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Chapter 1


 


Camden James stared at his drink as
the quiet clinking of glass behind the bar and the gentle hum of conversation
filled the room. His sister’s words swirled around in his head. Dating is simply
playing the odds. The more you do it, the greater your chance at finding love. Easy
for Kelly to say. She was happily married with kid number two on the way. He
wasn’t so lucky; somehow he brought out the crazy in every girl.


He glowered and sipped his bourbon.
His last girlfriend, Lexi, had been the worst. She seemed nice at first—but
soon turned nuts-o. She accused him of cheating on her and followed him to make
sure he wasn’t with other women. He caught her sneaking onto his computer. She
even took pictures of him when he was with clients. The last straw had been
when she burst into the room in the middle of a meeting. 


She didn’t take the breakup well
this morning. Too bad she lived in his apartment complex. He wasn’t looking
forward to running into her again.


He shuddered, shoving Lexi out of
his mind. If this was how his relationships were going to go, he’d rather pronounce
himself a permanent bachelor at age thirty. Sure, he was lonely, but his business
kept him busy. And if he stayed single, he wouldn’t have to worry about anyone
dating him just for his money. He could think of at least three or four women
who had fallen into that category.


His construction company was his
passion, and that had paid off in a big way. He’d built it from the ground up.
Now it’s a national business, with offices in one hundred and sixty cities
across the United States. His business had made him a billionaire. In some
ways, he missed the days when he was in the mud, handling the steel, and
working the large machines. That was why days like today were good for his
soul. He looked down at his muddy jeans and work boots. He’d had a ball at the
construction site. Unfortunately, tomorrow he’d be back in his office.


A woman walked into the restaurant.
She was hard to miss. Curls that ran down her back. Hair so deep red it almost
looked burgundy. She glanced around the room as if she were looking for
someone. When she spied Camden, she headed over to his table.


“Oh, I’m so sorry I’m late,” she
said, flashing him a dazzling smile and removing her raincoat. “I got caught in
traffic.” She hung her coat on the chair and reached across the table, and her
large bracelet with dangling charms swayed and clinked. “I’m Kenzie Bennett,
but you probably already know that. I’m sure they told you everything about me.
And of course now I’m babbling because I’m nervous.”


Camden blinked, shaking her hand.
She wore a long shirt and leggings with a crazy pattern on them. He opened his
mouth to correct her, but she continued. “I have never done this kind of thing before,
so forgive me if I ask too many questions.” She sat down, continuing to talk.
“It’s not every day a woman hires a male escort.”


Camden sputtered. “What?”


“Oh, I’m sorry, that’s not what
you’re called, is it?” She blushed. “See? I’m already making a fool of myself.”


She finally paused long enough for
him to say something. “I think you have me confused with someone else.”


Her eyes grew wide and her blush
deepened. “Seriously?”


He suppressed a smile. She was
adorable. “Yeah. I’m just here to unwind.”


She moaned and leaned her head back.
“I can’t believe it. I walked up to a stranger and called him a male escort.”


He chuckled, picking up his drink.
“Could happen to anyone.”


Kenzie pressed her hands to her
cheeks. “I’m so embarrassed. I was told to meet my date-for-hire here. And I
saw you and assumed. . .” She shook her head. “You’re not dressed for a meeting
like this. I should have known. There wasn’t anyone else here alone. I’m so
sorry.”


She started to stand but he held
out his hand to stop her. “Why don’t you sit with me and wait? He’s obviously
not here yet.” Camden wasn’t sure what had made him say that. Maybe it was the
way his dark mood had lifted at her smile. 


Kenzie sat back down. “Thanks. That
would be nice. I’m so nervous, if you can’t tell. Did I already say I was
nervous? Ugh, I’m repeating myself. It’s just—I have to go to my sister’s wedding
and I can’t show up alone, so I called this service my friend said was super
nice and discreet.” She glanced around the bar. “They’re supposed to be really
professional. It’s not like some seedy thing. It’s strictly on the up-and-up.”


Camden couldn’t hold back another
chuckle.


“Oh my gosh, I didn’t even ask your
name. How rude of me.” She peered at him like she was looking at him for the
first time.


“Camden.”


“Camden,” she said, like the name
tasted good to her. “Nice to meet you.”


“A pleasure to meet you as well.”
He liked the woman even though she was strange. He didn’t sense anything fake
about her, which was refreshing.


She eyed his jeans. “Let me guess,
because I’m kind of good at it. I do this thing, like Sherlock Holmes, where I
notice things and can make a decent guess from it. You’re a farmer, right?”


He chuckled and shook his head. Who
was this woman? He opened his mouth to correct her.


“No! Don’t tell me. I need the
practice.” She narrowed her eyes at him, studying him closer. “You work outside.
. .”


Not really, but today he had, so he
gave her a subtle nod.


“In a . . . field. . .”


He shook his head.


“I mean . . . you’re a. . .” She
eyed his boots. “Construction worker!”


Not quite, but she was close, and
he didn’t want to correct her. “I worked on a construction site all day today.”


She slapped the table, her bracelet
clinking. “Ha! I got it!”


Camden couldn’t help but like her.
He was enjoying the game. “What else can you deduce?”


She studied him more carefully for
a moment. She picked up one of his hands. “You have strong hands. Probably from
the construction job, but they’re not particularly rough. You wear gloves while
you work.”


No. He worked in an office, but he
smiled and let her continue.


“You have well-defined muscles,
again from your job.”


Wrong again. He worked out at the
gym in his apartment building every morning. He kept that to himself as well.


“You are a handsome man. Strong
jaw. Mysterious smile. You have many women in your life.”


No. At least, not right now.


She squinted. “You have a cat.”


Surprised, his jaw dropped. She’d actually
gotten one right. “How did you know that?”


A wide smile spread across her
face. “You have a cat hair on your shirt.”


He looked down, but he didn’t see
any hair. “Where?”


She reached over and pulled
something off his shoulder. “Here.”


“That was impressive,” he said,
sitting back in his chair. It was only a small white lie. She’d gotten the cat,
but most everything else wrong. But, for some reason, he wanted to see her
smile again. And he didn’t have to wait long.


“It’s just something I like to do.”
She glanced around the room again. “I don’t see him. You don’t think I got
stood up, do you?” Her eyes widened. “I can’t go to my sister’s wedding alone.”


“I’m sure he’ll show up. It’s his
job.”


She relaxed into her chair. “Yes.
You’re right.”


“Do you want something to drink?”


She waved her hand. “No, thank you;
I don’t drink.”


He held in a chuckle. “And yet
you’re in a bar to meet a male escort.”


She slapped the table again and
laughed. “I know, right? This is the strangest thing I’ve ever done. Well, not
ever. I mean, there was the time I jumped in the car and drove to California on
a whim, but that was sort of normal. This is kind of . . . well not really
sane, is it? I’m going to Myrtle Beach with a total stranger, and I’m going to
act like he’s my boyfriend.”


“Why are you doing it then?” He
couldn’t help but ask. He was curious.


She lowered her gaze, her cheeks
turning pink again. “It’s silly.”


Now he really wanted to know. He
sat forward and put on his sexiest grin. “Tell me.”


She sighed. “My mother always
compared me to my little sister. She was the cheerleader. Homecoming queen. Straight-A
student. And now she’s marrying the perfect man. He’s got a great job, and
he’s a real looker.” She fiddled with the strap on her purse. “I guess I just
want to show up with a handsome man on my arm so my mother doesn’t look at me
like I’m a loser.”


A pang of sympathy flashed through
Camden. “I’m sure you’re far from being a loser.”


She laughed, and it rang out
through the room. “You’re sweet. You also know nothing about me, but you’re very
kind to say that.” She motioned to him. “What are you doing here? Oh, gosh, are
you meeting someone? A date?”


He shook his head. “I came for a
drink before heading home. I was at work later than I’d planned.” More like he
was avoiding Lexi, but whatever.


“Are you married?”


“No.”


She gave him an appraising look. “I
would have guessed you were married. Most single men don’t choose to have a
cat.” Her eyes widened again. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that.”


“The cat chose me, actually.”


She cocked her head to the side.
“Do tell.”


“I saw him one day, hanging around
work.”


“Ah, at your job site.”


No, at the office, but Camden kind
of liked Kenzie thinking he was just a construction worker, so he didn’t
correct her. “He was skin and bones, and I felt sorry for the little guy. The
next day, I brought a can of tuna in case he came back. We sort of hit it off,
and now he lives with me.”


Kenzie brushed a strand of wild
curls out of her face. “That’s great. It really says a lot about you, you
know.”


He raised an eyebrow.


“You’re a caring person. You don’t
like to see suffering. You think about others.” She leaned forward. “And you
probably live in an apartment.”


Penthouse, but she was close. “How
did you know that?”


She lifted one shoulder. “Something
I read about cat owners once. I have a photographic memory.”


“You do?”


“Yes.” She fiddled with her
bracelet. “I can remember pages of text long after I’ve seen them. It’s both a
blessing and a curse.”


“Impressive. What do you do for a
living, if you don’t mind my asking?”


“I’m kind of between gigs right
now, which is another reason I want to have some man candy on my arm when I go
to the wedding.”


Man candy? Camden held in a
smile. “When is the wedding?”


“The pre-wedding stuff starts
tomorrow.” Another blush graced her cheeks. “I know, I’m such a last-minute
planner. I was hoping to leave from here.” She tapped the table and looked
around again. “And it appears I’ll be going by myself. My date-for-hire is a
no-show.”


Kenzie stood and wrapped her rain
coat around her shoulders. “Really pathetic that I got stood up by a male
escort.” She laughed. “I guess it’s fate. I’m off to play the part of the
disappointing daughter.”


The most interesting woman he’d
ever met was about to walk away . . . and leave him with Lexi. An idea formed
in his mind and he stood. “I’ll go with you,” he blurted.


She stared at him. “Pardon?”


“I’ll go to your sister’s wedding
with you. I know I don’t look like much,” he said, indicating his dirty clothes,
“but I clean up nice. I’d be happy to play the part of your boyfriend.”


And if he left town now, it would
give Lexi time to cool off before he’d have to see her again. He could dodge
her wrath and help this woman out as well. Sounded like a win-win.


Kenzie studied him. “Are you
serious? You’d be my date to my sister’s wedding? In South Carolina?”


“Sure.”


She looked like she was doing
another analysis of him, her eyes squinting. Finally, she nodded. “I can see
you’re a good person. Hardworking. Man of your word. Maybe a little down on
your luck. I’ll pay for all your expenses plus three hundred dollars for your
time.”


Camden hadn’t meant to suggest she
should pay him. He didn’t want her three hundred dollars, especially when she
was out of work. He shook his head. “No, I—”


“Four hundred, then? That’s my
final offer.” She thrust her hand at him, her bracelet dangling. “Shake on it?”


He shook her hand, relieved he
wouldn’t have to face Lexi for at least a little while longer.


 









Chapter 2


 


Kenzie stared at the man as she
shook his hand. How had she been so lucky? Not only was this guy willing to go
to South Carolina with her, he was even hotter than her sister’s fiancé. Ha!
Take that, Tessa.


She brushed her curls back,
suddenly nervous. This was a little crazier than some of the things she’d done
in the past. “Maybe we should write up some rules. You know, before we head out.”


“Sure.” He sat back down.


Kenzie pulled a small notebook from
her purse. She always kept one in case an idea for a new jewelry design struck
her. She flipped to a clean page and pulled out her favorite pen. “All right.
Rule number one is no sleeping together.” She eyeballed the man sitting across
from her. He didn’t look like a creep, but she didn’t know him, so she wanted
to get that out in the open.


“Of course.” He didn’t seem phased.
Good. She always carried pepper spray, but she didn’t want to have to use it.


“Rule number two is no kissing.”


He nodded. “That’s fine.”


She was glad he was cool with that.
She didn’t need to be kissing anyone right now. She had to get her head on
straight. After what Mason had done to her, she wasn’t interested in more heartache.



“Rule number three. You have to
convince my sister you’re an awesome boyfriend. So hold the door for me, pull
out chairs, and all that nice guy stuff.”


He chuckled, his smile showing his
white teeth. How did he get them so white? He must have special toothpaste. And
why did her stomach flip when he smiled? It was like she was a teenager or
something. “Sure thing.”


“Can you think of any other rules?”


“Nope.”


“Great. We should probably get
going then. It’s a five-hour drive. If we leave now, we’ll pull in around one
in the morning.”


“Drive?” His eyebrows pulled
together. “We’re not flying?”


He thought she was going to buy
them plane tickets? Well, she might as well tell him now and let him back out
of it. “I’m terrified of flying. Sorry, this girl is grounded.” She waited for
him to make an excuse.


Camden scrubbed a hand over his
face. “Alright then. Let’s go.”


She almost did a little victory
dance right there in the bar. She was bringing a hunk-o-hotness to Tessa’s
wedding. Finally, her mother wouldn’t look at her like the black sheep of the
family. “Sweet.” She pulled her purse strap over her shoulder. “Let’s go get
your stuff.”


“I live near Highland Park. You can
follow me.”


“That’s a pricey neighborhood.”


He shrugged and pushed his chair
in. “After you.”


She stepped outside and took in a
deep breath; it had stopped raining while she’d been inside. She loved how the
air smelled after a rain: earthy and fresh, like Mother Nature had taken a
bath. 


Kenzie hopped in her 1997 has-seen-better-days
car and watched as he got into a sleek new truck. It had splatters of mud on it,
much like his boots. She followed him to his apartment complex and waited while
the attendant opened the gate. 


She was amazed he could afford
something so upscale. Maybe construction workers made more than she thought. They
drove down into the parking garage. As she watched him disappear into the
building, she wondered what she was doing. Inviting a stranger to come on a
road trip with her to her sister’s wedding? Was she insane? He could be a
murderer.


The more she thought about the man
possibly grabbing knives or guns inside his apartment, the more nervous she
became. Maybe going alone wouldn’t be so bad. She could say her boyfriend had
to work. Yes, that would be good. Better than being stabbed by some psycho. She
threw her car in reverse and started backing up. Yes, she should go alone. It
really wasn’t smart to—


A knock on her window startled her,
and she slammed on the brakes.


“You want to pop the trunk for me?”
Camden lifted his suitcase and gave her a sexy grin.


Her heart stuttered. Handsome men
weren’t serial killers, right? Better to be safe than sorry though. She pushed
the trunk button and hopped out of the car, rushing to him with her hand up. “Wait.
Open the suitcase.”


He gave her a funny look. “Why?”


“I have this rule . . . about my
car. Nothing goes in the trunk unless I know what it is. Let me see inside.”


He laid it on the cement and
crouched down. “Alright, but it’s just my clothes.”


She watched as he unzipped the case
and opened it. Clothes. That was all. She dug a little to make sure he hadn’t
buried a gun or something. Holding in a laugh, she peered up at him. “You wear
boxers with kissy lips on them?”


His cheeks turned pink. “My mother
bought those for me.”


The laugh she was trying to hold
back burst from her and bounced off the cement walls of the parking garage. “Okay,
you’re good. You can put it in the car.” She motioned to the duffle bag he
still had in his hand. “What’s in there?”


“Snacks. Want to see them too?”


She wanted to say yes, but now he
was looking at her like she was insane. “No. That’s fine.”


They both climbed into the car, and
she pulled out her phone to text Tessa. It was best to let someone know she was
coming, just in case. “I’m letting my sister know we’re heading out.” 


He nodded. “Okay.”


She shoved the car into gear and
peeled out of the parking garage. The setting sun made it hard to see. After
they got on the interstate, she rummaged through the console between the seats
and pulled out her favorite tunes. “Do you mind putting this in for me?”


He stared at it. “Your car still
plays cassettes?”


“Of course. Why would I ask you to
put it in if my car wouldn’t play it?”


He shook his head. “I’m shocked. I
didn’t know anyone still had cassettes.” He put the tape in the slot and Duran
Duran blared through her speakers. 


She cranked the sound down. “Sorry.
I like my music loud. And it still works, so I figured, why replace it, you
know?”


“Sure. Makes sense.”


She gave him sideways glances as
she drove, trying to convince herself he was just a regular guy doing her a
favor, and that he didn’t bring along a duffle bag full of weapons. “We have a
long drive ahead of us. I think we should get to know each other.”


He relaxed against the back of his
seat. “Good idea.”


“Have you ever been arrested?” She
bit her lip. Was that too obvious?


“Nope.” He looked at her. “Have
you?”


“Technically . . . no.”


He sat up straight, eyeing her
skeptically. “What does that mean? What did you do?”


It was a long story, and she really
didn’t feel like telling it. “Well, apparently a person can’t climb a bridge,
even if they don’t mean to fling themselves off it.”


He chuckled and visibly relaxed.
“Really?”


“Yes. The police get very testy
about it.” She checked her mirrors and switched lanes. “They don’t wait for you
to explain, either.”


“Did you get a ticket?”


How did they end up talking about
her? She wanted to find out if hottie over there was a serial killer. “Two,
actually. But that’s a longer story. How about you? Have you ever gotten a
ticket?”


“Sure. A couple of speeding
tickets. Nothing out of the ordinary.” He looked out the window.


She shot him a quick glance. “Have
you ever gotten away with something illegal?”


He narrowed his eyes at her, suspicion
lacing his gaze. “Why?” 


“No reason.”


He continued to scrutinize her.
“We’re not going to get involved in anything shady, are we? This is just a
wedding, right?”


How did he turn everything back on
her? She tugged at the collar of her shirt. “No, nothing shady going on here.
We’re fine.”


“Okay.” He sounded hesitant, like
he wasn’t sure he believed her.


Great. Now she’d made him think she
was up to something, which wasn’t her intention at all. She wanted to know if
he was going to slice her up into a million pieces. Now he didn’t trust her.
She sighed and stared at the car in front of her.


“Have you lived in Virginia a long
time?” Camden asked.


“A little while. I’m kind of
nomadic. Can’t stand to live in one place for long.”


He raised his eyebrows. “Where all
have you lived?”


That was hard to say. “I’ve lived
in forty-five of the fifty states.”


“Whoa, are you serious?”


She nodded. “My father’s job had us
moving around a lot when I was a kid. I guess it grew on me. Now I can’t stand
to put down too many roots. I spent the last eighteen months with my car and a
tent. It was fascinating, waking up to a new sunrise each day.”


Camden stared at her. “How old are
you? You don’t look old enough to have traveled that much.”


“Twenty-five.”


“What funds your travels?” He was
back to looking at her with suspicious eyes. 


She huffed. “Nothing illegal, if
that’s what you’re implying.” Dusk was settling in and she turned the heater up
to combat the spring chill in the air.


“No, I’m just curious. That’s all.
What is it you do?”


Kenzie hesitated. Most people
didn’t understand her passion. Her sister thought she was crazy. She was used
to others making light of what she did, so she didn’t usually tell anyone. But
this was the second time he’d asked, and if she side-stepped the question again
he’d probably assume she was a drug dealer or something. “I make jewelry.”


He slowly nodded. “That’s cool.”


“What do you mean by that?”


“I mean that’s cool. What do you
think I mean?” He looked at her like she confessed to eating baby rats.


Now she felt like a nitwit. “Sorry.
People don’t generally think what I do is that great. They either think it’s just
a cute hobby, or they don’t get it at all.” 


“Hey, if you enjoy it, and it’s
able to bring in money, there’s nothing wrong with that. You’re making a living
doing what you love.”


She glanced at him. He seemed
sincere. “Yeah. That’s how I see it, too.”


He unzipped his duffle bag and she tensed,
watching as he reached inside. He pulled out a water bottle and she let out a
breath she was holding. “You thirsty?” he asked.


Why was he offering her water? Did
he put something in it? “No, thank you.”


“Okay.” He unscrewed the lid and
took a long drink. Of course, that made her thirsty. She swallowed and tried to
concentrate on the road. 


After they drove for an hour, she
pulled off the interstate and stopped at a gas station. “I’d better fuel up. If
you want anything, let me know.”


He nodded and got out of her car.
She filled the tank and then parked near the door. She glanced around but
didn’t see Camden as she went into the convenience store. She grabbed a cold
water bottle and a package of shelled pistachio nuts. There was no sign of
Camden, so she bought her food and went back to the car. 


Gravel crunched and fear ripped
through her; Camden stepped out of the shadows. This was it. He was going to
grab her and drag her off. She turned and did a ninja move, her hand up and her
water bottle pointed at him. He blinked at her as she stood there wielding her
cold drink. “You okay?”


He looked totally harmless. And
hot. And his lips were twitching like he was trying not to smile. She lowered
her bottle, her heart thumping in her chest. “Yes. You scared me.”


“I was waiting for you out here.
The air smells nice after rain.”


She smiled, feeling stupid. “I love
that smell too.”


He glanced down at the water bottle
in her hand. “What exactly were you going to do with that?”


“I don’t know. My pepper spray
wasn’t handy.”


His eyes grew wide. “I’m glad.”


She laughed, letting the tension
roll off her back. She didn’t know why she was so worried. Camden was harmless.
And cute. But she couldn’t think about him in any romantic kind of way. She’d
been down that road too many times; it had never worked out. “Don’t worry. I
won’t spray you unless you try to slice me up or something.”


He climbed into the car. “You don’t
have to worry about that. I hate blood.”


