire pit and extends his hand. As he speaks, my gaze is fixed on his stunning green-eyed stare.

      “I’m Trevor. Thanks for letting me crash your party.”

      My head turns from side to side, taking in my solitude. “Not much of a party.” I accept his handshake. “Shana.”

      “They seem to be having one inside.”

      “Around the piano? Yes, they’re having fun. Honestly, I’m here to relax. Besides, no one wants to hear me sing.”

      “Now don’t sell yourself short. I bet you have a lovely voice.”

      Lovely. It makes me smile.

      The conversation comes too easily. I learn that he’s not from Indiana, but from New York. We talk about Manhattan and the places we love in the city. We talk about everything and nothing as I forget my need to sleep. It’s when we go back inside for one more refill that things begin to get out of hand.

      Across the top of the piano bar is a row of shots. When Trevor looks my direction, I shake my head. “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Hey, you two,” a man who’s sitting at the piano bar calls, “come on over. Have one on us. We’re celebrating. My friend over here just got engaged.”

      Trevor and I smile.

      “Come on. The more the merrier.” The man gestures toward the piano bar where two seats are now available.

      “Don’t tell me you’re against marriage?” the man asks.

      When Trevor looks at me, I respond, “No, not at all. I’m in town for a wedding.”

      “Really?” Trevor asks with more than a little surprise to his voice. “Funny, me too.”

      “You are?”

      “Come on over,” the man says. “I’m Paul…” As he introduces the people around the piano, we take the two empty seats and learn that it’s the younger couple who were just moments ago engaged.

      Trevor hands me a shot glass. “To your wedding tomorrow. Too bad yours and mine aren’t the same, or I’d ask you to dance.”

      We all drink.

      “That would be nice,” I say, placing the glass back on the bar and wiping my lips with the back of my hand. “But I’m the maid of honor, and I’m a little busy looking after the bride.”

      “I’ve heard those wedding dresses can be a real pain.”

      “Only if she needs to pee,” I say and immediately cover my own lips. “Oh, I can’t believe I said that.”

      “We’ll blame the shot,” he says with a laugh. “But now I’m going to blame you for making me think about that every time I look at my future sister-in-law.”

      “And I’ll think of you each time I’m crammed in a stall with ten layers of lace in the air.”

      He leans closer, his warm breath on my neck. “At least you’ll be thinking of me.”

      My skin heats. I’m not sure if it’s from his closeness or the accuracy of his statement.

      Just as quickly, his smile fades. “Unfortunately, I have a date coming to the wedding…”

      Before he can finish, I start to stand. “Wait.” Trevor reaches for my hand, his fingers surrounding mine. “Let me finish.”

      “Okay,” I say, not sure why I want to let him finish. First, he says he wants to dance with me, and then, he mentions a date. Nevertheless, I tentatively sit back down.

      “I’d much rather have you as my date. You see, the woman who is coming is a friend. And before you ask or think or anything…she really is...a real friend. The thing is that I couldn’t show up at my brother’s wedding stag.”

      The bartender hands us each another shot. I bring mine to my lips as Trevor continues, “We Willises have a reputation.”

      As he says his last name, I choke, cough, and almost spit as the Fireball burns its way down my throat.

      His large hand rubs circles over my back. “Are you all right?”

      “I don’t think so.” I lift my hand toward the bartender. “Another shot, please.”

      And that’s how we learn the truth. Our wedding is one and the same. We could dance together. Except that Trevor has a friend from New York flying in the next morning. Apparently, Trevor’s been working on an out-of-state project and wasn’t even sure he’d make the wedding. If he’d accepted the best-man offer from Duncan, we’d be paired.

      Now he’ll be with a pretend date, and I’ll be alone.

      “I know,” he says, “I’ll call her and tell her not to come.”

      “No, you won’t.”

      “Yes. She won’t mind. She is coming here anyway, except…”

      “Except what?” I ask, my mind filling with a thousand reasons why I don’t want his friend who is a woman to be with him at the wedding.