She buckled her seat. “Good,
because I kind of like you, and it would be a shame if you turned out to be a
murderer.”


 









Chapter 3


 


Camden chuckled as Kenzie pulled
back onto the interstate. He liked her. She was spunky and fun—and a tad bit
weird, but maybe that’s what he needed. 


He wanted to put her at ease. She
was obviously nervous around him. “I swear I’m not a murderer.”


She flashed a smile at him.


“But I must confess, I did kill my
pet fish when I was five. It was an accident.”


“What happened?” Kenzie asked, not
taking her eyes off the road.


“I wanted to give Goldie a drink.”


She gave him a puzzled look. “A
drink of what?”


“Sprite.”


“Oh.”


“Yeah, my mom didn’t notice
anything was wrong until the next day when Goldie was floating upside down.”


She cringed. “Poor thing.”


“I was crushed. It’s hard to see a
pet die. It’s even harder to know you were the one that made it happen.” He
still remembered the guilt he’d felt when he realized it was his fault. He’d
cried for an hour.


“Did you get a new fish?”


“No, Mom got me a cat. She figured
it would be a little heartier.”


Kenzie laughed, glancing at him.
“And is that why you bonded with the skinny one hanging around your
construction site?”


“I guess so.” He smiled at her. He
liked her laugh. It sounded like it came from her toes. And he hadn’t thought
about Lexi at all since he got in the car. If this would continue through the
weekend, he’d have a nice time at the wedding.


“What’s your cat’s name?”


“Thor.”


She raised her eyebrows and peeked
at him through her hair. “Hopefully he’s filled out a little. A skinny Thor
just wouldn’t do.”


“He’s doing great now that he gets
regular meals. And he’s cocky, so the name fits perfectly.”


She grinned at him, then tossed her
bag of pistachio nuts at him. “Would you open this for me?”


“Sure,” he said as he tore off the
top of the package and handed it back to her. 


She put it between their seats.
“You can have some if you want.”


“Thanks, but I’m beat. I think I’ll
take a nap.” He settled in his seat and closed his eyes. He drifted off to sleep,
barely aware of the passage of time. 


He jerked awake when he realized
the car had stopped moving. Had he really slept the whole rest of the way? The
driver’s seat sat empty. Kenzie was behind the car pulling stuff out of the
trunk.


He picked up his duffle bag and hopped
out to help her. “I’ll get that.” He took her suitcase and picked his up from
the pavement.


“You don’t have to,” Kenzie said.


“Yes I do. It’s in the written
contract.” He nodded his head at her purse, which held the rules she’d written
out, and gave her a wink. 


He shut the trunk and headed toward
the resort to check them in. Kenzie walked with him. He thought he saw her lips
twitch into a smile, but when he glanced at her it was gone.


Even in the dark, Camden could see that
the oceanfront resort was nice. The landscaping screamed upscale. The double
doors leading into the lobby were made of glass, the fixtures plated in gold.
He walked up to the desk.


Kenzie plopped her purse on the counter
and pulled out her ID. “We have two rooms reserved under Kenzie Bennett.”


The woman behind the desk clicked
on her keyboard for a moment. She nodded and gave them each a key card. “You’re
in adjoining suites on the fifth floor. Breakfast is served from five to nine
in the restaurant. Enjoy your stay.”


Camden picked up the suitcases
again and went with Kenzie to the main elevator. He couldn’t help but notice
her confident stride as she walked. She was self-assured. He liked that. 


The late hour must have caught up
with Kenzie because she yawned. He held in a grin. “What’s on the schedule for
tomorrow?”


“There’s a Bride’s Breakfast,
something I can’t remember in the afternoon, and then bachelor and bachelorette
parties in the evening.”


They exited the elevator when they
reached their floor. A young woman turned the corner down the hallway. “Kenzie?
Is that you?” The petite blonde shrieked and ran toward them. 


“Tessa,” Kenzie said, smiling.
“Good to see you.”


Tessa looked pretty much like
Kenzie had described her. The perky, cheerleader type. A little younger than
he’d pictured. She embraced Kenzie and squealed. “I can’t believe it. You’re
here. It’s been forever!”


An older couple appeared and
approached them, and Camden could see the family resemblance immediately.
Kenzie’s mother sported the same blonde hair Tessa had, except it was styled in
a short I-have-money kind of cut. Tessa’s was shoulder length with soft curls. 


Kenzie’s gaze bounced between them.
“Camden, this is my sister, Tessa, and my parents, Michael and Helene. This is
my boyfriend, Camden.”


Tessa eyeballed him before giving
him a hug. “Glad you could come.” She turned and winked at Kenzie.


Helene gave him a polite nod, her
lips pressed together. She turned a sour expression toward her daughter.
“McKenzie, what have you done to your hair? It looks like someone spilled wine
all over it.”


Kenzie cringed, and Camden wondered
what was wrong with the color. “I think it looks nice.” Kenzie shot him an
appreciative look.


Michael gave Kenzie a hug. “I do
too, honey.”


“Thanks, Dad.”


“It’s a popular color, Mom. And it
shows off her freckles.” Tessa fluffed the curls.


Helene’s scowl deepened, her thin
lips almost disappearing. “And what are you wearing?”


Kenzie’s cheeks flushed and Camden
resisted the urge to tell the woman off. She was Kenzie’s mother, and he was
here to be the . . . what did she call it? Man candy? He needed to shut up and
act polite.


“Printed leggings are in now,”
Tessa said, putting her arm around Kenzie. “How was your drive? Was it long?”


“Not so bad.” Kenzie looked
relieved to have the subject changed. “At least until Camden fell asleep and
started snoring.”


“What? I don’t snore.” 


Tessa laughed and playfully hit him
on the arm. “Long car rides put Eric right to sleep, too.”


“Well, it’s late,” Kenzie said. “And
we have an early morning.”


“You’re right. We should all get to
bed. We’re around the corner.” Tessa ushered her parents down the hall. “Have a
good night. See you tomorrow.”


Kenzie turned to him, a weary look
on her face. “See you in the morning.”


 


***


 


Kenzie awoke, a feeling of dread
clinging to her. Why had she come? She wasn’t ready for the slew of memories
seeing her mother would bring her. The pain of never measuring up. She thought
she’d buried it, but it was back with a raw vengeance.


She climbed out of bed and tried to
ignore the dark mood pressing down on her as she showered. After she slipped
into her dress and pinned on one of her favorite brooches, she knocked on the
door joining her room to Camden’s. “You awake?”


Camden pulled the door open. His blue
dress shirt was unbuttoned, and she struggled to not stare at his chest.
Construction workers really got buff lifting all those heavy things. He could
grate cheese off his abs. “I’m almost ready,” he said, struggling to put in his
cuff links.


Without thinking, she reached out
and took over. Her fingers grazed his skin and electricity shot through her.
She had to force herself to breathe normally and continue. The heat from him made
her heart pound, and her breathing difficult. Finally, when she was done, she
took a step back from him. “There. Now button up your shirt.”


“Thanks,” he said, his dark eyes
smiling at her. It was almost like he knew how he was affecting her.


She pulled the door almost shut. “Knock
when you’re all done.”


He nodded, now grinning at her.
“Sounds good.”


She shut her door and leaned up
against it. Holy cow, she hadn’t been expecting that kind of physical reaction
to him. Tiny zaps still skimmed over her skin. She would have to watch herself
and remember why she was hiring out the part of her boyfriend.


Real relationships always ended up
with her getting hurt.


By the time he knocked, her
breathing had returned to normal. She grabbed her purse and headed out with
him.


“You look nice,” he said, his gaze
traveling over her dress.


“Thanks. You, too.”


“Do you have any other siblings or
other family I should know about?”


“No other siblings, just me and my
sister. I’m sure my Aunt Vita will be there. She’s my father’s sister. A
warning—she can say some odd things. She had a head injury a few years ago and
hasn’t been quite the same since.”


“Oh.”


“And don’t look so nervous. You’ll
do great.” She smiled up at him to help him relax.


They entered the restaurant and the
smell of bacon and coffee hit her in full force, making her mouth water. She
hadn’t realized she was so hungry. “We’re here with the Bennett-Adams party.”


The hostess motioned. “Right this
way.” 


As they approached the table,
Kenzie saw they were the last to arrive. Aunt Vita sat on the end, her hair
teased up to look like she stepped out of a 1960s ad. Her parents were next,
followed by an older couple she could only assume was Eric’s parents. Tessa and
her fiancé sat on the opposite side, two empty seats next to them.


Eric’s mother stood. “You must be
Kenzie. I’ve heard so much about you.” She extended her hand. “I’m Veronica,
and this is Rodger,” she said, indicating her husband.


“Nice to meet you. This is my
boyfriend, Camden.” They shook hands.


Camden pulled her chair out for her
and she smiled. He was acting like the perfect gentleman. 


Tessa elbowed her and leaned
closer. “Where did you pick him up? He’s gorgeous.”


Panic filled her. They hadn’t made
up a story yet. What should she say? She couldn’t think. The first thing to pop
in her head came out. “We met on a blind date.”


Camden put his arm around her. “Through
Matchmaker.com.”


Tessa’s mouth dropped open. “We met
online too. What a coincidence! How long have you been dating?”


“Don’t ever date a zookeeper,” Aunt
Vita said, her high-pitched voice carrying through the area.


Everyone stared at Vita, waiting
for her to finish. When she didn’t say anything else, Tessa piped up. “Why
not?”


Vita took a drink of her water,
taking her sweet time to answer. Finally, she said, “They spend all day with
their hands up an elephant’s you-know-what.”


Her mother’s face paled. “Vita,
please. We’re eating.”


Her father wiped his mouth, hiding
a smile behind his napkin. “She doesn’t know what she’s saying.”


Kenzie stole a glance at Eric’s
parents. They were sitting there, smiles frozen on their faces. Camden coughed
into his fist and ducked his head down. Kenzie bit her lip so she wouldn’t
laugh out loud. This should be an interesting wedding.


 









Chapter 4


 


Camden bit the inside of his cheek.
He loved Kenzie’s family already. Everyone except for Helene. She seemed to
have a problem with everything. He watched her pinched lips and disapproving
frown. Kenzie and her mother couldn’t be any more different.


Helene’s gaze zeroed in on him.
“Camden, what do you do for a living?” She picked up her water glass and
swirled it around.


Heat crept up his neck. He liked
Kenzie thinking he was a construction worker, but didn’t want to lie outright.
“I’m in construction.”


Her eyebrow raised and she stilled
her glass. “You do what, exactly?”


“He’s a construction worker, Mom.”
Kenzie shot her mother a look over her menu.


A polite smile came over Helene’s
face. “Oh. That must be . . . interesting.”


Kenzie sank down in her chair,
disappearing behind her menu.


“How long have you been doing
that?” Michael asked.


“I started working in the industry
when I was still in high school, so it’s been about fourteen years.” 


“Ah, I see.” Michael gave him a
polite nod and smile. 


Helene, on the other hand, narrowed
her eyes at him. “You didn’t go to college, either?” She glared pointedly at
Kenzie.


He desperately wanted to tell
Helene that his business was now worth billions, and that going to college
would have interfered with his business plan, but he knew that was a bad idea.
Kenzie’s face flushed, and she looked like she wanted to crawl under the table.


“What are you going to order,
dear?” Michael asked, putting his arm around Helene. 


Tessa whispered something in
Kenzie’s ear and they both snickered. The waitress approached the table and
everyone grew distracted with ordering.


When the conversations started up
again, Camden leaned toward Kenzie. “I’m sorry.” It wasn’t his fault, but he
wanted her to know he felt bad about how she was being targeted.


“Nothing you can do about it.
That’s just the way she is.” Kenzie’s gaze fell to her lap.


There was something he could
do, but choking her mother was probably against Kenzie’s rule number three. He
picked up his water and took a long drink. Maybe that would cool him off.


Vita fluffed her hair with one
hand. “Kenzie, dear, when are you getting married?”


The table grew quiet and all eyes
turned toward them. Kenzie gave her aunt a weak smile. “I’m not getting
married, Aunt Vita. Camden and I are just dating.”


“Thank goodness,” Helene said under
her breath, fingering her pearl necklace.


Camden gripped his seat to stop
himself from standing up and giving her a piece of his mind. Who did she think
she was? He couldn’t believe how she was treating her own daughter.


“Well, you should,” Vita continued.
“You make a lovely couple.”


“Thank you,” Kenzie said, her eyes
glued to the table. 


Camden stared at her. Where was the
vivacious woman he’d seen yesterday? The one who laughed like she had no cares
in the world? He suddenly wanted to protect her from the darts her mother was throwing
at her.


Michael cleared his throat. “Tessa,
tell us the story of your first date. I don’t think everyone has heard it yet.”


Eric chuckled and Tessa’s face
flushed, but she laughed and nodded. “Yes, you all should hear this. I think I
only told my parents. Unless you told. . .” Tessa motioned between Eric and his
parents.


“Oh, no. I didn’t tell a soul.” He
winked at her.


Tessa laughed again. “Alright.
Well, you all know we met online. We had been chatting for a while, and we both
knew it was time to meet in person. I loved everything about him. I was a bit
worried he wouldn’t live up to his online awesomeness, but I knew I needed to
find out.


“We agreed to meet somewhere
public. And he knew I loved flowers, so we decided on the botanical gardens. It
was a chilly morning, and I was wearing a short-sleeve sweater with a cute
jacket. As we walked, I grew warm and took off my jacket.” Tessa blushed and
looked at Eric.


“Apparently she’d been folding
laundry on her bed,” Eric said. “A pair of red thong underwear was stuck to the
back of her sweater. At first I didn’t notice it, but when I saw it I knew
she’d be mortified, so I didn’t say anything. I quickly snatched it off her
back and wadded it up in my hand.”


Tessa giggled. “And then he didn’t
know what to do with it as we walked through the gardens. He stuffed it in his
pocket. We had a great time talking, we both felt a connection, but when we got
back to his truck, I noticed something red sticking out of his pocket. I was
curious and asked him about it.”


Kenzie laughed, then immediately
put her hand over her mouth. Camden held in a chuckle. Veronica covered her
mouth with her hand. “Oh no.”


“I know, right? He turned red and
wouldn’t tell me what it was. Finally, he pulled it out of his pocket and I saw
it was my underwear. Imagine my shock! I had all kinds of things running
through my head about him sneaking into my apartment to get a pair of my
underwear!”


“I knew what she was thinking,”
Eric said, his ears turning pink. “So I had to tell her it was stuck to the
back of her sweater.”


“How embarrassing for both of you,”
Veronica said.


Camden glanced at Kenzie, who sat
there biting her lip. Tessa and Kenzie looked at each other and they both
busted up laughing. Helene shot them a glare.


Vita looked around the table at
everyone. “Never go on a date wearing someone else’s underwear.”


Kenzie and Tessa dissolved in another
fit of laughter. Camden struggled to keep his composure. Their food arrived and
took some of the attention off the girls. By the time everyone was served, they
had gained control of themselves, but Camden didn’t miss the looks Helene was giving
Kenzie, and couldn’t wait to get her away from the table. 


They ate while chatting politely,
mostly about Eric and his legal practice. He was on track to make partner in a
year. Helene seemed particularly fond of talking about it.


After they were done eating,
Veronica set her napkin on the table. “Kenzie, I really like that brooch you’re
wearing. Where did you get it?”


Kenzie’s hand flew to the pin, and
she fingered the metal piece. “I made it.”


Camden did a double take. When she
said she made jewelry, he figured she strung beads together. Her brooch was
much more than that. It was made of silver and had intricate southwestern
images stamped into the metal. The way the edges curled made it look like aged
paper. A turquoise stone was set in the middle.


Surprise widened Veronica’s eyes.
“Really? It’s beautiful.”


Kenzie smiled. “Thank you.”


“It’s a wonderful hobby,”
Helene said.


Camden couldn’t stand it anymore.
He stood. “Thank you all for a wonderful meal. It was nice to meet everyone.”


Tessa got up and squeezed Kenzie’s
hand. “See you at the pre-wedding welcome party. It will be in the clubhouse
this afternoon.”


Kenzie nodded and took hold of
Camden’s arm. “Great. See you.”


As they walked away, Kenzie looked
up at him. “Thanks for saving me. And for being such a gentleman. You were
perfect.”


They left the restaurant and
approached the elevators. He tried to keep his thoughts to himself, but after
they got into the elevator, he couldn’t remain silent any more. “Is your mother
always like that?”


Kenzie didn’t meet his gaze. “She’s
got high expectations.”


“That’s not what I saw,” he
muttered.


She let out a sigh and combed her
fingers through her curly hair. “Sometimes it’s worth it to stand up and say
something. Other times it’s best to let it be.”


“You mean it’s best to run away.”
He regretted the words as soon as they were out of his mouth.


Her gaze snapped up to his and her
eyes flashed. “What do you mean by that?”


He didn’t want to anger her, so he
shoved his fists in his pockets. “Nothing.”


The bell dinged and the elevator
doors opened. He followed her out into the hall. Guilt tugged at him. He didn’t
want things to be strained between them. “Did you bring more of your jewelry?”


“Yes.”


“I’d love to see it.”


She looked up at him, that weary
look back on her face from last night. “Alright,” she said slowly. “I have a
few pieces in my room.”


She got out her key card and swiped
her lock; the door clicked and she opened it. She went to the dresser and
pulled out a carved mahogany box. “I put all my favorites in here.”


“That jewelry box is beautiful.”


“Thanks. I got it in Tijuana.” A
look crossed her features, but left just as quickly. He wondered what that was
about, but didn’t want to pry, so he let it be.


She lifted the lid and he peeked
inside. Delicate pieces littered the bottom of the black velvet. She pulled out
one that was shaped like a dragonfly, the wings crafted in silver, the body
made from an iridescent stone.


“This is one of my favorite
pendants.”


She handed it to him, and he took
it gently, afraid to bend the dainty wings. “How do you make these?”


“A variety of ways. This one was
made with metal clay that I torch-fired.”


He turned the dragonfly over and
examined the back. Ken Z was embedded into the metal. “You stamp your
signature on each piece?”


“Yes. Each one is a work of art to
me.”


Camden was fascinated. The next one
she handed him was made from copper and looked like a piece of fabric with a
face popping out of it. It truly was art. “What does something like this sell
for?”


“My last piece I sold for three
thousand dollars.”


His mouth dropped open and he
stared at her. “Are you kidding me?”


Hurt laced her gaze. She took the jewelry
from him, placed them back in the box, and snapped the lid closed. He quickly tried
to amend his statement. “That came out wrong. I’m really impressed with what
you do.”


She turned away from him and walked
to the window, her arms folded.


“Kenzie,” he said, stepping toward
her. “You’re very talented. I’m just a stupid guy who doesn’t know anything
about jewelry.” He put his hand on her shoulder. “I didn’t mean to make it sound
like they weren’t worth that.”


“I know,” she said, turning around
to face him. “I’m probably more sensitive about it because no one gets it. They
think I’m wasting my life or being lazy or something. Or worse, when they find
out how much my jewelry sells for, they think I’m a scam artist.”


He took her hands in his. An
electric current passed between them as he gazed into her mesmerizing green
eyes. “You are nothing of the sort. I can tell you put your heart into your
work. It’s beautiful.” He almost said, “Just like you are,” but bit back the
words. He wasn’t there to flirt.


She gazed up at him. There was
something vulnerable about her. “Thanks,” she said, dropping his hands and
drawing into herself again.


He could see the damage a few
minutes with her mother had done. They hadn’t even been at the table more than
an hour. Anger simmered in his stomach. “You should
stand up to her,” he said, softly. “You don’t deserve to be treated that way.”


Her eyes narrowed at him and she
stiffened. “You don’t know my family situation. Maybe it’s best if you stick to
doing the job I’m paying you to do.” She turned on her heel and left the hotel
room.


Camden sighed. Great. First day as
her fake boyfriend and he was already messing things up. He ran after her.


 









Chapter 5


 


Tears pooled in her eyes as Kenzie
stalked down the hotel hallway. She blinked them back. The last thing she
wanted to do was cry in front of Camden, and she knew he was coming after her.
She could hear his heavy footfalls behind her.


“Kenzie—wait.”


The warmth of his hand ignited her
skin as he took her arm. She turned to face him, and all anger melted away when
she saw the concern in his gaze. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I overreacted.”


He let go of her arm and ran his
hand through his hair. “No, you’re right. I shouldn’t have said anything. I
promise to just be your man candy from now on.”


Kenzie tried to not smile, but
failed. He was a good guy. She needed to cut him some slack. “You’re so good at
it.”


A half-smile lifted his mouth. “Are
you calling me sweet?”


No. She was calling him hot. But
sweet was close enough, and she shouldn’t be thinking about him that way
anyway. “Yes.”


His smile stretched wider. “I was
thinking I’d walk around the grounds. Want to come with me?”


“Sure.” The fresh air would do her
good. Plus she needed to get her mother out of her head. Even though she didn’t
like it, Camden was probably right. She let her mother walk all over her, and
she just took it. But her sister’s wedding wasn’t the time to start giving her
mother a piece of her mind.


They took the stairs down to the
main floor and went out on the back patio. Empty tables with umbrellas were
scattered about, as the breakfast crowd had come and gone. She walked with him
down the boardwalk toward the beach.


They stopped when they got to the
end of the path. He looked up at the clear sky, one hand resting on the railing.
“Such a nice day. I feel a little overdressed for the beach, though.” 


Yes, they were overdressed, but he
looked good in his suit and tie. “Then we’ll have to come back tonight after
all the festivities.”


He gave her a look she couldn’t
quite decipher, then nodded. “Good idea. I love the beach at night.”


They watched as a young girl and
boy ran along the shore picking up sea shells and other treasures. The girl giggled
as the boy chased her. Their mother followed along behind them, calling out a
warning to watch out for sharp rocks.


Camden smiled at the children.
“They are so carefree at that age.”


“You have any nieces or nephews?”


He nodded. “One. My sister has a
little two-year-old daughter. The cutest thing I’ve ever seen. And there’s one
more on the way. It was just me and my sister growing up. I always envied big
families. My father left when my sister was a baby, so it was just the three of
us.”


“Are you close to your mom?”


“Yeah.” He smiled at her. “She put
herself through nursing school and worked nights when Kelly and I were little,
but she always made time for us. She made me and Kelly feel like we were the
most important things to her, you know? She had a way about her. I always felt
loved and wanted.”


Kenzie couldn’t even imagine it.
“That’s awesome.”


“We didn’t have much, but I never
knew it. She made us believe we lived like kings.”


Her experience was the opposite.
Her parents were wealthy, but they were never satisfied with what they had. And
her mother was never satisfied with what Kenzie did. “Sounds nice,” she said,
looking down at her sandals. 


“Don’t get me wrong, we had our
problems. And it was tough growing up without a father. But it made me
determined to be better than him.”


She liked that attitude. “I get
that. My parents always put money before anything else. It’s also made me
determined to live my life differently.” She glanced up at him. “Money doesn’t
matter to me. In fact, I like that you’re a construction worker. You’re not
chasing after something you’ll never have. My parents taught me that. No matter
how much money you have, you’ll never find happiness there.”


Camden frowned and leaned down on
the railing, studying the waves. She wasn’t sure what she’d said to upset him,
but just as she was going to ask his frown disappeared. “You’re right.
Happiness doesn’t come from money.”


“It complicates things.”


He was silent for a moment before
speaking. “It’s not the money that complicates things.”


“What do you mean?”


“I think it’s people and their
goals. When money becomes the main goal, people lose sight of what’s
important.”


She could relate to that. “Yes.”


“You make some pretty good money
with your jewelry business.”


“I make enough for my needs,
because I limit how many pieces I make. I could earn more, but I don’t need it.
I think earning so much more than you need is almost obscene.” She laughed
until she looked at Camden’s face. His eyebrows were pulled together and his
lips pulled down in another frown.


“People can do a lot of good with
the money they make,” he said. “I know . . . someone . . . who donates a lot of
money to charity.”


Kenzie snorted, then slapped her
hand over her mouth. Camden raised an eyebrow at her. “Sorry. I just know what
those charities actually spend on helping the poor. It’s often so little it’s
ridiculous. Pennies on the dollar.”


Camden stiffened. “Some are
corrupt. But there are good ones out there.”


“It’s hard to find the good ones.”


He stuffed his hands in his pockets
and scanned the beach. “So you’d never date a guy with money?”


She cringed. She wished she had
made a rule about not dating a guy with money. That would have saved her a lot
of heartache.


She brushed a strand of curls from
her cheek, not wanting to admit anything. “Guys with money are arrogant and
self-serving. I can’t imagine being attracted to that.” A seagull landed on the
railing and they both turned to watch it. “What about you? Would you date a
woman with more money than you?”


He coughed and pounded his chest
with his fist. When he’d regained control, he spoke. “Of course. I don’t think
having money makes a person selfish.”


“The money itself doesn’t. I just
think that people who seek after it are shallow.” The conversation seemed to be
bothering him, so she switched gears. “Are you in a relationship right now?”


“No. Just broke up with someone.
Yesterday, in fact.”


“Oh, I’m sorry.”


He smiled, but it was reserved.
“Don’t be. She was kind of crazy.”


Kenzie laughed. “People call me that
all the time.”


“I’m sure they mean it in the
nicest way.”


Kenzie glanced back at the resort
and did a double take. The man standing by the tables looked familiar. Like . .
. no. It couldn’t be. She squinted at him.


He looked just like Mason. 


Her heart jumped into her throat.
How had he found her? And why did he have to show up now of all times? His gaze
connected with hers and she panicked. She grabbed Camden’s suit jacket with
both hands and pulled him down, pressing her lips to his.


Camden’s eyes grew wide. She didn’t
have time to explain. She put everything she had into the kiss, hoping Mason
hadn’t recognized her. She twisted so Camden was between her and Mason in an
attempt to hide even further.


Camden must have figured out she
wanted to make it look like they were a couple, because he wrapped his arms
around her and pulled her close to him. He took command of the kiss, his lips
moving over hers. The sensations it caused made her brain stutter. Man, he was
a good kisser. Too good. In fact, she quickly forgot why she’d started kissing
him in the first place and got lost in the moment.


His lips teased and caressed hers,
making her heart pound and taking her breath away. When she finally pulled
back, he smiled down at her, an unspoken question in his eyes.


“I—uh—saw someone looking at us.”
Why were her words all jumbled up in her head?


“Are they still looking?” he
whispered, his sweet breath on her lips.


What? She couldn’t make sense of
his words. “I don’t know.”


“Then we’d better continue, just in
case.” He kissed her again, and she found herself threading her fingers through
his hair. Why had she started kissing him? She couldn’t remember. 


When the kiss ended and Kenzie
could think again, she peeked over his shoulder. Mason was gone. Her heart
continued to pound, though. “He’s gone,” she whispered.


Camden glanced behind him. His head
cocked to the side as he stared at her. “Who?”


She didn’t want to tell him about
Mason, but she’d spoken without thinking. She bit her lip and tried to think of
what to say. “Actually, I think I was mistaken. No one was there.”


He gave her his full dazzling
smile. “I see. You just wanted to kiss me, is that it?”


Actually, she wouldn’t mind doing
that again, but she didn’t want to tell him that. She whacked him in the chest.
“You’re impossible.”


She began walking toward the
resort, and Camden fell into step beside her. “So . . . rule number two?”


Dang. Why had she made that rule in
the first place? Now she looked like an idiot. “You know, I kind of overreacted
with that rule. It’s almost impossible to pretend we’re a couple without any
kissing.”


He nodded, his lips twitching. “I’m
fine with getting rid of rule number two.”


“Okay. It’s settled. Kissing is
allowed.” Her heart pounded in her ears, and she hoped he couldn’t see the affect
his kiss had on her. She glanced up at him. “But only when others are looking.”


“Of course.”


 









Chapter 6


 


The clubhouse room was bustling
when Kenzie entered. Camden put his arm around her waist and leaned over. “Do
you know all these people?”


She tried not to react to the
tingles now racing over her from his touch. She scanned the room. Luckily, she
didn’t see Mason. “I see a few of Tessa’s high school friends. That’s about
it.”


Camden pointed to the food table.
“Want something to eat?”


“Yes. I’m so hungry I could eat a snake.”


“I think that’s horse,” Camden
said.


Vita stepped toward them. “That’s
ham, dear. We don’t eat horse.” 


Her wide smile made Kenzie laugh.
“You’re right, Aunt Vita.”


She patted Camden’s arm. “Get your
girl some food. Love doesn’t grow on an empty stomach.”


“Will do,” he said.


Kenzie snagged a small plate and
went down the line, filling it with things on toothpicks. When they got to the
end she stood against the wall. The room was packed. She cocked her head and
stared at the older woman by the fireplace. “Tessa invited her third-grade
teacher?”


Camden chuckled. “She sure is
spending some cash on this wedding.”


Kenzie shook her head. “I don’t get
big weddings. Like, at all.”


He shrugged. “People like to
celebrate.”


“But a wedding is all about you and
your spouse. It’s not about all these other people.” She bit into a cherry
tomato, the flavor bursting on her tongue. 


“People would be disappointed if
they didn’t get to see you get married, though, right?” Camden asked as he leaned
up against the wall.


“They’d get over it.” She
swallowed, suddenly uncomfortable with this line of conversation. “How’s the
ham?” she asked.


He grinned. “Delicious.”


She’d finished her plate when Tessa
emerged from the throng of people and grabbed her arm. “Kenzie, you have to
meet my friends.” She tugged Kenzie through the room and over to a trio of
women. “Kenzie, meet Adele, Shelley, and Brenda. This is my sister, Kenzie.”


The girls all nodded politely.
“Nice to meet you,” Kenzie said, self-conscious of the way they were looking at
her dress.


“That’s an interesting pin,” Adele
said, pointing to her brooch. “Where did you get it?”


She probably should stop wearing
her jewelry. She cringed every time someone asked about it. “I made it.”


Adele raised her eyebrows. “You
did? How interesting.” The way she smiled said she was anything but interested.
“I thought maybe it was made by an artist.”


Kenzie bit the inside of her cheek
to stop herself from speaking. She just had to get through the next couple of days.
That was it. 


Tessa pointed to the other side of
the room. “Kenzie brought her boyfriend. He’s the buff one by the hors d’oeuvres.”


The girls craned their necks to
see. “Seriously? How did you snag him?” Brenda asked.


The way she said it made Kenzie
stiffen—like she couldn’t possibly attract someone like Camden. “I’m paying him
to attend the wedding with me,” she said before her inner snark could be
smothered.


Tessa laughed and picked up a glass
of wine from one of the servers who walked by. “You’re hilarious, Kenzie.”


“He’s wearing an Armani suit.
What’s he do for a living?” Shelley asked, curling her dark hair behind her ear
and staring at Camden.


“He’s a construction worker.”


“No way,” Adele said. 


“He’s coming over.” Shelley nudged
Adele’s arm.


Camden appeared beside Kenzie a
moment later. “There you are. I wasn’t sure where you’d disappeared to.” He put
his arm around her waist and pulled her close. Perfect.


She introduced him to Tessa’s
friends. “We work together at the bank,” Tessa added.


The hair stood up on Kenzie’s neck
and she glanced behind her. Mason was standing at the door, looking around the
room. She was sure it was him this time. His blonde hair was a bit longer, and
he was thinner if that was possible, but it was him. She suddenly couldn’t
breathe. She crouched to the floor.


“What’s the matter?” Tessa asked,
bending over.


Kenzie patted the carpet around her,
pretending to feel for something. “I lost a contact.”


“Oh,” Brenda said, backing up.


“You wear contacts?” Tessa knelt
down on the floor with her. “Since when?”


“Recently,” Kenzie said, her heart
pounding. She felt around, looking for the non-existent contact, inching her
way toward the table. What was her plan? Hiding under the table for the
duration of the party? She was in serious trouble.


Camden joined her on the floor.
“You okay?”


“She lost a contact,” Tessa said, feeling
around on the commercial-grade carpet.


The longer she stayed on the floor,
the more attention she’d draw to herself. Kenzie pretended to pick something
up. “Ah, here it is!” She scrambled to her feet, keeping her head down. “I need
to go wash it off. Where’s the ladies room?”


“I’ll take you there.” Camden
protectively put his arm around her and guided her toward the door. Toward
Mason.


She stopped. “Wait. This isn’t a
contact. It’s a hair.”


“What?” Camden looked confused.


“You know what? I forgot I didn’t
put my contacts in this morning.” She ducked back into the crowd to avoid being
seen. Camden followed close behind her.


An exit sign caught her attention.
There was another way out of the room! She almost broke into song. She sprinted
toward the door.


“Kenzie, wait.”


She pushed the door open and the cool
hallway air hit her in the face. She sucked in a breath and almost sprinted
down the hall.


“Kenzie!”


The last thing she needed was
Camden shouting her name. Mason could hear him. But she also wanted to get away
from the clubhouse. She slowed, then turned and smacked into his chest. “Oh!”


He caught her from falling. “What’s
going on? Why are you running?”


She glanced at the door, certain
Mason would walk through it at any second. “No reason.” She bit her lip,
wondering if she was as terrible at lying as she felt.


“Come on. Spill it.”


Mason shoved through the door to
the clubhouse and turned toward her. “Kenzie. I thought that was you.”


Camden spun around. She appreciated
the protective way he stood in front of her. “Who are you? Why are you following
her?”


Mason stopped walking. He rubbed
the back of his neck. The image of him and another woman in a passionate kiss
flashed through her mind, and she grew angry all over again.


Mason pointed to her. “I’m her
husband.”


 


***


 


Camden sucked in air and coughed.
“What?” he choked.


“Ex-husband, if you can even call
it that,” Kenzie said. “We were only married one week.”


Camden felt like he was twelve
steps behind. “You were married?”


The man looked pained. He took a
step toward Kenzie, and Camden moved further in front of her. He didn’t want
this man anywhere near her before he could figure out what was going on.


“Kenzie. I just want to talk. I
made a mistake. But I still love you.”


“A mistake?” Kenzie hissed.
“Picking up the wrong mayonnaise is a mistake. Kissing the hotel towel girl
when we are on our honeymoon is not a mistake, Mason.”


Camden was catching up fast, and he
had the urge to deck the guy. Mason cringed. “I know. It was a terrible thing
to do. But she meant nothing to me. I would have told you, but you left and I
didn’t know where you were.”


Tessa emerged, looking confused.
She approached them. “Kenzie? I saw you leave. Did you get your contact back
in?”


Camden glanced at Kenzie. She
sighed and buried her face in her hands. “Not now,” she muttered.


“Yes,” Camden said, covering for
her. “She did. It’s good now.”


Tessa’s gaze flickered between Mason
and Kenzie. “Who’s this?”


Mason turned around and extended
his hand. “I’m Mason, Kenzie’s husband.”


Tessa’s eyes grew wide as she shook
his hand and Kenzie made a guttural noise. “Ex!” she shouted.


“Wait, you were married?” Tessa
froze, clutching at her neckline. “And you didn’t tell me?” she whispered.


Kenzie groaned, and Camden wondered
what he could do to take the heat off her. Nothing came to mind, so he put his
arm around her to show his support.


“I’m sorry,” Kenzie said. “It was a
rash decision. And bringing family into it seemed like it would . . . complicate
things.”


Mason turned to Kenzie. “I know
it’s a bad time, but I really need to talk to you.”


“There’s nothing to say. We’re
through,” Kenzie said.


The door opened again and Helene
entered the hallway. “Tessa, darling, people are starting to ask where you
went.”


Tessa looked like she swallowed a
marble. “Uh, yes. We should get back in there, mother.” She grabbed Helene’s
arm and started tugging her toward the clubhouse.


“Wait.” Helene’s gaze centered on
Kenzie. “What’s going on here?”


Mason stuck out his hand again.
Kenzie’s face turned white as Mason spoke. “You must be Helene. It’s nice to
meet you. I’m Mason, Kenzie’s—”


“Ouch!” Kenzie shouted, and
everyone turned toward her. “Sorry, kink in my neck. Mason and I met in
California a while back. Funny he’s here at the same resort we are, isn’t it,
Mason?” She shot him a glare.


“I’m Kenzie’s husband,” he said.
“I’m here to work things out.”


Helene’s face flushed. “McKenzie?
You’re married?”


“Ex-husband. I filed for an
annulment.” Kenzie looked like she wanted to melt into the floor.


“That’s what I’m here to talk
about. I don’t think it went through.” Mason ran a hand through his hair.
“We’re still married.”


 









Chapter 7


 


The elevator dinged and Kenzie
desperately wanted a thousand clowns to come pouring out of it. Anything to
take all the eyes away from her face. Unfortunately, all that emerged was a
woman in a perfectly normal looking pencil skirt.


“We can’t still be married,” Kenzie
said, her throat dry. “I went to court. Even though you didn’t show up, they
said the annulment was finalized. It’s like we were never married.”


Her mother cringed at the words.
Mason shook his head. “I received notice in the mail. You put in the wrong date
on the paperwork. It messed everything up.”


She closed her eyes. This wasn’t
happening. A low buzzing noise started in her ears, and she couldn’t swallow.
“No,” she whispered.


“I tried to contact you, but you’d
left. I couldn’t find you.”


Her mother pinched the bridge of
her nose. “You mean to tell me that you married this man without telling us,
then you changed your mind but messed up the annulment?”


Tessa tugged on Helene’s arm.
“Maybe it’s best if we let them talk it out, Mom. Let’s go back to the party.”


Helene nodded, plastering on a fake
smile. “You go in, dear. I’ll be right with you.”


Tessa gave Kenzie a small sorry-but-I-tried
shrug and left. Helene came toward Kenzie. At first she thought her mother was
going to slap her, and she flinched, but Helene simply stuck her nose in
Kenzie’s face. “This is your sister’s wedding,” she said, her voice low. “If
you do anything to ruin it, you’ll have me to deal with.” She turned and
stalked down the hallway, disappearing into the clubhouse.


Kenzie couldn’t hold back anymore.
She rounded on Mason. “Why did you come here? Messing up our wedding wasn’t
good enough for you? You had to come mess up my sister’s wedding too?”


Mason looked stricken. Good. She
wasn’t done with him yet. He staggered back. “I couldn’t find you,” he said. “But
after a long time searching, I found your family. When I heard about your
sister’s wedding, I hoped you’d be here.”


“Didn’t you stop to think that my
sister’s wedding wouldn’t be the appropriate time to bring all this up?” She
clenched her hands, wanting so bad to sock him.


He glanced between her and Camden.
Camden put his arm protectively around her. “Sorry,” Mason mumbled.


“I’ve moved on, as you can see. If
there’s a problem with the paperwork, I’ll fix it. There’s no getting back
together. Ever.” She gave him the evil eye to punctuate her point.


“Please. Can’t we go somewhere and
talk?” He gave her that look. The one that made her run off to California with
him in the first place. Stupid look. She cursed that look.


She grabbed onto Camden’s waist.
“Not without my boyfriend.”


Mason nodded. “Fair enough.”


Camden shot her a glance but didn’t
say anything.


“Let’s get a table at the Emporium
restaurant. You can say what you came to say, and then you can leave,” Kenzie
said.


“Fine.” Mason started down the
hallway toward the Emporium, and Kenzie followed, pulling Camden along with
her.


Whatever it was he had to say, it
wasn’t going to change her mind. She was through with him. She spent too many
nights crying over him, but that was all out of her system. Stick a fork in
her, she was done. 


The smell of seafood hit her as
they entered. Mason spoke to the hostess and she grabbed some menus, leading
them to a booth in the back of the restaurant. Mason slid into one side, and
Camden slid into the other. Kenzie sat by Camden and placed her hands on the
table. After the hostess left, she glared at Mason. “Okay, say what you came
here to say.”


He shifted and swallowed. “Look, I
get that you’re mad at me. But we had something together. Something good.”


Sure, they had something all right.
Something he didn’t value at all. Something he ruined by turning to the first
thing in a skirt and cleaning out her tonsils with his tongue. She opened her
mouth to tell him off, but he held up a hand. “Let me finish, okay?”


She snapped her mouth shut. A
waitress appeared. “What can I get you to drink?”


“I’ll have a Coke,” Mason said.


“Me too.” Kenzie sank down in the
booth. The vinyl seat squeaked as she moved against it. All she wanted to do
was go to bed and end this day. Maybe then the humiliation would stop.


“Three Cokes.” Camden folded his
hands on top of his menu and looked pointedly at Mason. “Finish what you have
to say,” he said after the waitress left.


“I know I don’t deserve a second
chance, but we’re still married.”


“Not for long,” Kenzie said under
her breath.


Mason shot her a glare, then
smoothed his features out. “My parents would love for you to come to our family
reunion next week.”


“Wait, what?” Kenzie held up her
hand. “Why are they wanting me there?”


He shrugged and stared at the
table, a guilty look on his face. “You missed last year.”


“We were only married for a week.
Why did they think I would come?” There was something fishy going on; she could
tell by the way Mason swallowed and tugged at his shirt. “You did tell them I
left you, right?”


Mason didn’t meet her gaze. “Well .
. . about that.”


“No,” she said, before she could
think. “There is no ‘well’ and there certainly isn’t any ‘about that.’ What did
you do?”


Mason looked at the ceiling and
sighed. “Alright. My parents think we’re still married. I was hoping you’d help
me out here. You cared for me at one time, if you remember.”


Now this was all starting to make
sense. This wasn’t about a clerical error. This was about his parents wanting
him married. She opened her mouth and the words poured out. “I helped you out
already. That didn’t work out so hot for me. You should have kept your wedding
vows if you wanted to keep your wife.”


“I’ll pay you,” Mason said.


Everyone stopped talking as the
waitress came back with their drinks. “Do you need another minute?”


“Yes,” they all said in unison.


After she left, Camden held up a
hand. “I don’t know what’s going on here, but you had your say and she said no.
Now it’s time for you to leave.”


Mason frowned at Camden. “I’m
talking to Kenzie. You have no part in this.”


“Stop.” Kenzie tried to calm
herself before she did something she’d regret. Like dump her Coke down Mason’s
shirt. She took in a breath and let it out slowly. “I know your father wanted
you married. That’s why I was stupid enough to listen to your proposal. But I
filed the annulment and I know I didn’t put the wrong dates in. You and I are
not married. And you have to tell your family.”