      “Her fiancé is a friend of mine.”

      My eyebrows arch. “Her fiancé?”

      His shoulders shrug. “Okay, I’m about to share with you a Willis family secret. But first you must promise to never tell a soul.”

      “I don’t know. My best friend is marrying your brother. Don’t you think she should know the secret?”

      “No, most definitely not.”

      The bartender eases two more shots our way. “I-I’m…” I wave it away.

      “One more shot,” Trevor says, “and I’ll be brave enough to tell you what very few people know.”

      I never have been one to step back from a challenge. Whether it is moving from my small town to New York or from New York to London, I am driven to want more. That includes knowing family secrets. I lift the shot glass, fascinated by the way the Fireball no longer burns. Instead, it’s a warm cinnamon liqueur much like a Christmas drink. Either that or my throat is now numb.

      Trevor lifts his glass. Together we swallow our third, or is it fourth?

      Slamming the glass down on the piano, I say, “Okay, spill.”

      He eases from his barstool and offers me his hand. Without hesitation, I place my hand in his. It fits in a way I’ve never felt before—like it’s right. Like it’s meant to be. Like fate brought me back to the hotel, to this bar.

      The world wobbles as I step down from my tall chair. Immediately, Trevor’s arm goes around my waist. “Do you need to go to your room?”

      The patio is just beyond the long bar and a few tables. I tilt my head that way. “Maybe some fresh air.”

      The fake red glow of the fire pit is the only illumination as the off-key singing and celebration from inside fades to a ringing in my ears. “Spill, Mr. Willis…” A laugh bubbles in my throat, growing until tears are falling from my eyes.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Mr. Willis. That’s what Kimbra used to call Duncan.”

      “That’s my secret,” Trevor says in all seriousness.

      I squint again, trying to see him better. “What’s your secret?”

      “Before Kimbra, Duncan was a lady’s man like no other.”

      I shake my head back and forth. “From what I’ve heard that’s only partially true. Women like to talk as much as men.”

      “I’ve never been able to keep up with him.”

      This time I lean back and take a prolonged look at Trevor Willis, his handsome features, and sexy, casual confidence. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “It’s true. I’m awkward around women.”

      “You don’t seem awkward to me.”

      “You’re different,” he says as he moves closer.

      “I’m a woman.”

      “Oh, Shana, you are definitely a woman.”

      My breathing accelerates as his lips near mine. Cinnamon fills my senses as we kiss. It’s soft and fresh, growing warmer by the second. When we pull away, I smile. “Definitely not awkward.”

      “Cynthia, my pretend date, is engaged to my friend Eric,” Trevor says. “He’s also an engineer. We work for the same firm in New York. He’s been working on a project here in Indianapolis. When I was talking to them about Duncan’s wedding, Cynthia said she would be coming to town to visit Eric and would be happy to be my date. At first, we joked about it, but then it seemed like a good idea. Eric knows it’s not real. Heck, he thinks it’s funny. So, I RSVP’d for two.

      “You see, Duncan and I are as different as night and day. We get along, yet there’s always this brotherly competition. He went through some shit when we were young, but well, since then, he can never do anything wrong. It’s not that I want to be like him. I’m happy. It’s that I sometimes feel...”

      “Don’t tell her not to come,” I say, reaching out and touching his arm.

      Trevor covers my hand with his. “I am most certain that I’d rather be with you.”

      “I’d like that. But if you and Duncan are in competition, wouldn’t picking up the bride’s best friend be kind of a shitty thing to do on his wedding day? Or would I be that one person to up you in the competition?”

      Trevor’s eyes open wide. “Never.” He turns our hands until our fingers intertwine. “This isn’t about Duncan. I like you. I liked you from the moment I saw you, right here in the glow of fake embers.”

      We lean closer, our lips once again touching. “I like you too, but tomorrow is about my best friend. I don’t want her thinking about anything but her big day and…”

      “And?” he asks.