Mason’s eyes took on a pleading
look. “A million dollars. That’s what I’ll lose if they find out. They’ll write
me out of the will, Kenzie. You don’t want me destitute, do you?”


“Destitute?” Kenzie almost laughed
him out of the restaurant. “You are far from destitute, what with your BMW and
your vacation home.”


A look flared in Mason’s eyes.
Something she’d never quite seen in him before. “All you have to do is go to
the reunion with me. That will calm my mother down. Dad’s so close to dying, he
could go at any minute. You don’t want him dying thinking we’re splitting up,
do you?”


“We have split up!” Kenzie flinched
when her voice echoed around the room. She hadn’t meant to yell it so loudly.


Mason’s eyes turned dark. “We are
still married. And you would cost me a million dollars because you’re too
prideful to come to my reunion?”


Camden slid his arm around her
protectively. “That’s enough. She doesn’t want to go with you. If you don’t
leave willingly, I’ll call security.”


Mason flushed and narrowed his eyes
at Camden. “Let Kenzie talk for herself.” He turned back to her. “A thousand
dollars. That’s what I’ll pay you to come with me. Then you can leave and I
promise I won’t bother you again.”


She picked up her drink, the cold
glass giving her relief from the heat enveloping her. She took a long drink
before setting it back down. “I’ll think about it.”


“What?” both Camden and Mason said
at the same time, only Camden looked shocked, and Mason was smiling.


“I’ll think about it, but only if
you leave here and let me enjoy my sister’s wedding.”


Camden frowned as if he didn’t
approve. Mason, on the other hand, looked like he was five and had been given
his favorite candy bar. “You won’t regret it,” he said.


“I haven’t decided anything, but if
you mess up my sister’s wedding, I’ll say no so fast your head will spin.” 


Mason held up his hands in a
surrender position. “I promise. I’ll be invisible.”


She pointed at him. “You’re leaving.”


“If I leave, how will you tell me
your final decision? Why don’t I stay, but I’ll keep away from you and your
family? Cross my heart, I’ll stay hidden until Sunday night, when everything is
done, and we can meet somewhere to talk about your decision.”


Kenzie was hoping if she dangled
the carrot in front of him, he’d do what she wanted. But she supposed he was
offering her enough. “Okay.”


He grinned. “Thank you. You won’t
regret this.” He slid out of the booth. “I’ll disappear now.”


“Perfect,” she said.


As soon as Mason was gone, the
waitress came back. “Have you decided?”


Kenzie picked up her menu, now
starved. She pointed to the first photo that looked good. It was a shrimp and
rice dish. “I’ll have this.”


Camden nodded. “That looks good.
I’ll have that as well.”


The waitress took the menus and
left. Camden turned to her. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”


“No, but it got him out of here,
didn’t it?” She gave him a sly grin.


“Yes, but you have to deal with him
again on Sunday.”


“At least then the wedding will be
done, and I won’t have my mother threatening bodily harm if I ruin my sister’s
wedding.” Bodily harm was probably the least her mother would do. She held back
visions of her mother casting curses on her or tossing her out of the family
for good. Well, that last one wouldn’t be so bad.


“You have a point,” Camden said.
“What are you going to say to him when he comes back?”


“Go jump out a window?” She laughed
at Camden’s face. “Okay, maybe that’s too on the nose.”


“And maybe too risky. Did you see
how mad he got when you kept refusing him? I’m a bit worried for you.”


“Mason’s harmless.” At least she
thought he was. In reality, she didn’t know him very well. They had a whirlwind
romance, and he convinced her to marry him quickly. They had only dated for
three weeks. Mason had a way of persuading her to go against her better
judgement.


Or maybe she was stupid, and he saw
that in her from a mile away.


Camden put his hand on her knee.
“I’d feel better if you let me be there when you tell him.”


“That’s fine.” Probably for the
best. Camden looked like a bodybuilder compared to Mason. That might come in
handy.


 









Chapter 8


 


Camden hadn’t realized how hungry
he was until the food came and he started eating. “This is really good,” he
said.


Kenzie had stayed on his side of
the booth after Mason had left, which was distracting him a little more than
he’d thought it might. The heat from her leg seeped into his own. “Yes.” She
looked up at him. “Better than I thought it would be. Or maybe I’m just that
hungry.”


He chuckled. “Those hors d’oeuvres
were good, but not very filling.”


As they ate, he tried not to look
at Kenzie, but, like a magnet, she kept pulling his gaze back to her. She was
more relaxed now. Maybe getting rid of Mason had her back to her old self.


He still wasn’t very happy about
how she’d gotten him to go, but he could understand her desire to have this
time with her sister before dealing with her ex. He was her ex, right?
The question of if they were still married had his stomach in a knot.


Although he didn’t know why he was
so upset about it. Kenzie had made it clear that she didn’t want anything to do
with dating a man with money. And he had an obscene amount of money. That’s the
word she’d used. He vowed never to let her find out. He’d be her pretend
boyfriend now, and then travel back to Virginia, disappearing back into his
life. Kenzie would probably leave Richmond anyway. She was a self-proclaimed
nomad.


“What are you thinking?”


He hadn’t realized he’d stopped
eating. He picked up his fork, trying to decide what to tell her. “I’m thinking
about what I’m going to do on Monday.”


Curiosity filled her eyes. “What
are you going to do?”


He smiled. “Nothing important. Go
home. Back to work.”


She slowly nodded. “Uh huh. Back to
work.” She looked like she didn’t quite believe that’s what he was thinking
about, but stabbed a piece of shrimp and bit into it.


Tessa slid onto the seat across
from them. “There you guys are. What’s going on? Is that guy really your
husband?”


Kenzie shook her head vehemently.
“Definitely not. I saw the papers myself. The marriage was annulled.”


“So what’s he doing here?” 


“He wants me to go to some family
gathering with him and pretend we’re still married.” Kenzie’s eyes grew wide
and she laughed. “That sounds like some movie plot or something!”


Tessa giggled. “Yes, it sounds
crazy.” She looked down at the table. “When did you marry him?”


Kenzie blinked, probably noticing
the same hurt expression Camden could see on Tessa’s face. “It was over a year
ago. It was stupid. I never should have done it.”


Tessa’s gaze lifted. “Why did you,
then?”


Kenzie shook her head. “A lot of
dumb reasons. I thought I loved him. He swore he was madly in love with me. He
also convinced me that if we married quickly, then he could satisfy his
father’s wishes and get his million-dollar inheritance.”


“Another overdone movie plot.”
Tessa laughed, although it seemed forced. Tessa took a deep breath and let it
out slowly. “Why didn’t you invite any of us?”


Kenzie flinched. “I’m sorry. It all
happened so fast.”


Camden wanted to console her, but
stayed where he was, trying to ignore the heat from her leg, which was now
pressed up against his.


“And you didn’t want Mom there.”
Tessa’s voice was so quiet, it had been hard to hear her. Camden shot a glance
at Kenzie, who was looking down at her hands.


“Mom wouldn’t have approved of the
short engagement. Or the small wedding.”


“She would have been ecstatic about
his inheritance,” Tessa said.


Kenzie nodded. “I know. And I guess
a small part of me wanted to show her how normal I’d turned out. Marrying a guy
with money. We were going to live in L.A. and he was going to work at his
father’s office. I guess I wanted her to see I’d finally succeeded at
something. Done something she would have considered as right.”


Camden couldn’t believe what he was
hearing. Kenzie married Mason so she could please her mother? What kind of a
sick hold did that woman have on her? He tried not to clench his teeth
together. He picked up his soda and drained the glass.


Tessa frowned. “You shouldn’t
listen to her. Mother has impossible expectations.” She rolled her eyes.


Kenzie leaned forward. “What do you
mean?”


“This whole wedding has been a
nightmare. The food we picked out is too bland. The decorations are too Martha
Stewart. You wouldn’t believe what she said about my dress.”


Kenzie’s eyes widened. “What did
she say?”


“It’s too revealing. I look like a
hooker.”


Camden swallowed back a cough.
Kenzie’s mouth dropped open. “She actually said the word ‘hooker’?”


Tessa nodded her head slowly, and
then both sisters burst out laughing. Kenzie slapped her hand over her mouth. “Oh
my gosh. I’m so sorry. That must have been awful.”


“She’s been horrible. I don’t know
if it’s stress or what, but nothing pleases her anymore.”


Kenzie slid her plate back. “And I
thought it was just me.”


“Oh no. It’s not just you, although
lately you have been taking the brunt of it. I don’t know whether to thank you
or hide you under the table.”


Kenzie held up a hand. “The table.
Please. I need a little shielding.”


A giggle erupted from Tessa. “Maybe
I’ll join you down there.”


Camden wanted to offer up a
solution, maybe suggest they tell their mother to stuff it, but he kept his
lips closed. That hadn’t worked too well last time.


“What happened with Mason? Why did
you get an annulment?”


Kenzie’s face flushed. “I caught
him with another woman.”


“What? How long had you been
married?”


“One week.” Kenzie sank a little in
her seat. “We were still on our honeymoon.”


Tessa looked appropriately shocked.
“I can’t believe it. Did you deck him?”


“I should have.”


Camden almost offered to do it for
her, but pressed his lips together.


“You better believe you should
have,” Tessa said, her eyebrows raised. “I can’t believe he’d cheat on you, on
your own honeymoon.”


Kenzie sighed and splayed her hands
on the table. “Just goes to show, he never wanted to marry in the first place.
He did it for the inheritance.”


“So I guess you told him to take a
leap, then?”


A guilty look came over Kenzie’s
face. “Kind of.”


Tessa squinted at her sister. “What
does that mean?”


When Kenzie didn’t answer, Camden
spoke up. “She told him if he stayed away from the wedding, she’d think about
going to his family reunion.”


Tessa slapped the table, making the
silverware clink. “You can’t do that!”


“I’m not going to say yes. I just
wanted him to leave me alone until after the wedding.”


Tessa frowned. “You’d better not be
thinking of giving in to him. He’s going to keep coming back to manipulate you.”


Camden nodded. “Tessa’s right. You
can’t give in. He’ll keep using you. Hurting you.”


Tessa pointed at him. “Yes. Listen
to your boyfriend. He’s smart. You have to cut all ties with Mason and let his
family know you’re no longer married.”


Kenzie cringed. “I’m no good with
conflict.”


Camden studied her. That’s why
she’d been living out of a tent. She wasn’t experiencing the sunrises. She was
running away from her problems. “It will only get worse if you don’t,” he said
quietly.


“Yes. He’s right,” Tessa said.
“It’s best to get it all out in the open. What’s the saying? The truth will set
you free?”


“More like, the truth will
humiliate me.” Kenzie scrubbed a hand over her face.


Tessa cocked her head at her
sister. “You have nothing to prove to them, or to Mother. You’re a wild
success, and nothing Mother says can make it not true. In fact, Eric’s mother
cornered me after she realized you’re the one who designs Ken Z Jewelry. She’s
been trying to order a piece, but you’re always sold out online.”


Kenzie looked at her plate. “I
don’t want to flood the market with too many of one style. I only make a
limited number, then I discontinue it.”


“Well, she really wants one, but
she can’t afford to buy it from someone else. Do you know what your jewelry
sells for in the secondhand market?”


Kenzie’s head snapped up. “No.”


“She said this piece is marked for
three thousand in your Etsy store. An art dealer in Soho wants twelve thousand
for the same piece.”


Kenzie scoffed. “That’s
ridiculous.”


“No, that’s the way the art world
works. You know that. Low supply and high demand drives the prices up.” Tessa
gave Kenzie a satisfied smile. “You should have seen Mother’s face when
Veronica said that. Mom almost swallowed her tongue. And then she couldn’t stop
talking about how talented you are as an artist.”


Pink colored Kenzie’s cheeks. “She
said that?”


Tessa nodded. “You’re suddenly the
successful daughter. And I’m the one marrying an attorney who hasn’t even made
partner yet.” A frown crossed her face.


Kenzie laid her hand on Tessa’s.
“Don’t get wrapped up in trying to please her. You know it won’t ever work, and
you’ll end up like me. Doing crazy things without thinking about them.”


“You’re right.” Tessa slid out of
the booth. “I’d better start getting ready for tonight. Bachelorette party.
You’ll be there, right?”


Kenzie smiled. “Of course.”


Tessa pointed to Camden. “And
you’re partying with Eric?”


He smiled. “Wouldn’t miss it.”


Tessa leaned a little closer. “Make
sure he keeps the festivities PG, okay?”


He chuckled and folded his napkin.
“No strippers. Got it.”


Tessa grinned at him. “You’re my
new favorite person.” She gave them a half-wave as she walked away.


They were done with their food, but
Kenzie made no move to stand up. He touched her shoulder. “You okay?”


She gave him a weak smile. “I’m
fine.”


“Did hearing about how your mother
treats Tessa upset you?”


She didn’t answer right away. She
fiddled with her purse strap. “I thought I’d be happy, finding out my mother
isn’t singling me out, you know? But for some reason, I’m not.”


He traced the skin on her shoulder,
then down her arm, until the electricity from touching her got to him and he
pulled his hand back. “You know how it feels to be a target. You aren’t happy
because you know how your sister feels.”


“Yes. I guess you’re right.”


He bit back the words he wanted to
say. Something about standing up to her mother and not letting her do that anymore,
but he didn’t want to start another fight or drive a wedge between them.
Instead, he said, “Let’s go swimming.”


She snapped her gaze to his.
“What?”


“There’s an indoor pool and an
outdoor pool here. Let’s see which one is better.” He gave her a sexy smile,
hoping that would convince her.


Her lips twitched with a smile she
held back. “I have been dying to get out of this dress.” Her cheeks colored. “I
mean . . . that didn’t sound right.”


He held back a chuckle. “Of course
I know what you meant.”


She grinned. “We might need to try
each pool a couple of times to be sure we know which is the winner.”


“Definitely.”


 









Chapter 9


 


Kenzie nervously tugged on her swimsuit.
It hadn’t been this low cut when she’d tried it on in the store. She looked in
the mirror again. Maybe it wasn’t low. She just felt self-conscious all of a
sudden, about to walk into the hallway and meet Camden with barely anything on.


She swallowed her nerves. He wasn’t
going to be looking at her, anyway. He was her hired date, and nothing more.


She grabbed her towel and opened
her hotel room door. Camden was leaning against the wall in a t-shirt and swim
trunks, but when he saw her, he stood up straight, his gaze traveling over her.
He grinned at her and raised his eyebrows.


So much for him not looking at her.
She wrapped her towel around her and smoothed the glare from her face. “Stop
it.”


He fell into step beside her.
“Sorry. Can’t help it. I’m a man, and you look good in a swimsuit.”


Heat flushed her cheeks. And she
hated to admit it, but a little pleasure tingled in her stomach as well.
“Thanks. I think.”


“You nervous about tonight?”


She pressed the elevator button and
glanced up at him. “Why would I be nervous about tonight?”


He raised an eyebrow. “I’ve heard
how wild bachelorette parties can get.”


“You don’t know my sister very
well, do you?” She laughed. “Not really the naked-man party girl. She’s more
the type that would suggest we all braid each other’s hair and watch Anne of
Green Gables.”


He laughed. The elevator doors
opened and she stepped inside. Why did his chocolate brown eyes make her
insides turn to mush? That wasn’t good. Mason’s eyes did that to her as well.
And look how horrible that turned out. She had to get a grip or she’d end up
doing stupid things again.


They stepped off the elevator and
walked to the indoor pool area. The room sat empty, and she swiped her key card
and opened the door. “You’d think there’d be kids in here,” she said, her voice
echoing off the bare walls.


Camden pointed to the glass
windows. “They’re all in the outside pool.”


Sure enough, the outside pool had
swarms of kids in it. Probably because that pool had a waterslide and a diving
board. She set her towel down on a white plastic chair. “I can’t complain. It’s
kind of nice having the whole pool to ourselves.”


“I agree.” He tossed his towel
beside hers and took his shirt off with one fluid motion. Had his muscles
gotten more defined since this morning? She tried to look away, but was having
a hard time. He walked to the deep end of the pool. “Last one in’s a rotten
egg.” He dove into the water, and Kenzie couldn’t help but admire how smoothly
he slipped under the glassy surface.


When he emerged, she put her hands
on her hips. “No fair. You gave me no kind of warning.”


He grinned at her. “Come on in.
It’s a little cold, but once you’re in, you get used to it fast.”


She walked to the ladder at the
shallow end of the pool. When she stuck her foot in, the freezing water made
her suck in a breath. “A little cold? This is like ice!”


“You’re exaggerating. Jump in.”


She closed her eyes and forced
herself to take the first step. The cold made her want to repel, but she stayed
in, not wanting Camden to win. “I think I need to get in slowly.”


Camden pushed off the far end of
the pool and swam to the shallow end. His arms sliced through the water as if
he’d been swimming his whole life. He surfaced and stood, the water dripping
off his dark hair and chest. “Slow is overrated. Come on.” He held out his
hand.


“I’m getting used to it.”


He glanced down at her feet.
“You’re only in up to your ankles.”


“And they’re very cold ankles.”


His lips twitched. “I’ll help you
get used to it,” he said, stepping close enough so she could grab his hand.


She looked over to the corner of
the room where the heated spa sat. “Maybe I’ll start over there.”


He laughed, and the sound echoed.
“Come on, you big baby.” He grabbed her hand.


His hand was warm, despite the
water dripping off it. She gripped it tight and took another step down. This
one was deeper and the water rose to her knees. The cold made her let out a
little squeal.


He grinned, but didn’t say
anything, and let her get used to the temperature. After a moment he held out
his other hand; she took it, suddenly trusting that he wouldn’t pull her into
the water without her permission. She could feel the strength in his hands as
they stood together.


“Ready for another step? I think
you only have a couple left.”


“Okay,” she said, taking the plunge.
The water rose up to her thighs and she squealed with the pinpricks of cold
stabbing at her skin. She stepped down to the bottom of the pool, sucking in
her breath.


Camden wrapped his arms around her
and pulled her close. Heat from his chest made her heart pound. “See? It’s not
so bad.”


“Not so bad,” she repeated, her
head in a daze. What was he saying? All she could think about were his lips,
which were now so close to hers that she could feel his breath on her face.


“Want to walk a little deeper?” he
asked.


She nodded, not trusting her voice.
He grabbed her hand, letting go of her waist, and took a few steps toward the
deep end. The cold gripped her and she held in a breath, instantly missing his
arms around her.


“Maybe it’s best if you just go
under.”


The thought of submerging herself
into the freezing water wasn’t appealing, but she didn’t want to look like one
of those prissy girls her sister hung out with. “You’re right. I need to rip
off the band-aid.”


He stopped walking and turned to
her. “Yes. Do it.”


She bounced a little on her toes,
letting the water reach her upper back. “Yep. I will.”


He waited for her while she stood
there, bouncing and trying to convince herself it was time to dunk herself.


“Any time now.”


“I’m mentally preparing myself for
full submersion.”


A smile crept onto his face. “That
sounds like it might take a while.”


“Nope. I’m almost done.” She let go
of his hand and pulled her hair back, looking down at the water.


Another few seconds ticked by. “You
fully prepared now?” His smile widened.


“Yes. Yes I am. Here I go.” She
plugged her nose and bent her knees. Cold water rushed over her. She let the
shock wear off before she surfaced. She wiped the water out of her eyes and
grinned at Camden. “That wasn’t so bad.”


He laughed and took a few steps
toward the deep end. “Want to swim some laps?”


“Sure, but I’ve never been a great
swimmer.”


“You don’t know how to swim?” He
raised one eyebrow.


“I’m not sure I’d say that. If you
dropped me in the middle of a lake, there’s a fifty-percent chance I wouldn’t
drown.”


“Then I won’t drop you in a lake.”
He smiled at her. “Want me to teach you?”


Suddenly he was close again, his
arms on her sides, his lips . . . gah, she had to stop thinking about his lips.
She didn’t need a swimming lesson, but thinking about Camden beside her in the
water was appealing. “Sure.” The word came out breathless.


“Okay, show me what you can do, and
we’ll go from there.” He stepped back from her. “Swim to the edge of the pool.”


She kicked off the bottom, moving
her hands in the way she’d found kept her face afloat, and kicked until she was
at the side.


“Good. You can doggie paddle.”


“I didn’t know that’s what I was
doing.”


He swam to her and put his hands on
the side of the pool. “It’s a perfectly fine way to swim, although you won’t
get much speed that way.” He raised his chin toward her. “Put your hands on the
side, like this.”


She did as he said.


“Now, see if you can make your legs
float.” He raised his legs to show her.


She tried to mimic him, but her
legs wouldn’t stay afloat. “I don’t think I can.”


He turned toward her and placed his
arms under her, lifting her legs and supporting her stomach. His touch made the
butterflies in her stomach go crazy. “Sure you can. Just relax. Your body will
naturally float if you’re not afraid of the water. Now breathe in and let it
out slowly.”


She felt secure with his arms under
her, so she relaxed and tried to do what he’d said. He taught her how to float
on her stomach, then how to float on her back, all the while standing close by
and holding her steady when needed.


“You’ve done this before, haven’t
you?” She eyed him suspiciously.


“Yes, I used to teach swimming
classes to little kids during the summer when I was in high school.”


“You’re good at it,” she said, allowing
him to hold her as she laid on her back and looked at the ceiling. 


Camden showed her a few other
things: how to breathe out under the water and how to turn her head to take a
breath. He showed her how to move her arms and legs to glide through the water.
Then they swam a few laps together. Camden was much faster than she was, but
she could already tell she was moving through the water better than when she’d
doggie paddled.


“You love the water, don’t you?”
she asked after they’d gone a few laps.


“I do. My mom worked extra hours so
she could afford a pass to the pool. I would spend hours there during the
summers.” He squinted at her. “Your lips are a little blue. Are you cold?”


She nodded. “Yes! This water is
freezing.”


He smiled. “Let’s warm you up in
the hot tub.”


“You don’t have to ask me twice.”
She swam toward the ladder, but he beat her there. 


He climbed the steps, then turned
and held out his hand. “How long have you been freezing?”


“How long have we been in the
pool?”


Camden’s laughter rang out. “Okay,
okay. Time to warm up.”


He led her over to the corner and
motioned for her to go in first. She stuck her foot in and sighed as the heat
enveloped her. She slowly climbed in, the hot water taking a few seconds to get
used to. “This is heaven.”


Camden walked to the wall and
turned on the jets before stepping into the water. “Wow, this is really warm.”


“Just how I like it.”


He sat beside her. “You’re not one
of those always-cold people, are you?” He made a face.


“Maybe. I suppose you’re one of
those people who never wears a coat, even in the dead of winter?”


“I can neither confirm nor deny
that statement.”


Kenzie threw her head back and
laughed. “You hot people are so annoying.”


He leaned closer to her. “Are you
calling me hot?”


She looked at the drops of water on
his eyelashes, over his deep brown eyes. He definitely was hot. In a rash,
flirtatious moment, she blurted out, “You are beyond hot. You’re steamy.”


His lips curled up into a smile,
and he drew closer still. “Steamy, huh?”


“Smoldering?” she said, before she could
put her head on properly.


“I like smoldering.” He ran a
finger down the side of her cheek and tingles erupted over her skin.


She made the mistake of looking at
his lips. His perfect lips, sprinkled with tiny drops of water. She couldn’t
stop herself. She closed the distance and kissed him.


This kiss started out nothing like
their first one. Camden was ready for her, and he welcomed her lips. He cradled
her face and pulled her closer. Their lips danced, a rhythm that increased as
the intensity of the kiss made her head spin. Her heart pounded and she slid
onto his lap.


“Kenzie?”


She broke away from Camden at the
voice, plopping off his lap. Tessa stood beside the pool, a wide grin on her
face. Eric stood beside her, a towel in each hand. “Hi,” Kenzie said, her face
heating.


“I thought that was you,” Tessa
said, her voice betraying her amusement. “Mind if we join you? Or do you want
some more alone time?”


“No. Um, I mean, yes. Come in. The
pool is fine. I mean, the water is fine.” Why wouldn’t her brain work? She
wanted to sink into the water to hide from her embarrassment.


She couldn’t wait for this wedding
to be over with.


 









Chapter 10


 


It was highly enjoyable for Camden
to watch Kenzie squirm with embarrassment. He, on the other hand, didn’t care
who saw them kissing. In fact, he was ready to start up again. But Kenzie was
obviously uncomfortable that her sister had caught them making out.


Eric and Tessa climbed into the hot
tub and sat on the opposite side. Eric put his arm around Tessa. “I heard there
was some kind of commotion earlier.” He looked at them curiously.


Tessa elbowed him. “Don’t be rude.”


Kenzie’s cheeks flushed in a most
adorable way. “It’s okay. It’s not really a secret. At least, not anymore. My
ex-husband is here. I guess he’s been looking for me. When I filed the
annulment papers, he didn’t respond. I guess he thought if he didn’t sign, I
couldn’t get them to go through. He didn’t realize I could get the annulment even
if he didn’t participate. As soon as the annulment was finalized, he started
calling me. He wouldn’t stop insisting we get back together. So I tossed my
phone and left L.A.”


Eric leaned back. “Do you need me
to call security?”


Kenzie waved away the idea. “He’s
harmless. I think I pacified him to wait until after the wedding.”


Camden wasn’t so sure the guy was
harmless. He saw the look of desperation on Mason’s face. But he didn’t want to
argue the point, though he would make sure he was with her when they talked.


“So,” Tessa said. “Tell me more
about you two. You looked awful cozy in here. Are things getting serious?”


To anyone watching, they would have
looked serious, so Camden said, “Yes.” Unfortunately, at the same time, Kenzie
said, “No.”


Tessa looked between them.


“I mean,” Kenzie said, holding up
her hand. “Things are starting to get serious but they’re not that
serious yet.”


Tessa wiggled her eyebrows. “Sure.”


Camden grinned and slid his arm
around Kenzie’s waist. “I’m not opposed to getting serious.”


Kenzie shot him a death glare
before turning back to her sister. Oops. He was trying to be playful, but maybe
he’d pushed it too far. “Camden’s joking,” she said. “He’s always joking around
like that.”


Tessa glanced at Eric before
smiling. “Whatever. I’m not trying to push you guys. You’re just a cute couple.
I can tell you have a bond. And chemistry.”


They had chemistry in spades. Even
now, sitting beside her, Camden’s heart was racing. Well, maybe that was still
a side effect from the kissing. Needing to change the subject, he pointed to
Eric. “You guys seem pretty compatible. Does Tessa do anything that really
annoys you?”


Eric laughed until Tessa shot him a
glare. “No. Nothing. I love everything about her.”


Kenzie leaned forward. “Ha! Come
on. Fess up. I know she chews with her mouth open. That doesn’t annoy you?”


Tessa’s mouth flew open. “What? I
do not.”


“It’s not so much the chewing. It’s
the other little noises she makes when she eats.” Eric began making little
mewling noises.


“I totally don’t do that!” Tessa
elbowed Eric and he leaned over, chuckling.


“Oh my gosh, she does do that!”
Kenzie grinned. “It’s like she can’t help it. She loves food way too much.”


“What about you?” Tessa said, a
grin on her face as she faced Kenzie. “Your feet stink. And I’m not talking
about normal feet smell. I’m talking who-let-the-cat-die kind of smell.”


Camden peered down at Kenzie. “You
have dead-cat feet?”


Kenzie’s eyes widened. “They’re not
that bad! Don’t listen to her! She picks her nose while she drives!”


Camden laughed and pulled Kenzie
close to him. “I don’t care if your feet stink. If they do, I’ve never noticed.
I only smell almond and coco butter when you’re around.”


Kenzie stared up at him and
blinked. “You can smell that?”


Of course. He loved the way she
smelled. “Yeah.”


She laughed, a short nervous sound.
“That’s my shampoo.”


He didn’t care what it was. It was
Kenzie. It fit her well. 


“I do not pick my nose,” Tessa
said, and everyone laughed.


 


***


 


Kenzie took a quick shower to get
the chlorine off her skin before she dressed for the rehearsal dinner. As she
toweled off her hair, she marveled that Camden had noticed the smell of her
shampoo. Most guys didn’t even notice when she got a haircut. 


She zipped up her dress and slid
into her pumps. This was hopefully going to be a fun evening, playing silly games
with her sister at the bachelorette party after the rehearsal. She needed a
little bit of silly to take her mind off what she was feeling for Camden.


The rehearsal went about as
expected. The wedding was going to be outdoors on the beach, and the hardest
part would be walking on the runner and not tripping. Everything else was kept
simple. After the dinner, Kenzie turned to her sister. “I’ll meet you in the
clubhouse for your bachelorette party in a second. I have to run upstairs and
grab your present.” Since she hadn’t been able to attend Tessa’s bridal shower,
she’d brought a gift for the party tonight.


“No problem,” Tessa said. “We won’t
start without you.”


Kenzie rushed upstairs to her room.
She went to the closet and pulled out the gift. She’d made her sister a locket.
A hurried knock came on her door. She wondered if her sister had followed her
up. She opened the door. Mason stood there, his face pale. “Kenzie. I need you
downstairs.”


“What? I can’t. My sister’s
bachelorette party is tonight.”


Mason gripped her arm and shoved
his way into her room. “Please. Mother is here. She wants to see you. She’s
making such a big fuss over it.”


Kenzie yanked her arm away from
Mason. “What did you do?”


Mason ran a hand through his hair.
“I told her we were here for a getaway trip. She just showed up, demanding to
see you. She thinks I’m lying about us being together.”


“You are lying!”


Mason cringed. “Just go downstairs
with me. She’s insisting on having dinner with us. It won’t take long.”


She glared at Mason. What was he
trying to pull? She had no time for this. “If I miss my sister’s bachelorette
party, I’ll never hear the end of it.”


“Fine. Come sit down with us to
show her you’re here and I haven’t been lying. Then make up some excuse and
leave.” Mason stood there, wringing his hands, looking pathetic and desperate.


Ugh. Why was she even considering
it? She should go down there and tell his mother the truth. Then Mason would be
out of her hair. She sighed. “Alright.”


Mason smiled. “Really? Thank you.
You’re a lifesaver. Come on, she’s waiting.” He held out his hand. “And put
this on.”


She stared at her wedding ring. The
one she’d left on his pillow. She swallowed. “No way.”


He shoved it in her hand. “Just
wear it. We’re supposed to be married.”


Kenzie knew she’d regret it later,
but she slid the ring on her finger. She stuffed the gift into her purse and
followed Mason out the door. She practiced ways she would spill it to his
mother as they walked down the hallway to the elevators. When they got to the
first floor she had decided it was best to blurt it out. Mason and I aren’t
married anymore. Then she could leave and let them have a fallout.


They entered the Emporium and Mason
showed her to the table. His mother stood as they approached. Delores looked
exactly the same as when Kenzie met her at the wedding. Her hair was swept up
in a French knot, and she wore a form-fitting dress that screamed money. She
smoothed her features into a smile. “Kenzie, darling, so nice of you to come
out of hiding to eat dinner with me.”


The way she said it made Kenzie
cringe. She knew that condescending tone—her own mother used it all too often.
“Good to see you, Mrs. Wells.”


Mason cleared his throat. “Mother,”
he said in a warning tone.


They all sat down. “I can’t imagine
what has been so pressing for you, my dear. We missed you at our family reunion
last year. Mason said it couldn’t be helped, but when you missed my husband’s
birthday celebration, and then Christmas . . . well, I was beginning to think
Mason wasn’t telling us something.”


Her gaze pierced through Kenzie.
Accusing. 


Kenzie gave Delores her sweetest
smile. “I’m so terribly sorry, Mrs. Wells. It’s just been one thing after
another. First, my mother got Typhoid Fever, then my father ran off with the
milkmaid, then my aunt dropped acid and held up a bus full of penguins . . .
it’s been one family crisis after another.”


Delores froze, her eyes widening as
she stared at Kenzie. “Well . . . I . . . Mason said your business was taking
off. I had no idea. . .”


Kenzie held in a laugh. She had gone
against her plan to blurt out the truth, but it was totally worth it to see Mason’s
mother speechless.


Mason kicked her under the table
and she flinched. “Yes, that too. So, you see, I’ve been so very busy with my
business and my family, I haven’t had as much time to be there for you. But I’m
here now, Mrs. Wells. How are you and your husband?”


Another kick came from under the
table before Delores frowned. “My husband is very sick. I’m afraid he won’t
make it.”


Guilt made Kenzie’s stomach sour.
“I’m so sorry.”


A small chime came from Kenzie’s
clutch, and she discretely pulled out her phone.


Where are you? The party can’t
start without you!


Tessa’s bachelorette party. She had
to leave. But what was she going to say? 


Mason put his arm around her. “We
promise that we’ll be there at the reunion so Dad can see Kenzie one last
time.”


Delores blinked back tears. “It
would mean so much to him.”


Oh no. More guilt poured over her.
She had to get out of this situation, and fast. She sat up straight. “Oh, my. I
have a bathroom emergency. Please excuse me.”


Before anyone could react, she got
up from the table and fled out of the restaurant. Her cheeks flamed as she ran
down the hallway toward the clubhouse. The farther away she got, the more
relief flooded over her. That was over. Done. She was never going back to that
horrible situation. She yanked off the ring and stuffed it in her purse. Mason
could lie and tell his family whatever he wanted. Apparently he’d been doing
just that this past year and a half anyway. She shook her head. What a creep.


She pushed open the door and
entered. The giant room was decorated with flowers and tulle, totally
transformed from earlier in the day. She placed her gift on the table with the
others. Tessa grabbed her and gave her a hug. “Now the party can start!”


The couches and chairs were set up
in a large circle. Kenzie didn’t see her mother, which was a relief. The chairs
were filled with women Tessa’s age. Adele, Shelley, and Brenda sat together on
the left. Tessa sat at the head of the circle and motioned to the empty one
next to her. “Have a seat.”


Kenzie sank down on the chair and
crossed her ankles. Everyone in the room was staring at her. She tried not to
pay attention to it as Brenda handed out pieces of paper to everyone. “We’re
going to play Bachelorette Balderdash.”


Kenzie got into the game, writing
down crazy answers to the questions when she wasn’t sure of the right answer. She
filled out all the questions, smiling at some of them. They collected all the
sheets and then started reading them out loud.


From the corner of her eye she saw
movement, and she turned to see Mason outside the door, frantically waving at
her through the small glass panel. Her stomach clenched. She shook her head a
little, but Mason kept waving and he looked a little distraught. 


Great. 


Tessa patted her knee and Kenzie
whipped around to pay attention. Tessa grinned at her. “You’re in so much
trouble.”


“What?” Panic jumped into her
throat. Her sister had seen Mason?


“Bride’s favorite pastime: Smelling
my lovely scented feet. I know you wrote that one.”


Everyone laughed, and Kenzie forced
a smile. “Yeah, that was me.”


“A point goes to Kenzie.”


Another movement caught her
attention. The door creaked open and Mason stuck his head inside. He was not
going to give up. Kenzie widened her eyes and said, “Oh! Bathroom emergency!
I’ll be right back.”


She dashed off her chair toward
Mason, who ducked back outside when he saw her coming. She shoved her way into
the hall and rounded on him. “What are you doing? I told you: I have to be at
my sister’s party!”


“You need to come back. My mother
thinks you’re on the toilet dying.”


“So? Maybe that’s an okay ending to
this fake relationship.”


He wrung his hands. “Please, come
back for a few minutes.”


Kenzie found herself running down
the hallway with him, stuffing her wedding ring back on her finger. What was she
doing? Why couldn’t she say no to him? What was she going to say when she got
there?


She plopped down at the table with Delores.
Her cell phone still sat on the table. Apparently she’d forgotten it. “Sorry.
Got lost. Mason found me wandering around the place. This resort is huge, isn’t
it?”


Delores pinched her lips together,
but she didn’t say anything. A waitress was already at the table, tapping her
pencil on a pad of paper.


Mason slid his arm over her
shoulders. “Do you want your usual, dear?”


She had no idea what Mason thought
was her usual, but she wasn’t going to stick around and eat it anyway. “Sure,
sweetheart,” she said, giving him a smile.


She wondered if faking a heart
attack would be enough to get her out of the meal.


 









Chapter 11


 


Kenzie shifted on her chair while the
chatter from the other tables accentuated their silence. Mason’s mother sipped
her water. Finally, she couldn’t stand it anymore. “Have you read any good
books lately?”


Delores peered at her over her
lifted water glass. “I really don’t read much.”


“Oh.” Kenzie unwrapped her napkin,
placing her silverware on the table. She spread the napkin onto her lap. The
silence was deafening so she tried again. “I noticed you ordered salad. Is that
what you usually get?”


“Yes.” Delores set her water down,
but didn’t say anything else.


Mason squirmed and Kenzie shot him
a ‘help me out’ look. “Have you heard back from Uncle Lloyd? Is he going to
make it to the reunion this year?”


His mother smiled and touched her
perfectly styled hair. “Yes, he and Irene are both coming. His surgery went
well and he’s back to his old self. Even his son is going to make it.”


“Really? He’s on leave?”


“Yes. It will be great to see
Evan.”


The conversation stalled again and
Kenzie wracked her brain as to what she could say. Nothing came to mind. She
wondered how long she’d have to sit there before she could duck out again. A
text came through on her phone. 


Are you okay?


Her sister was worried about her.
It was so rude not to be there. She couldn’t leave her sister hanging any
longer. Mason would have to deal with the aftermath. She held her phone to her
face and said, “Oh, no.”


Delores frowned. “What is it?”


“My aunt broke out of jail. Formed
a gang. I’ve got to go. Family emergency.” 


Shock crossed Delores’s face, her
mouth dropping open, but Kenzie didn’t wait around for the questions. She shot
out of her seat and walked as quickly as she could out of the restaurant. As
she was sprinting down the hallway, she could only think one thing: she had
somehow been transported into a bad movie.


She slipped back into the clubhouse
and ignored all the stares as she took her seat. The room sat deathly silent,
and Kenzie couldn’t stand it. She said the first thing that popped into her
head. “Well. Don’t use that bathroom for a while.”


A few of the girls giggled, but
Tessa looked concerned. “You okay?”


“Yes.”


Brenda raised an eyebrow. “We were
about to start a new game. We’re splitting up into two teams. One member will
be chosen to be the model. The rest of the team will design a wedding gown . .
. with toilet paper. The best toilet paper gown will win, and all the team
members will pick a prize.”


Kenzie kept watch of the door while
they played party games, but luckily Mason didn’t show up again. Maybe he was
afraid of what else she’d say to his mother if he dragged her back there.
Served him right, though. She held in a smile.


After the games were done, they sat
back down in the circle and drank champagne. “Kenzie,” Brenda said, flipping
her blonde hair behind her shoulder. She smiled, but for some reason it made
Kenzie apprehensive. “Tessa tells us you do this thing, like a fortune teller
or something.”


Tessa’s eyes widened.


“Well,” Kenzie said, “It’s more
like looking at people and deducing things. Like Sherlock Holmes.”


“Oh,” one of the ladies on the
other side said. “Like, you can look at people and figure stuff out about
them?”


“Yes.” Kenzie nodded. She didn’t
know why Tessa had a look of horror on her face.


“Do it,” Brenda said, grinning.
“Tell us stuff about everyone.”


Kenzie glanced around the room. The
first thing to catch her attention was the woman wearing comfortable shoes.
They reminded her of nursing shoes. “You’re a nurse,” she said, pointing to the
woman.


Another woman held a purse with
puppies on it. “You own a dog,” she said. Adele raised an eyebrow and Kenzie
noticed she had a ring indention on her hand, but no wedding ring. “You’re
divorced,” she said.


Tessa stood. “Maybe we should—”


“No,” Brenda interrupted. “Let her
keep going. This is fascinating.”


Kenzie looked at the woman tapping
her foot. “You have somewhere else you need to be.” 


The woman’s gaze darted to Tessa.
“No, I don’t.”


Kenzie shrugged; she always got a
few wrong. She pointed to the woman who had brought out her keys, a photo of a
young boy dangling from the ring. “You have a son.”


“Oh, my gosh,” Brenda said. “Tessa,
you are so right. She’s terrible at this!”


Kenzie’s gaze snapped to Tessa, who
looked mortified. Brenda continued. “That’s not Angie’s son. It’s her nephew.
Gail isn’t a nurse, she teaches middle school. And Gina’s allergic to dogs.”
Brenda laughed and everyone joined in. 


Heat rose to Kenzie’s cheeks, and
Tessa shot her a guilty look. Kenzie stood. “I should go.”


She headed to the door and Tessa
caught up with her, grabbing her arm. “Kenzie, wait. I’m sorry.”


“No, it’s okay. I’m still
practicing.” Who was she kidding? She knew she wasn’t very good at it yet. Why
did she even open her mouth?


“You got Adele’s right. She is
divorced.”


Laughter rang out from the ladies
and Kenzie felt her cheeks flame even hotter. “Sorry, I need to go.”


“I’m sure they’re not laughing at
you.”


Kenzie didn’t care. Their laughter
didn’t hurt nearly as much as knowing that Tessa had talked about her behind
her back. She turned and walked out.


 


***


 


Camden stepped off the yacht onto
the dock, the boards creaking as he walked toward the resort. Eric had kept his
promise to Tessa: no strippers or anything outrageous. They drank expensive
whisky, smoked cigars, and played poker on the boat. He’d learned Eric had a
wicked poker face. Now his wallet was several hundred dollars lighter.


He walked along the boardwalk,
enjoying the salty air and light breeze. The moon hung low in the sky, a choppy
reflection hitting the water. He stopped for a moment to listen to the sounds
of the beach at night.


A shadow caught his eye. Someone
crossed the patio and sat down at a table up by the resort. It looked like
Kenzie, so he continued to walk up the boardwalk. When he got close enough, and
could see it really was Kenzie, he spoke. “You okay?”


Kenzie looked up, startled. “Yeah.
I guess.”


Her eyes were red, as if she’d been
crying. “What happened?”


She rubbed her arms and curled her
legs up to her chest. She wore a giant t-shirt and leggings. Her feet were
bare. “What do you want to know? The part about my sister betraying me, or the
part about Mason’s mother showing up?”


He pulled out a chair, the metal
scraping against the cement. “Neither one sounds good.”


“I know. I’ve had a terrible
night.” She looked out over the ocean. “I just want tomorrow to end so we can
head back home.”