      “Her crazy family.” I giggle recalling Grandma Helen. “Seriously, she has enough on her mind.”

      Letting go of my hand, Trevor’s warm palm skirts up and down my arm. My flesh ignites as butterflies flutter to life in my stomach. And then, it’s more. The Fireball, wine, lack of sleep, and irresistible attraction all move together, brewing a terrible queasiness inside of me.

      “Oh,” I say, jumping up. “I’m going to be sick…”
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      My eyes close as I hold tightly to the cup of coffee and shake my head. “Oh dear Lord, I threw up.”

      Trevor laughs. “In the fire pit.”

      “All over the glowing red rocks.” Setting the coffee cup down on the table, I cradle my head. “No. That can’t be. I kind of go blank after that.”

      “Then you missed my finest hour.”

      Peering upward I smile. “That competition thing. According to Kimbra, if I experienced your finest hour, your brother wins. She says she couldn’t forget.”

      “Oh, that’s mean,” Trevor says. “Believe me, neither would you.”

      “Right. Because nothing turns a man on like a puking woman.”

      “Hey, my competition with my brother has nothing to do with notches. Eat more of your toast, and let me fill in the blanks.”

      Pulling my knees up to my chest, I wrap the robe over my legs and nibble the edges of the toast as Trevor speaks.

      “You were embarrassed about the little accident in the fire pit, so much so that you didn’t want to go back into the bar. You made us leave through the hedges.”

      “Oh no. Really? I’m not sure I want to know more.”

      Trevor sits back with his cup of coffee and smiles. The way the green glistens in his eyes eases a bit of my embarrassment. “Are you sure? It’s pretty good.”

      “Okay. I do.”

      “We slid out of the patio through the hedges, but the patio isn’t on the ground level.”

      My blood races as I try to remember. He’s right. I had to ride the escalator up to the lobby level. The same level as the bar. “I seem to remember that there was a parking garage.”

      His laugh rings through the suite. “And a fence, which I must say, you scaled very nicely in your dress and heels.”

      “My dress ripped!”

      “Yes.”

      I peek under the robe. “That’s why I have on your shirt.”

      “That,” he says, “and because once we made it back into the hotel, via some questionable ‘employee only’ tunnels, your purse was missing. You went to the desk, but as the bellman said, they wouldn’t give you a new key without your identification.”

      “That’s how I ended up here in your suite.”

      Trevor nods as he finishes the last of the bacon.

      “So we didn’t…”

      He stands and moves closer, each step predatory, his green gaze never wavering, until he is standing right in front of me. Offering me his hand, I take it and stand. His solid chest presses against my breasts as he reaches for my waist, holding us close until our hearts beat against the other. “Shana Price,” he breathes my name. “We didn’t make love. Not because I didn’t or don’t want to. It’s that last night you weren’t in a position to consent. If it ever happens—which I’m still hoping it does—I promise, you’ll remember.”

      By the way my insides flutter and pinch, I am most certain he is right about that. “What now?”

      Trevor leans toward me until our lips connect. Bacon and toast, lingering cinnamon, and coffee may not sound like an intoxicating concoction, but it is. I’m lost as we melt together.

      “Now,” he says, “we have a wedding to attend. Tomorrow, time will tell.”

      “Tomorrow,” I say sadly, “I’m headed back to London.”

      “And I’m headed back to Washington.” Taking a step back, he lifts my hand and kisses my knuckles. “And if you think that distance is going to stop me from learning more about the most amazing woman to ever end up in my hotel suite, you’d be wrong.”

      “I would?”

      “You would. And if you don’t want the bride and groom to know, we’ll keep it between us.”

      “Our secret night,” I say, as much a statement as a question.

      “Our secret one, my lady. However, you should know that each time I look at you during the wedding and at the reception, I’m imagining what our future could hold.”

      “How will I ever be able to concentrate on Kimbra?”

      “She can have you today. I want what’s after that.”

      “Time will tell.”

      
        
        Not The End...Only The Beginning!
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