“What happened with Mason’s mother?”
he asked softly.


“She showed up wanting to have
dinner with us as a couple. I had to make some lame excuse and leave. I’m sure
she’s livid that I would treat her that way.”


“She still doesn’t know?”


“No.” Kenzie turned her gaze to
him. “And I can’t tell her. Her husband is dying. His last wish is to have the
family all there for the reunion next week.”


He gently put his hand on hers.
“But you’re not part of the family. Not anymore.”


“He thinks I am. He wants me there.
How can I refuse?”


Camden wanted to say, “You just say
no,” but he bit back the words. Who was he to tell her what to do? Instead, he
said, “You have a tender heart. I like that about you.”


He probably shouldn’t have added
the second part, because she pulled her hand away from his and drew her legs up
closer. “Thanks.”


Something sparkled and he stared at
her hand. He swallowed. “What is that?”


She looked down at her hand and
sighed. “I forgot to take that off.” She slid the wedding ring off her finger
and stared at it.


Camden wanted to ask her about it,
but figured he could put the pieces together on his own. Her ex had given her
the ring so it looked like they were still married. She blinked and stuffed it
in her purse.


Time to change the subject. “What
happened with your sister?”


Kenzie didn’t meet his gaze. “She
told everyone I was no good at my Sherlock Holmes thing.”


“What? At the party?”


“No. Apparently, I’m so bad at it,
she’d been talking about it to her friends. They decided to see for
themselves.” She sniffed and rubbed her nose with one knuckle.


Oh no. He knew she was no good at
it, but it was fun to watch her try to guess things about him. She must have
embarrassed herself at the party. “That’s not good.”


She waved his comment away. “It’s
okay. I never was really good at it. I was fooling myself.” She stopped and
looked at him. “Except for you. I guessed you were a construction worker.”


Guilt bubbled up in his stomach. It
had been harmless to let her think that at first. But now that they were
getting to know each other, it somehow made him feel bad that he’d let her think
that. And now it would be too awkward to admit the truth, especially after what
she’d said about men who have an obscene amount of money. He looked at the
stars above the water. “You have many talents.”


“No, I think I just got lucky.
Today taught me something. I should keep my party tricks to myself.” She
laughed and sat back, putting her bare feet on the cement. “I should also stop
being so impulsive,” she added quietly.


“Is that why you married Mason?”


She fiddled with the hem of her
shirt. “I suppose you could say that. I made a rash decision, and it seems like
those never pay off.”


“Hey,” he said, faking an insulted
tone. “You brought me here on a rash decision.”


She smiled at him, her eyes
lighting up. “You’re right. And you were probably the best decision I’ve made
in a long time.”


Warmth filled him, and for some
reason he wanted to pull her to him. Instead, he gave her a cheesy grin. “The
best, huh?”


She whacked his arm, but let out a
laugh anyway. Then she lowered her gaze. “Yes.”


He stood, his chair scraping
backward on the cement. “Want to go walk by the beach?”


She glanced at his clothes. “You
don’t mind rolling up your pants? Because if we go down there, I’m wading in
the water.”


“I don’t mind.”


“Then let’s race.” She sprang up
from her chair and sprinted toward the boardwalk. He took off after her. It
wasn’t hard to catch up to her, but when they got to the sand she raced ahead
while he stopped to take off his shoes and socks.


“No fair,” he called out as she
made it to the water. He took another minute to roll up his pants.


“It was fair. You totally could
have kept going.”


He laughed. “And ruin my five-hundred-dollar
shoes?”


Her eyes widened. “Those cost five hundred
dollars?”


He froze. He hadn’t meant to tell
her that. She tugged up her leggings as he finished rolling his pants. He
ignored her question and walked across the sand, still warm from the heat of
the day. “Is the water cold?”


“A little. Warmer than that
stinkin’ pool.” She grinned at him.


A wave gathered on the water and
came in, rushing over his feet. “You’re right. It’s not too bad.”


She waited while he caught up to
her. “This is nice,” she said as they walked, the waves hitting their ankles. His
hand brushed against hers, and without thinking he grabbed hold of it. It felt
right, holding her hand in his, but another part of him worried he was being
too forward. Yet he didn’t want to let go either.


She looked up at him. “Thanks for
making me feel better.”


He smiled at her, not speaking,
just enjoying the sound of the water. They walked until the lights from the
resort were far enough away that they were left in the dark, with only the moon
to guide them. 


 “Can I ask you something?” Kenzie
said, her voice quiet against the sounds of the sea.


“Yes.”


“Do you think I’m crazy? I mean,”
she rushed on, “do you think it’s insane to consider going to Mason’s family
reunion? Am I getting myself into trouble?”


“Yes.”


A hurt look crossed her face, and
he rushed to explain. “I don’t mean yes to you being crazy. I do think you’re
opening yourself up to trouble if you go with Mason. There’s something about
that guy I don’t like. I don’t trust him.” He stopped walking and turned to
her. “Do you?”


She bit her lower lip, telling him
all he needed to know. “See? You don’t trust him either.”


“I know.” Her gaze slid to the
ocean. “But I feel like I need to do this one last thing.”


“Then take me with you.” The words
surprised himself, and he blinked.


She laughed. “I can’t bring a
boyfriend to my husband’s family reunion!”


He chuckled. “No, but you could
bring your personal assistant. Your jewelry business is taking off, right? You
could have me make your calls. Ship your orders.”


She squinted at him, as if she was considering
his words. “You’d go with me to California? That’s a little more than a
five-hour drive.”


He’d have to clear his calendar,
but it would work. “Yes.”


She hopped up and down. She stood
on her tip toes and kissed him. “You’re brilliant.”


He couldn’t help it, he pulled her
close. “Brilliant, huh?” 


She smiled up at him. “I did say
that, didn’t I? Don’t let it go to your head.”


He stared down at her, and his
playfulness evaporated. Her lips were too inviting, and he slowly came toward
her, looking for a sign that she didn’t want him to kiss her. When she didn’t
back away, he brushed his lips against hers. She closed her eyes, and he
tightened his hold on her, bringing her closer and kissing her again, slowly,
enjoying the taste of her lips.


When the kiss was over she pulled
back, a frown on her face. “I’m sorry, I hope I haven’t given you the wrong
impression.”


His heart sank. He let go of her
and stepped back, unsure of what to say to her.


She rubbed her neck and didn’t meet
his gaze. “I’m not looking for a relationship right now.”


Ouch. He stuffed his hands in his
pockets and looked out at the waves. “I totally understand.” The words came
out, but he didn’t mean them. He really didn’t understand. Against his better
judgement he was starting to feel something for her, and thought maybe she felt
it too.


Apparently he was wrong.


 









Chapter 12


 


Kenzie could feel him pulling away
from her emotionally. His eyes shuttered and he started walking back toward the
resort. How had things gotten so messed up? She was enjoying her time with him.
Why had she allowed him to kiss her?


She knew the guilty answer. She liked
the feel of his lips on hers. The warmth of his strong arms around her. She
spoiled herself a little by letting him close, but then knew she had to stop it
from progressing, or she would only make things worse. She wasn’t ready to
start up a new relationship. 


They walked in silence toward the
lamppost at the end of the boardwalk. The sand felt good between her toes. She
focused on that, and ignored the hollow feeling in her chest.


Camden bent down to pick up his
shoes, his socks stuffed inside. He let them hang from his fingers as they
walked up the boardwalk to the resort. When they got to the door, he opened it
for her. Always the gentleman. Why did that make her feel even worse about how
the night had ended?


When they got upstairs to their
rooms, she touched his arm. “I didn’t mean to make things awkward between us.”


He gave her a lazy smile, though it
didn’t reach his eyes. “Don’t worry. Already forgotten. I’ll see you in the
morning.” He slid his key card and disappeared before she had a chance to say
anything else. 


She stood in the hallway, staring
at Camden’s door. Why did she regret saying anything? Couldn’t she have let the
flirting be for one more day? Why did she feel the need to cut him down? 


As the thoughts raced through her
head, her sister turned the corner and came down the hallway. She wore blue
pajamas with orange ducks on them. “Kenzie,” she said as she approached. “I
couldn’t sleep. I had to come talk to you.”


Kenzie wasn’t mad at her sister
anymore. She took Tessa in her arms and gave her a hug. 


“I’m so sorry,” Tessa said, her
voice cracking with emotion.


“Don’t be. It was nothing.”


Tessa pulled back and looked at
Kenzie. Her eyes were filled with tears. “I shouldn’t have said those things
about you.”


Kenzie laughed. “They’re true. I’m
giving up my Sherlock Holmes trick. I’m no good at it.”


Tessa laughed through her tears.
“You aren’t. But I love you.”


“I love you too. And I don’t want
anything upsetting you on your big day tomorrow.” Kenzie looked at Tessa’s
flannel pajamas. “I hope that’s not what you’re wearing tomorrow night.”


Tessa threw her head back and
laughed. “Not even close.”


“Go get some sleep. You need your
beauty rest. Tomorrow’s your day.”


Tessa nodded. “Love you,” she said
as she walked down the hallway toward her room.


“Love you, too.”


Kenzie opened her door and slipped
into her hotel room. She rinsed the remaining sand off her feet and got ready
for bed. She tried not to think about Camden or his kiss, but her brain kept
replaying it over and over in her head.


Was he interested in her? He was
acting like it. But she didn’t want to process that information. She didn’t
seem to be a very good judge of character, based on her choice to marry Mason.
And Camden seemed nice, but what did she really know about him? He was a
construction worker who wore five-hundred-dollar shoes? That didn’t make a lot
of sense. Maybe he was lying about his shoes. Or joking.


She brushed her teeth and climbed
into bed. She needed to put Camden out of her head. She was here to celebrate
her sister. That’s who was most important. And tomorrow would be a big day for
her.


When she woke the next day, she was
determined to think only of Tessa. She showered, ate breakfast, then went back
upstairs to slip into her bridesmaid dress. Tessa had chosen well. It was a beautiful
teal dress, formfitting, and accentuated her figure. She put on the matching
shoes and pulled her hair up, fastening it with a comb decorated with little
flowers made of semi-precious stones. She’d made a matching one for Tessa as a
wedding gift.


A knock came on the adjoining door
to Camden’s room. She took a peek in her mirror before opening it. One look at
Camden and she nearly gasped. He could have stepped out of a men’s magazine. His
tux made him look . . . well, yummy was the word echoing in her head.


“Good morning,” he said, a slight
smile on his face. His eyes were still reserved, though. “You look lovely.”


“Thank you.” She grabbed her clutch
and shut their adjoining door. “You ready to go down?”


“Yes.” He held out his arm and she
took it. 


They kept to surface conversation on
the way down to avoid the awkwardness of talking about yesterday. Kenzie
ignored the butterflies that assaulted her stomach each time she looked at
Camden. He was polite and composed.


Kenzie left Camden with the men and
snuck into the room set aside for getting Tessa ready. Her mother was already
there, a frown on her face. Tessa wasn’t in sight.


A bad feeling crept into Kenzie’s
chest. “Where’s Tessa?”


“Oh, thank goodness you’re here,”
her mother said, rushing over to her. 


Kenzie blinked. Her mother was glad
to see her? What alternate universe had she stepped into?


Helene continued. “Your sister’s
locked herself in the dressing room and won’t come out.”


Kenzie went to the door and knocked
on it. “Tessa?” She heard muffled crying. “Tessa! What’s wrong?”


The door opened a crack, and
Tessa’s tear-streaked face appeared. Mascara ran down her cheeks. “The wedding
is off. I can’t marry Eric.”


A low panic began to buzz in
Kenzie’s ears. “Why not? Did he cheat on you?”


Tessa’s eyes widened. “No. Did he?
Did you see him with someone else?”


“No!” Kenzie gently pushed on the
door. “Let me in, Tessa. What’s going on? Talk to me.”


Tessa stepped back and let the door
open. Kenzie squeezed into the small space and shut the door. Tessa stood in
her wedding dress, the back not yet zipped up. She held up the strapless dress
with her arms close to her sides. Kenzie put her arm around her sister. “What’s
wrong?”


“I was getting ready . . . and I
looked down at this dress . . . and I realized something.”


“What did you realize?”


“I’m not good enough for Eric!”
Tessa sobbed, and relief filled Kenzie. She grabbed a tissue from the table and
dabbed at the mascara on Tessa’s face as she put her other arm around her
sister. 


“Come on, now. Of course you’re
good enough for Eric. You two make an amazing couple.”


“But he’s so smart. And handsome.
And I’m so plain!”


A knock sounded. “Who is it?”
Kenzie asked.


Her mother’s voice came through the
door. “The hair stylist is here.”


“Listen to that. Your stylist is
here. She’s going to make you even more beautiful. We just need to zip this
thing up.” Kenzie went behind Tessa and gently tugged the zipper up. “There.
Now, listen to me.”


Kenzie put her hands on Tessa’s
shoulders and faced her. “You are not plain. You’re wonderful. You are kind and
good, and think of how much you love Eric. He loves you too.”


Worry filled Tessa’s face. “What if
we’re not right for each other?”


“That’s your cold feet talking.
Listen, I already married the wrong guy. I took all the pressure off you.”


Tessa giggled, then hiccupped. “I
can’t believe you married him and didn’t even tell anyone.”


“I know. I messed up royally. So
now you can have the perfect wedding and not worry because you’re not marrying
some guy you barely know. You’re marrying Eric. And you love him, and he loves
you. And you’re going to have an awesome wedding and live happily ever after.”


Tessa smiled through her tears and
nodded. “Okay.”


“Good. Now let’s go out there and
get you ready to be the bride you’ve always wanted to be.” Kenzie opened the
door and guided Tessa out into the larger room. Their mother stood by the wall,
a pinched look on her face. Kenzie ignored that and maneuvered Tessa in front
of the mirror.


“Look at how beautiful you are.
Well, except for the runny makeup. We’ll fix that. Look at this dress. It’s
perfect.”


Tessa looked at her reflection and
smiled. “You’re right. This is the perfect dress.”


“And you’re the perfect bride.”
Kenzie stepped back and let the stylist start on Tessa’s hair. 


Helene approached Kenzie. “Thank
you. I didn’t know what to do. She wasn’t listening to reason.”


The smell of hairspray filled the
air as the stylist worked. Kenzie stared at her mother. “You’re welcome.”


Helene frowned and turned toward
the mirror. “Not too much hairspray. We don’t want her hair to break in half.”


Kenzie sighed. At least her mother
had been civil for one minute. Maybe the wedding would be bearable after all.


After the stylist was done, Kenzie
helped clean up Tessa’s makeup. “There. Perfect. You’re gorgeous.”


Tessa grinned and pulled Kenzie
into a hug. “You are the best. I couldn’t do this without you.”


“I’ll go tell them you’re ready.”
Kenzie slipped out of the bride’s room and motioned to the wedding planner. She
began putting people in order and getting everyone ready for the processional.


Kenzie grabbed her bouquet of
flowers and stood in line. She walked with the other bridesmaids down the aisle
runner toward the chairs covered in white fabric with teal bows on the back.
The white canopy overhead was also tied with little teal bows. Everything
looked beautiful. She caught Camden’s eye as she walked past. He winked at her.
Butterflies erupted in her stomach. 


She waited until the music faded
and Tessa appeared. Shelley stood on the stage, a microphone in hand. She began
to sing “A Thousand Years” and Tessa slowly walked down the aisle. 


Tears formed in Kenzie’s eyes.
Tessa was beautiful. The wedding was just what Tessa wanted. Much different
from her own wedding. Kenzie had all kinds of ideas for creating artistic
wedding decorations, but Mason had insisted on purchasing everything. He wanted
expensive and . . . what had he said? Normal? She wondered what kind of wedding
Camden would want.


Kenzie pushed those thoughts out of
her head. This was Tessa’s day. She was there to support her sister. The ceremony
seemed to fly by quickly, and soon everyone was headed inside. Kenzie stayed
outside for pictures, but once they were done she caught up to Camden, who was
waiting for her.


“That was a nice ceremony,” he
said, obviously trying to make polite conversation.


“Yes.” She couldn’t think of
anything else to say, so they walked in silence. They entered the banquet room
and found their seats. The rest of the family was already seated at the table.
Eric’s parents sat next to her parents. Aunt Vita was seated to Kenzie’s left.
She and Camden sat down and completed the circle.


Helene smoothed her hair. “I wish the
minister had spoken up. I can’t imagine how the people in the back could have
heard him.”


“I thought he did a fine job,” her
father said.


“You liar!” someone screamed.


The voice had come from behind
Kenzie, and she turned to see a woman, cheeks red, eyes burning. And she was
pointing at Camden.


Camden let out a gasp. “Lexi?”


 









Chapter 13


 


Camden stared at Lexi, unable to
process what he was seeing. Her blonde hair hung limp, like she hadn’t washed
it for a few days. She wore a black skirt and heels, but her blouse was
untucked and she wobbled like she’d been drinking. What was she doing here?


Lexi narrowed her eyes at him, her
stride increasing as she neared. Tessa and Eric stared as she passed by the
head table. “You were cheating on me, weren’t you? With her.” She pointed at
Kenzie, who sat in her chair, her eyes wide.


The room grew quiet as Lexi’s voice
carried over the chatter. Camden’s blood froze. He jumped up and ran to Lexi.
“Come with me,” he said, his voice low.


“I will not!” she yelled.


Chairs scraped as people turned to
see what the matter was. Camden’s face heated. “Lexi,” he said in a soothing
tone. “Let’s go outside and talk.”


“I don’t want to go outside,” she
shouted. “You cheated on me, and now I have the proof.”


“Lexi, calm down. We broke up,
remember? We’re no longer a couple.”


She clung to him. “Camden, sweetie.
I’m sorry I made you mad. You’ll forgive me, won’t you?” Her gaze bounced
between his eyes. 


“You were stalking me,” he said
quietly. “That’s not cool.” 


“I didn’t mean it. You know I love
you.”


“You’re confused.”


“I am not!” she shouted, pulling
away from him. “I’m not crazy!”


He hadn’t called her crazy, but boy
was he thinking it. Desperation spread through him and he grabbed Lexi’s arms
and started walking toward the doors. She struggled to see past him, to see
Kenzie, her ankles twisting as she tried to stand up in her heels. “You found
out he’s a billionaire, and now you want him, don’t you?”


Someone must have called security,
because three men in uniforms ran in and grabbed her. One of them turned to
Camden. “Is this the woman who is disturbing your event?”


“Yes,” he said. 


Lexi’s eyes narrowed at him. “I
can’t believe you,” she said. “We had something and you threw it away.”


The men removed Lexi, then spoke
with Eric and Tessa for a minute before leaving. Camden walked back to the
table and sat down, his ears and neck burning. “Ex-girlfriend,” he said,
shaking his head. No one said anything for a moment, so he said, “Who let the
crazy in?”


Veronica laughed nervously. “Well,
thank goodness security was close by.” She fingered her pearl necklace.


The chatter in the room rose again
as people went back to their conversations.


Helene cleared her throat. “What
was it she said? Something about you being a billionaire?”


Camden swallowed. He didn’t want to
lie, but the way Kenzie was looking at him, he didn’t want to admit the truth
either. He settled on a truthful, “Lexi’s nuts.”


Vita folded her arms. “Never eat
nuts before a funeral.”


All eyes went to Vita. No one said
a word, though, and Vita picked up her water glass and took a sip. Finally,
Kenzie asked, “Why?”


“Why, what, dear?” Vita said.


“Why don’t you eat nuts before a
funeral?”


Vita made a face. “They give me
gas.”


The doors to the kitchen opened and
servers poured out, plates in hand. Everyone soon had their meal. Kenzie gave
him a sidelong glance as she cut a piece of her chicken. Her gaze was loaded
with questions, and he almost dreaded when they’d be alone together.


Helene stabbed a piece of lettuce
with her fork. “What was it you said you did for a living, Camden?”


He tugged on his collar. Was his
shirt too tight? It seemed to be choking him. “I’m in construction,” he said,
trying to breathe normally.


“And what does that mean, exactly?”
Helene asked.


Kenzie turned to him, her glare
saying, Yes, Camden. What does that mean?


He couldn’t brush the question off.
He had to answer. “I own a construction company.”


“Really?” Helene asked, her eyebrow
raised. “What’s it called?”


He picked up his water glass and
took a long drink. When he set his glass down, everyone was waiting for him to
respond. “C&J Construction.”


Mike set his fork down with a
clang. “The multi-billion-dollar company? That’s who is constructing our new
building at work.”


Camden couldn’t deny it any longer.
“Yes,” he said.


Helene smiled at him like they were
now best friends. “Well. Why didn’t you say something? I’d say you’ve done very
well for yourself.”


He glanced at Kenzie, but she
didn’t meet his gaze. Everyone else started asking him about his company and
how many cities he covered. The rest of the meal flew by as he talked about his
business. When the guests started filing into the reception hall for the dance,
he turned to Kenzie. “Are you finished eating?”


“Yes. I’m finished.” She tossed her
napkin on the table. “Will you excuse me? I need to powder my nose.” She got up
and walked to the doors, her back stiff. Camden followed after her.


They got into the hallway and he
called after her. “Kenzie, wait.”


She rounded on him. “You lied to me
and made me look like a fool.”


He held his hands up. “I swear I
never lied to you.”


“No? You knew I thought you were a
construction worker.” She poked him in the chest with her index finger. “You
never once corrected me. You didn’t outright lie, but you led me to believe
something that wasn’t true, and that’s just as bad.” She continued to poke him
as she spoke.


He grabbed her hand. “You’re right.
I’m sorry.”


She looked up at him, hurt and
betrayal in her eyes. She pulled her hand away. “Why would you do that?”


“I didn’t mean to. I didn’t know
how to correct you at first. Then I kind of liked you thinking I didn’t have
money.”


Her hands flew to her mouth. “Oh my
gosh. I said all those awful things about men with obscene amounts of money.”


“You weren’t trying to attack me. I
understand that. You were sharing your feelings.” He took a step back. “You
opened up to me. And that made it more awkward. I really didn’t want you to
find out after that.”


She stared at him, a look of horror
on her face. “I went on and on. I said men with money were. . .” Her voice
trailed off as she thought about the things she’d said.


“Yes.”


“I’m sorry,” she said, taking a
step forward. “I wasn’t talking about you.”


“I know. I kind of got the
impression that you’ve had a rough time with things. Mason. . .”


“Yeah.” She rubbed her temples.
“Marrying Mason was such a stupid mistake.”


“Look, if you want to fake break up
with me, I’ll understand.” He cracked a small smile at her, hoping she wouldn’t
take him up on it.


“No.” A smile spread across her
face. “But I’ll get you back. Somehow.”


“Should I be scared?”


She laughed. “Definitely.”


 


***


 


Kenzie wrapped her arms around
herself and watched as her little sister danced her first dance as Mrs. Eric
Adams. She looked like a princess, and the smile on her face burst forth.
Kenzie could tell Tessa was going to be happy with Eric. He had been nothing
but kind and considerate to her. They would make a great couple, she was sure
of it.


Thinking about Tessa and her
happiness made her own situation sour in her stomach. What was she thinking, falling
for the stranger she’d brought to her sister’s wedding? That had to be the
stupidest thing she’d ever done. Well, second stupidest thing. Falling for
Mason, then marrying him so he could get his father’s money, topped the list.


Camden put his arm around her. “They
look good together,” he said, his breath sweet on her cheek. The combination of
his cologne and whatever masculine smell that was him made her head spin and
her knees weak.


“Yes,” she managed to say.


The song ended. Everyone clapped
and Tessa smiled for some photos. Then the first few notes of “Can’t Help
Falling in Love” played, and Camden took her hand. “Dance with me.”


Her heart jumped into her throat. It
wasn’t a question, but she nodded anyway. He led her onto the dance floor, putting
his strong arm around her back to her shoulder blade. He raised her hand and
began moving to the music, and suddenly she was transported to another world. A
world where Camden really was her boyfriend.


She studied his strong jawline. He
was handsome. And they fit together well. Dancing with him was like floating on
air. He made her feel like she was the only woman in the room. His dark eyes
held something she couldn’t quite grasp. Her gaze fell to his lips. His
perfectly formed, soft lips.


He raised an eyebrow at her. “What
are you thinking about?”


Heat rose to her cheeks and she
forced herself to look him in the eye. “Nothing.”


His mouth turned up in a
half-smile. “Really?”


“No.” She looked away. 


He pulled her closer and swayed to
the music, his cheek almost touching hers. “You look beautiful,” he said in her
ear.


The words sent a small thrill of
excitement through her, and yet, she shrank away from them. She could easily
fall in love with Camden. His handsome face and his rugged muscles made her
heart pound. But she didn’t want to end up watching another relationship crash
and burn. 


Lexi accused Camden of cheating on
her. Had he? Obviously not with Kenzie, but with someone else? Was he a player,
like Mason? The thought of falling for Camden, only to find out he was seeing
other women behind her back, made her stomach lurch. She did not want to go
down that road again.


She stiffened. “At least you didn’t
say I looked like a million dollars. Or should I say billion?”


He pulled back and smiled at her, but
it was a tight smile. After the dance, she pulled away from him. “Well, I’m
hot. I’m going to sit the next one out.”


“Do you want a glass of ice water?”


“That would be great. Thanks.” She
walked over to a table and sat down. Everyone else was mingling or dancing, but
she didn’t care. 


Camden set a glass of water down on
the table and joined her, sitting backwards on a chair. “You okay?”


She picked up the water and drank
deep. The cold felt wonderful going down her parched throat. When she was done,
she set the empty glass down. “Yes. Much better now.”


He cocked his head. “That’s not
what I meant.”


She looked at her sister, who was now
dancing with her father. She knew what Camden meant. He wanted to know if she
was okay with Mason and everything else that had happened. “I’m dealing with
it.”


“Are you?” His gaze held sincerity.



She looked away. Maybe she wasn’t.
Maybe it was easier to bury her pain and anger, and to run away from it. That’s
what she had been doing, right? Running. And from the look Camden was giving
her, he knew it. She ignored his question. “Are you looking forward to going
home tomorrow?”


He was silent for a few seconds
before answering. “It’s always nice to get back home after a trip.”


She wouldn’t know. She’d been on
the move so much lately, she hadn’t had time to feel like anyplace was home.


They sat quietly for a few more
moments before Camden leaned closer. “Do you want to take another walk on the
beach?”


“Yes.” The word was out before her
brain could tell her what a dumb idea that was. She didn’t want to think about
broken hearts or cheating men. She wanted to have her own fairytale ending.
Maybe if she shoved all the bad out of her head, she could go with Camden and
not think about anything else but how good he looked in his tux.


He stood and led her outside the
complex. The cool night air danced across her skin. She breathed in the scent
of the ocean as they made their way to the boardwalk.


“Camden!” A woman shouted, and
Kenzie turned to see Lexi.


She hobbled over to them, looking
even more disheveled, a bottle of vodka hanging from one hand. Camden stepped
in front of Kenzie. “Lexi. Go home.”


Lexi’s mascara made her eyes look
like she’d been in a fight with a permanent marker. “I can’t. I love you.”
Tears streaked down her face.


“Lexi. It’s over. You need to move
on.”


She sniffed loudly and rubbed her
nose. “But I love you.”


“We aren’t a couple anymore,”
Camden said, motioning between them. “There’s nothing between us. Do you
understand?”


“No. I don’t understand why you
left me. I’ve never understood why any of them left me. I’m pretty, right? I’m
a good person.” She sniffed, and Kenzie suddenly felt sorry for her.


“It wasn’t you. It . . . it was me.”
Camden pointed at his chest. “It was all me.”


Kenzie’s heart swelled. Camden was
trying to let her down easy. He was a good man. The thought echoed in her head
as she watched him take Lexi’s hand.


Lexi slowly nodded, taking a minute
to process the information. “It wasn’t me?”


“No. But I’m sorry. We can’t be
together anymore.”


“What am I going to do?” Lexi
looked at the sand.


Camden took a step, gently guiding
her toward the sidewalk. “You need help. Can I call someone to come get you?”


Lexi’s shoulders slumped. “I called
my ex. He’s coming.”


Camden’s eyebrows shot up.
“Daniel?”


Lexi nodded. “He said he still
loves me.”


“That’s good, Lexi,” Camden said,
his voice soft. “Go get some coffee so you’ll feel better.”


She sniffed again and looked at
Camden. “I’ll miss you.”


“No, you won’t. You and Daniel will
be good for each other.” Camden let go of her hand and motioned toward the
street. “Now go sober up.”


She had a little difficulty walking
in the sand, but managed to make it to the sidewalk. They stood there watching
her until she disappeared around the corner.


Camden turned back to Kenzie.
“Well. I hope she’ll be okay. She’s nuts, but I don’t want anything bad
happening to her.”


“I know. You’re kind hearted.”


“I hope Lexi didn’t ruin your
sister’s dinner.”


Kenzie didn’t want to think about Lexi
anymore, but questions started forming in her head. How long had he dated Lexi?
Had he loved her? Kenzie shook her head and forced the thoughts to leave. She
walked down the boardwalk with him. “No, I don’t think so. She made a scene,
but it was taken care of quickly.”


Camden sighed and stuffed his hands
in his pockets. “Sorry. Lexi . . . was a mistake.”


Before she could stop herself, she asked,
“What do you mean?”


“I dated her because she was
pretty. And because she lived in my apartment complex, so I knew she already
had money.” He shook his head. “Stupid, I know. I was lonely and I wanted. . .”


“Companionship?” Kenzie guessed.


He shrugged. “I wanted what my
sister has.”


The boardwalk ended and Kenzie
stopped to lean against the railing. The light above them hummed. “What’s
that?”


He joined her at the railing. “A
family. Someone to grow old with.”


The way he said it made Kenzie’s
heart ache. She knew the desire all too well. She closed her eyes. “Yes,” she
said, quietly. “I had wanted that, too.”


Admitting that stabbed at her
heart. She hadn’t wanted to even admit that to herself. It hurt too much,
knowing what Mason had done. He hadn’t ever been in love with her. How could
she have been so stupid?


Camden put his arms around her and
pulled her to his chest. She didn’t even realize she was crying until he
reached up and wiped a tear from her cheek. She buried her face in his chest
and let her emotions take over.


 









Chapter 14


 


Hearing Kenzie’s sobs almost broke
Camden’s heart. He rubbed her back as she cried. He wanted to soothe her by
saying something, but no words would come. What do you say to someone whose
heart is breaking?


He leaned over and pressed his lips
to the top of her head. He breathed in the smell of her. If he knew what to say
to take away her pain, he would. He had hoped to find something with Lexi, but he
kind of knew from the start they were not compatible. And then the crazy
started. He never got attached to her.


But Kenzie had fallen in love with
Mason. That was obvious. And he’d broken her heart. No. That was wrong. He’d
broken her. And Camden didn’t know what to do to heal her.


Kenzie pulled back and wiped her
face. “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry. That was stupid. I’ve never cried on a
stranger’s shoulder before. What was I thinking? I don’t even know why I started
crying. I just—”


“Kenzie,” he said, interrupting
her.


She looked up at him. “What?”


“Do you really still think of me as
a stranger?”


She blinked. “No,” she said softly.
“I guess not.”


“Good.” He pulled her close again.
“Because I’d hate for you to feel that way.”


She wrapped her arms around him and
snuggled into his chest. He liked the feel of her in his arms. Probably too
much, since she’d been making it clear she didn’t want that kind of a
relationship with him.


When she pulled back this time, he
let her go. She turned and stared out at the moon hanging over the ocean waves.
“I thought he loved me.”


“I know.”


“I was stupid.”


“No.” She was anything but stupid. 


Kenzie was silent as they enjoyed
the clean night air. She suddenly slipped off her shoes. “I’m going in.”


“To the water?” He looked at her
dress. “You wouldn’t dare.”


She lifted up her skirt. “You think
I’m lying?”


He laughed. “No. I think you’re
crazy.”


“Come on. Take off your five-hundred-dollar
shoes and live a little.” She started running toward the waves.


Camden didn’t want to be left
behind. He slipped his shoes and socks off and ran after her. She stood near
the wet sand. “How far in should I go?”


“Depends on how wet you want to
get,” he said, smiling.


“Betcha I can run down there and
back and not get wet,” she said, pointing to a rock stuck in the sand. A wave
rushed over it and covered it with water.


“Go ahead.”


She waited until the wave
dissipated and then took off toward the rock. Halfway down it was obvious she
wasn’t going to make it, as the next wave was building and coming in. “Hurry,”
he called.


She changed course before reaching
the rock, running back to him, trying to beat the wave, holding her skirt up to
her knees. She made it back as the wave slid over the sand, getting both their
feet wet.


“I almost made it,” she said,
panting.


“Not even close.” He chuckled.


Her mouth fell open. “I was.”


He shook his head. She scoffed and
turned to wait for the next wave to diminish. After the water went back out,
she dashed toward the rock. This time she didn’t turn back when the next wave
gathered. “Careful!”


She reached the rock then turned
and dashed back toward him. The wave raced in, right behind her. She laughed as
the water crashed into her legs. She continued to run, splashing water as she
came toward him. He laughed. The smile on her face was pure joy.


A string of seaweed washed up and she
tripped. He grabbed her arms, but her momentum was too much for him and he fell
to the sand with her. Water seeped into his tuxedo. Kenzie laughed, the sound
filling the night air. “You okay?” she asked.


He looked at her. The moonlight
shone behind her. Curly tendrils of hair fell down. Her smile stretched wide.
He reached up and tucked the strand of hair behind her ear. “I’m fine,” he
said, but the minute the words were out he knew they were a lie. He wasn’t
fine.


He was falling in love with her.


 


***


 


Kenzie stood, her dress now wet and
clinging to her legs. She held out her hand and helped Camden up before another
wave came. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to ruin your clothes.”


He grinned at her. “It’s okay.”


She started toward the boardwalk.
“There’s something about the ocean. It’s powerful and yet peaceful as well.”


“Yes, I know what you mean.” 


“I think my next line of jewelry
will be inspired by the ocean.” She was already getting ideas, and she quickened
her step so she could get inside and draw some sketches.


“That’s a great idea.”


She brushed some of the sand off
his back. “I think I’ll walk the beach in the morning and look for shells and
other treasures. Then we can get on the road.”


He nodded. “Okay. Do you want some
help? We could meet for breakfast, then come out to the beach.”


“Sounds good.” She picked up her
shoes and walked along the boardwalk. They were silent as they headed toward
the resort. 


When they got to their rooms,
Camden paused. “Thanks for talking to me tonight.”


“You mean crying on you?” She
laughed nervously.


He shrugged. “I didn’t mind.”


“I know.” She had a hard time
looking at him. He’d been a gentleman, letting her blubber all over him. And
then he’d caught her even though his suit got ruined because of it. He was
quickly turning into someone she could give her heart to, but she needed to
keep her head on straight. “Good night,” she said quickly, opening her room
door.


“Good night, Kenzie,” he called
from the hallway as her door slipped shut.


She turned and leaned against the
door, her heart pounding. No. She was not going to let him affect her. She
barely knew the guy. And that’s what had happened with Mason.


She took off her wet dress and
showered to get the sand off. By the time she was in her pajamas and ready for
bed, she’d shoved all thoughts of Camden James out of her mind.


 









Chapter 15


 


Kenzie pushed her eggs around her
plate. Camden sat across from her, looking stunning in a t-shirt and shorts.
Why did he always look like he walked off a photo shoot? It made the
butterflies in her stomach go all crazy. 


She wasn’t very hungry, but forced
herself to drink her orange juice. Mason approached their table, and her
stomach soured.


“Kenzie. I’m glad I caught you.” He
pulled out a chair and sat down without being invited. “I convinced Mom you
were having another personal crisis, but she’s not relenting about the family
reunion next week.”


Camden frowned, but Kenzie ignored
him. “I will go if you allow me to bring my personal assistant to handle my
jewelry orders.”


Mason shrugged off her stipulation.
“Sure, fine. Bring her.”


“Him,” Kenzie corrected.


“What?” Mason said.


“Him,” she repeated, then pointed
to Camden. “My personal assistant is a man.”


Mason narrowed his eyes at her. “No
way. You’re not bringing your boyfriend to my family reunion. We’re
supposed to be married.” He waved his hand between the two of them.


“And who was the one who messed
that up?” Kenzie pursed her lips, resisting the urge to slap her hand over her
mouth. She needed to get a grip or this family reunion was going to blow up in
her face.


“You’re the pigheaded one not even
willing to listen to me. It didn’t mean anything. How many times do I have to
say that?”


Camden stiffened in his seat, his
muscles flexing in his arm as he clenched his hands into fists. He didn’t say
anything, but he didn’t have to. He may not be a construction worker, but he
certainly looked like he could bench press three hundred pounds. Mason glanced
at Camden and plastered on a smile. “Fine. Bring him. I don’t care. Just act
like you’re my wife in front of my family.”


“Deal.” Kenzie thrust out her hand
and Mason shook on it. Touching him again made her skin crawl, and she pulled
her hand back, discreetly wiping it on her pants.


Mason left the breakfast area.
Camden scrubbed his jaw but continued to stay silent. He went back to eating
his biscuits and gravy.


“I know what you’re thinking, but
you’re wrong.”


He raised his eyebrows. “What am I
thinking?”


“You think I’m giving into Mason
because he has some kind of hold on me.”


“Doesn’t he?”


“No. Definitely not.” She shoved
her plate away, unable to swallow any more eggs. “I’m not doing this for him.”


“Then why are you doing it?”


“His father is dying. It’s his last
wish to see his son happily married. That’s why I’m doing this. It’s not about
Mason anymore. It’s about making a dying man happy.”


Before Camden could reply, her
parents walked up to their table holding breakfast trays. Helene smiled. “Mind
if we join you?”


Kenzie could barely talk. “Um . . .
go ahead.”


Helene sat her tray down next to
Kenzie and slid into the chair. Her father sat next to Camden. “Are you two
heading out today?” Helene asked, giving Camden a pleasant smile.


“Yes, we’re leaving shortly.”


“Well, I must say it was lovely
meeting you, Camden.”


Kenzie blinked, not sure if an
alien had taken over her mother’s body, or if her father had finally scolded
her enough to make her behave. Her father simply smiled and ate his waffle.


“Do you two have any plans for the
summer?” Helene asked.


“Plans?” Kenzie didn’t understand
what her mother meant. Surely she hadn’t found out about Mason’s family
reunion.


“Are you taking any trips? Going on
vacation?” Her fingers smoothed out her flowery blouse.


Suddenly it sunk in why Helene was
being so nice. Camden had money. All her life, her mother drilled into her how
important it was to have a stable life. A career that could pay the bills, and
a husband who could provide for the family. Money was what Helene focused on.


And that irked Kenzie. “No, we
don’t have any plans,” she said curtly. 


Helene either ignored her tone or
didn’t notice it. “You two make such a lovely couple.”


“Thank you,” Camden said, his lips
twitching. 


Kenzie wanted to kick him under the
table. He was enjoying her mother pandering to him, the snake.


“We actually don’t get along that
well. We might even be breaking up,” Kenzie said, glaring at Camden.


He reached across the table and
took her hand in his. “I love it when you crack jokes. Especially the subtle
ones that no one gets. It makes me laugh.” 


He said it with a twinkle in his
eye, and Kenzie had to bite her cheek so she wouldn’t smile. She wasn’t going
to give him the satisfaction. “Well, I love it when you wear those cute kissy
lip boxers.”


His eyes widened and he made a
little choking noise. Kenzie pinched her side so she wouldn’t laugh at him.
When he gained control, he cleared his throat. “And I love it when you try to
hire male escorts.”


Kenzie burst out laughing and Camden
finally cracked, leaning back and chuckling. Kenzie tried to cover by wiping
her mouth with her napkin, but the giggles were too hard to mask. Helene
frowned. “Maybe you’re not taking your relationship seriously enough,
McKenzie.”


“Let her be,” Michael said, hiding
a smile. “They look like they’re doing fine without our interference.”


Helene ate her omelet, sawing
little pieces off with her knife like she was eating steak. Kenzie had to force
herself not to roll her eyes. She turned to Camden. “Do you remember that
episode of Seinfeld with George and the candy bar?”


Camden shot her a warning look. “I
remember the one where Jerry dated the girl with man hands.”


“Are you saying I have man hands?”


He reached across the table. “I
don’t know. Let me take a closer look.” He took her hand in his and pulled it
closer to him. She sat stretched across the table as he examined her hand. The
warmth of his skin on hers started sending tingles over her. He traced the
lines on the palm of her hands, sending fire through her veins. The sensation
was almost too much to bear.


Finally, he stilled, but didn’t let
go of her. “Nope. You definitely don’t have man hands.”


She pulled away from him, a little
shaken. “Good,” she said, her voice a bit too breathy. They sat for a few
minutes while her parents finished eating.


“Well, dear,” her mother said,
dabbing at the corner of her mouth with her napkin. “Your father and I have a
plane to catch. We’ll see you this year for Thanksgiving, won’t we?”


Kenzie felt a little trapped, as
Camden was looking at her like she’d be cruel to say no. “Maybe,” she said in a
noncommittal way. “I’ll have to see how things are going.”


Her father stood. “We’d love it if
you came.” Then he added, in a softer tone, “We miss you.”


Her heart stabbed and she stood and
threw her arms around her father. He’d always been the reasonable one in the
family. “I miss you too, Pops.”


Her parents left and Camden stuck
his hands in his pockets. “Ready to comb the beach for treasure?”


She nodded, unsure if her voice was
steady again. She followed him outside and down the boardwalk to the beach. She
slipped off her sandals and let them dangle from her fingers as they walked on
the warm sand.


A young girl, maybe two years old,
toddled on the sand a few paces ahead of a woman who was talking on her cell
phone. The little girl had her arms outstretched and was trying to catch a
seagull.


Camden pointed to a bench. “Isn’t
that your aunt?”


Kenzie squinted. It sure looked
like Vita sitting there, a big sunhat on her head. “Let’s go see.”


As they approached, Vita turned to
them and smiled. “Well hello, dear. What are you doing here?”


Kenzie sat down beside her aunt,
and Camden sat on the other side. “We were here for the wedding, Vita.
Remember?”


Her smile faded a bit. “Oh. Yes. I
remember.” She looked out at the ocean waves. “You were such a lovely bride.”


Worry lines appeared on Camden’s
forehead; Kenzie patted Vita’s shoulder. “It was Tessa who got married.”


“Of course.” Vita shook her head
and put her hand to her forehead. “I get confused sometimes. But you will make
a lovely bride when you marry this young man.” She grabbed Camden’s hand.


Kenzie debated whether she wanted
to correct Vita or not, and in the end decided to let it slide. “Thank you.”


They sat for a few minutes, watching
the boats on the water and the little girl trying to catch the bird. Vita
turned to her. “You make me proud, Kenzie.”


She was taken aback. “Why?”


“Because you follow your heart. You
don’t do things because it’s socially acceptable. You do them because your
heart tells you to. And that makes you wonderful.”


Kenzie blinked. She’d always
thought of herself as an outsider. But the way Vita described it, it didn’t
sound so bad. “Thank you, Aunt Vita.”


“I agree,” Camden said. “Watching
you is like watching a sunrise. Full of light and beauty.”


Her cheeks warmed.


Vita nodded. “Listen to him. He
knows.”


Kenzie grew uncomfortable with the
attention, and she pointed to the little girl on the beach. “Look at her. She’s
precious.”


The seagull stood out of reach from
the girl. She took a few steps toward the bird, but the bird walked a few paces
away. She followed along for a while, then grew bored and turned toward the
ocean. The water was choppy today.


The mother wasn’t paying attention
to the girl, her cell phone pressed tightly to her ear. She was facing the
resort. The little girl started toddling toward the water. A large wave
gathered. Kenzie sucked in a breath as the girl kept going, now on the wet sand.


Camden jumped up and ran toward the
girl. The wave came in, massive against the size of the toddler. It crashed
against the sand. 


Kenzie watched in horror as the
little girl was swept up in the water. Camden ran into the wave and snatched
the toddler. The girl coughed and screamed and the mother turned. She dropped
her phone and ran to her daughter.


Kenzie’s heart pounded as she
watched Camden hand the girl over to her mother, who thanked him profusely. He
walked back to the bench, his wet t-shirt now clinging to him, and sat down.


“That scared me to death,” Kenzie
said. “You reacted so quickly.”


Vita patted his knee. “Good job.
This one’s a keeper.”


Camden shrugged it off, but Kenzie
couldn’t stop thinking about what might have happened if he hadn’t been there.
If he hadn’t jumped up so fast.


The mother calmed her daughter,
then picked up her phone and started walking back to the resort, hugging her
little girl close to her chest.


Kenzie stared at Camden, and Vita
adjusted her hat. “Never feed the seagulls peanut butter.”


Camden’s lips twitched and a smile
appeared. “Why?”


“It gives them diarrhea.”


Camden turned away but she could
see his shoulders shaking with laughter. Kenzie didn’t try to hide it. Her
laugh carried across the sand.


 









Chapter 16


 


Camden walked beside Kenzie, his
toes digging into the sand. His clothes were mostly dry now. Vita had left and
they were almost done collecting shells for Kenzie’s jewelry inspiration. Kenzie
carried what looked like a tie-dye t-shirt converted into a shoulder bag. It
bulged with the treasures she’d collected. 


His hand brushed against hers, and
he almost took hold of her, but pulled back. She’d made it clear she didn’t
want a relationship with him. Her words made his chest squeeze. I hope I
haven’t given you the wrong impression.


No, she hadn’t. It was he who had
wanted there to be something more between them. He’d been the one to imagine
the chemistry. He’d been the one to sit a little closer. He’d read something
into the kisses they’d shared. She’d been honest all along.


She leaned down and picked up a
small blue object. “This is perfect. Look how smooth this sea glass is. This
will make a nice piece.” She slipped it into her bag.


He nodded. “You’ll make something
beautiful out of it.”


She looked up at him and stopped
walking. “Thanks for coming here with me. I mean, for volunteering to play the
part of the crazy lady’s boyfriend. You helped me out.”


He looked into her eyes. He wanted
to tell her the past few days had meant something to him. That maybe he could
see something between them. But instead he nodded. “Sure.”


She pulled the strap of her bag
over her shoulder. “I think I have what I need. Are you ready to check out?”


“Yes.”


They walked back to the hotel and
he helped her with her suitcase. After everything was loaded in her car, he
closed the trunk and got into the passenger seat. She closed her door and
started the engine. “Ready for the long drive?” She flashed him a smile.


He didn’t mind the drive. In fact,
getting to spend more time with Kenzie was a plus. “Sure am.”


She backed out of the parking space
and put the car into gear. “So, now that I know you’re not a murderer, what
should we talk about?”


“I thought maybe you could do your
Sherlock Holmes thing again.”


She shook her head. “Oh no. I’ve given
that up. I’m no good at it, and I’ve accepted it. Lesson learned.”


He smiled at her. “Okay, maybe not
exactly that. I was thinking I could correct your wrong assumptions.”


She chewed her bottom lip and gave
him a glace out of the corner of her eye. “I did jump to a lot of conclusions
about you before I got to know you.”


“And I didn’t correct those wrong
conclusions.” He was definitely to blame on that one.


She turned onto the highway and
sped up. “All right. You aren’t a construction worker. You own a construction
company. Correct?”


“Yes. I started out working on
sites. I was young and energetic. I saw ways to improve how things were done,
but upper management didn’t want to listen to me. So I found a way to start my
own company.”


“Your family didn’t have any money.
How did you start up a company?”


“Doing the grunt work, I heard a
lot of things. There was a small construction company going out of business and
laying off workers. I wrote up a proposal and sought investment money to buy the
business. It worked. I was able to buy the company at pennies on the dollar. I
was the proud owner of my own company at the age of eighteen.”


“Wow.” Kenzie shot him a wide-eyed
look. “That’s amazing. And you didn’t go to college because you had your own
company to run.”


“Exactly. Those first few years of
owning my own business were my education. I had to quickly figure out how to be
a manager, how to hire good workers, and how to get contracts.”


Kenzie tossed a bag of trail mix on
his lap. “Can you open that for me?”


“Sure.” He set it in her cupholder
after he got the package open.


“What’s your day typically like?
You were obviously out working somewhere in the mud on Friday.”


“I was on a site on Friday. I don’t
usually get to do that, though. I mainly sit behind a desk and work on the
computer.”


She picked up her water bottle and
took a swig. Then she gave him a sidelong glance. “You miss working on site.”


“Ah, you are perceptive. I knew you
weren’t as bad at it as you thought.”


Her smile lit up the car.


“Yes, I miss it.” He shifted in his
seat, adjusting the seatbelt. “I like working with my hands. But I also like
the thrill of buying out another company or landing a multi-million-dollar
contract.”


“You’re passionate about what you
do. That’s good.”


“And so are you.”


She checked her side mirror. “But
we’re talking about you right now. Let’s go on to another assumption. You
didn’t get your muscles from the job site. How come you’re so buff?”


Her cheeks grew pink, and he
laughed. “I have a gym in my complex.”


“Ah, yes, the billionaire who lives
in an apartment.”


“Well . . . penthouse actually.”


“That makes more sense.” She
studied the road ahead. “Do you really have a cat?”


“Yes. Thor is real.”


She laughed. “Good. Because if I
had gotten the cat wrong, and you made up the whole story about the sad little
skinny cat eating tuna from a can, I would have been mad at you. I’m already in
love with Thor.”


“Then you must come up and meet
him.” Wait, what? Had he invited her up to his penthouse? He hadn’t meant to
say it, and he glanced at her in apprehension. Would she take it the wrong way?


“I’d love to.” 


He blew out a breath in relief.
“He’ll be happy for any company. I bet he’s mad I left him for a few days.”


“Did you have anyone go feed him?”
Her eyes grew wide.


“I have an assistant who feeds him
and makes sure his water fountain is clean.”


She grinned. “Good, because I was
worried you’d come home to a dead cat.”


“Ouch. You think I’d let my cat
starve?”


She giggled and brushed a strand of
hair from her face. “I’m glad you’re not that thoughtless.”


He sat back in his chair. “What
about you. No pets?”


She shook her head. “I’ve been
moving around too much to keep a pet.”


“How do you make jewelry when
you’re living out of a tent?”


“I don’t need much. My supplies fit
in two plastic tubs. The only tricky thing is I need a torch, but I just plug
in my converter to my car and it powers it.”


“I see. Are you going to leave
Richmond?” He hoped the question wasn’t weird. He didn’t mean it to sound
stalkerish, but she sat silent for a moment and he wondered if he was prying
too much.


“I don’t know,” she finally said. 


He let her drive in silence for a
bit before he decided to ask another prying question. “Were you moving around
so Mason wouldn’t find you?”


She tapped the steering wheel.
“Maybe,” she admitted. She gave him a little smile. “I didn’t want to talk to
him, and I knew he was trying to get ahold of me. But I couldn’t face it.”


“Face him?”


“I didn’t want to face the fact
that I had married someone I barely knew, for stupid reasons, and then found
out he was a liar and a cheat.” 


Camden could see the pain of it
etched on her face, and knew he should change the subject, but something inside
him made him persist. “You didn’t want to face the pain.”


“Yes. I was in love with him. And
to find out I didn’t mean anything to him was . . . well, it kind of messed
with my head.”


And yet, she was going back to him.
At least in a sense. Pretending to be his wife for the family reunion. He
folded his arms across his chest. “I hope you realize he’s a self-centered
jerk, and it has nothing to do with you.”


Her face softened and she gave
Camden a small smile. “It took me about a year, but I finally came to the
conclusion that it wasn’t my fault. You’re right; it had nothing to do with me.
Still doesn’t. He wants to please his mother so she gives him his inheritance.
That’s all it is. I was stupid enough to fall for his fake charm.”


Camden wanted to reach over and
brush her cheek with his fingers, and to tell her she wasn’t stupid, but he
held his comments in. She didn’t feel that way about him, and he needed to
accept it. Anyway, after next week’s reunion, she’d probably move somewhere
else and he wouldn’t see her again.


“How did we get to talking about
me? We were talking about you and your cat.” She gave him a funny look. “What
else does your life consist of, besides taking care of Thor and working?”


He chuckled, not minding that she
was turning the conversation back on him. “I visit my mom every Sunday. My
sister and her husband usually come over as well, so I get to see my niece.
It’s nice, having a family get-together once a week.”


“Do they live in Richmond?”


“My mom lives in Petersburg, and my
sister’s in Blackstone, so we have to make the effort to get together. At least
we’re not spread out over several states.”


Kenzie nodded. “Yes, my sister’s in
Maine, and my parents live in Florida, and I’ve been moving around so much I
barely see them.”


“Sounds like they want you to come
for the holidays, though. That’s good, right?”


She made a face that he couldn’t quite
interpret. “Yeah, I guess.”


“Okay, I agree, your mother made me
want to sock her in the face a few times. But your father seemed nice.”


She snorted. “I will totally go
spend Thanksgiving with them if you come and promise to sock her if she starts
in on me.”


“Are you inviting me to your
family’s Thanksgiving dinner?” He gave her a playful grin. Of course, she
really wasn’t. He knew it was a joke, but the thought that maybe they would see
each other again after next week was appealing nonetheless.


“Totally.” She said it with a
straight face. “Did you see how my mother acted after she figured out you were
loaded? You could be my saving grace.” She then gave him a teasing grin.


“Well, then, we should announce an
engagement during the meal. That would make your mother extremely happy.”


Kenzie burst out with a laugh.
“That would be hilarious.”


Her laughing at his suggestion,
even though it was a joke, kind of hurt. Would it be so odd for them to get
together? He pushed aside the thought. “Too bad Thanksgiving is so far away,”
he said, poking her in the ribs.


“There’s always the Fourth of
July.”


“Yes, that’s a romantic holiday.
The one where we blow things up.”


Kenzie flicked her blinker on and
changed lanes to pass a truck. “When I was a kid, my sister and I would put
firecrackers in toys, and then try to see who could do the most damage.”


“What? You and sweet little Tessa?
I can’t imagine it.”


“Well, I might have been the
instigator of that activity.” She laughed. “We blew the arm off her Barbie,
then Tessa cried for three days.”


“I can see Tessa playing with
Barbie dolls. You? Not so much.”


“You’re right. I detested Barbie
dolls. I did have the biggest box of crayons, though, and thought I was
awesome.”


“Now that I could see.” Camden
chuckled, then leaned over and rummaged through his duffle bag. He pulled out a
pack of gum. “Want some?”


“Juicy Fruit? Heck yeah. That’s my
favorite.”


Her fingers brushed his as she took
the piece. He stared down at his hand, tingling from the contact. She was
unlike anyone he’d ever known. And next week, he’d have to watch her pretend to
be with another man.


 









Chapter 17


 


Kenzie pulled into Camden’s parking
garage, found a stall, and cut the engine. “Are you sure you want me to come
up? You probably want to eat dinner or something.” 


He tossed her a smile. “Good idea.
Come on up and I’ll make us something to eat.”


“You cook?” She lifted an eyebrow
at him.


“I’m no Chef Ramsay, but I can make
a decent meal.” He got out of her car and slung his duffle bag over his
shoulder.


She had to admit, a home-cooked
meal sounded great. She popped the trunk and got out. “Alright, if you’re sure
I’m not a bother.”


“Of course not.” He lifted his suitcase
from the trunk. “The company will be nice.”


They entered the elevator and
Camden slid a key into a slot under the buttons. The elevator began to rise and
Kenzie leaned against the wall. “Feels good to stretch my legs.”


Camden’s gaze flickered down. Gah.
She hadn’t meant to call attention to her legs. Now she felt self-conscious. He
smiled, but didn’t say anything. 


When the doors opened, Kenzie’s
mouth fell open. They stepped off the elevator into his living room, if you
could call it that. The space was open, with windows overlooking the city along
the far wall. A fireplace sat in the middle of the room, with access on both
sides. A long couch sat opposite the fireplace, a waterfall feature behind it.
Everything looked modern and expensive. She cocked her head at him. “You’d
think a billionaire could afford a little nicer place.”


He chuckled and motioned to the
couch. “Have a seat. I’m going to put these in the bedroom.” He headed to a
room off to the left. Instead of sitting on the couch, she walked the room and
examined the art hanging on the walls. Camden had good taste. The painting
above the fireplace was of a lush, green forest. The paint was thick and the
impressionistic style was moving. She looked at the signature. Anthony
Shephard. 


When he came back, she pointed at
the painting. “I love this.”


“Thanks. I fell in love with it
when I saw it. The artist painted it with his fingers.”


“Ah, I wondered if that was the
case. It’s beautifully done.”


A grey cat darted into the room,
then froze and stared at her. “Aw, come here Thor.” She crouched down and held
out her hand. The cat sat down and licked his paw.


“Thor. How rude.” Camden’s eyes
held a smile.


“That’s a cat for you.”


“Do you want something to drink? I
have Coke, juice, and water.”


Her memory flashed back to when she
was nervous he’d put something in the water, and she laughed. “I’ll have some
water.”


“What’s funny about water?”


“Nothing.” He shot her a weird
look, so she changed the subject. “Can I see your kitchen?”


“Sure.” He led her into the other
room, which was almost as massive as the living room. The island held barstool
seating on one side, a sink and a stovetop on the other. The slate grey
cabinets looked amazing with the modern-style silver pull handles. The fridge
looked like a cabinet until he opened it and pulled out a water bottle. He set
it on the counter near where she stood. “Does stir fry sound good?”


“Actually, that sounds great.” She
picked up the water and twisted off the cap as she walked around the island.
“I’ll help cook.”


He pulled some fresh green beans
out and set them on the counter. He continued with other ingredients, and
Kenzie started snapping off the ends of the beans. “How long have you lived
here?”


“Two years.”


“It’s beautiful.” She wasn’t into
money, but his apartment was clean and there was something about it that she
couldn’t put her finger on. She felt at home, which was odd because she had
never been there before.


“Thanks.” He pulled out a cutting
board and a knife and began slicing vegetables.


“Do you have any hobbies?” She was
curious what he did with his free time.


“Does working count?” He shot her a
cheesy grin.


“No. If all you do is work and come
home to your cat, you’re pathetic.”


His mouth opened in mock offense.
“I’m so not pathetic. I’m actually involved in a model aeronautics
club.” He froze. “Okay, maybe that in itself makes me pathetic.”


She laughed and touched his arm,
trying to lend support, but when the touch sent her heart into overdrive, she
pulled her hand away. “Does that mean you get together with other guys and fly
model airplanes around?”


He made a face. “When you say it
that way, it sounds even more pathetic.”


“No, that’s cool. You’ll have to
show me your model airplane collection.”


“Are you sure?” His lips twitched.


“Why? Do you have a million of
them?”


“No. But I can get kind of into it,
and I don’t want to bore you.”


She whacked him on the shoulder. “You
won’t bore me. And if you do, I’ll let you know you’re putting me to sleep.”


“Alright. After dinner I’ll take
you to my collection.”


She stopped snapping the beans.
“Take me? You don’t have them here?”


“No. They’re in a storage
facility.” A sheepish grin formed on his face. “Okay, so maybe I have a few too
many. But the facility is right by a huge open field so I can fly them right
there. A lot of the guys use that storage facility for that reason.”


“I see.” She wasn’t sure what she’d
agreed to, but figured she’d find out. She finished with the beans and slid the
pile over to Camden so he could cut them up.


“What about you? Do you have any
hobbies?”


“I love making pottery, but haven’t
done it for years. Hard to take a kiln with you when you’re living out of a
tent.” She was trying to make a joke, but it didn’t sound like it in the end.


“You used to make pottery? Like on
a potter’s wheel?”


“Yeah. I learned how to do it in
high school and got the bug. After I graduated, I found a shop that lets you
throw your own pottery, then they bake it for you.” She loved that place. She’d
spend hours making bowls and cups, getting the thickness just right on the
sides. There was something about the clay and the water that spoke to her. 


He pulled out a wok from the bottom
cupboard. “That sounds cool.”


She laughed. “Well, I don’t know
about cool, but it was therapeutic in a way.”


“Do you still have any of those
pieces you made?”


She shook her head. Her mother
threw them out after she moved out of the house. That still stung, but she
didn’t want to talk about it. “No.”


“That’s too bad. Maybe you can get
back into it. Have you checked to see if there’s a pottery place here in
Richmond?”


“I haven’t looked. It’s been a
while since I’ve done it.” She’d enjoy getting back into it, though.


Camden turned on the burner and a
gas flame erupted. He put the wok on the flame and poured a little oil in the
bottom. “What else do you do with your free time?”


“I love nature, as you probably
guessed from the beach. I could watch birds for hours, or walk through the
woods. Give me a gentle rain on an afternoon and I’m in love.”


The pan sizzled as he tossed the
steak strips in. “I know what you mean. There’s something about being in nature
that you can’t get anywhere else.”


“Exactly.” She’d learned that in
spades as she camped across the U.S. It was a time of healing for her, and
being out in the elements helped mend her heart.


“I’m lucky, living here. I have a
great outdoor patio. I often eat out there.”


She glanced toward the dining room
area, but didn’t see a place to go outside. “Where?”


He grinned. “I’ll show you when
this is done.”


She took a step toward the
vegetables, but Camden must have thought of the same thing because he went for
them as well and they bumped into each other. Instead of backing up, he stood
there, staring at her. She should have taken a step back, but instead she
looked up into his dark eyes.


That was a mistake. Her stomach
dropped and all thought left her brain. He stood so close, she could feel the
warmth of his skin electrifying her. He leaned a little closer. Was he going to
kiss her?


The thought of his lips on hers
again made her heart stutter. She broke eye contact and took a step back.
“Sorry,” she mumbled as he picked up the cutting board full of vegetables.


He didn’t respond, just put the
veggies in the wok and stirred it together with his wooden spatula. “Do you
want to get out the plates? They’re in the cupboard above the toaster.”


Her heart pounded. What was wrong
with her? “Sure.” She tried to calm herself as she pulled out two plates. Why
was she acting like a teenager with a crush? They were two adults having dinner
together after a long car ride. Nothing more.


If she didn’t get her head on
straight, she’d end up like she had a year and a half ago. In love with someone
who cared more about money than about her. Only this time it was worse.


Camden was a billionaire.


 









Chapter 18


 


Camden shook soy sauce into the
stir fry and it sizzled. “The silverware is in the far drawer. Do you mind
getting a couple of forks?”


Kenzie pulled open the drawer and
grabbed the utensils. “Napkins?”


He pointed his chin to the napkin
holder on the table. “You can pull a couple from there.”


She put the forks and napkins on the
plates while he shut the burner off. He grabbed a trivet, put a lid on his wok,
and took it off the stove. “Follow me.”


He led her around the corner to the
door to the roof. He opened it and motioned for her to climb the concrete
stairs. He followed her up to the roof of the building. An amazing view of the
city stretched out before them. His patio wasn’t spectacular—there were two
patio chairs, a table, and a few pots with plants that he’d scattered around
the space. But he knew she’d be impressed by the view.


“This is amazing,” she said,
pulling out a chair. “A little dizzying being so high up, though.”


“You afraid of heights?”


“A little. It’s not so bad if I
stay away from the edge.”


He placed the trivet on the glass
table and put the wok on it. “I’m glad it’s a nice evening.”


She set the table. A light breeze blew,
and he watched her lean over to place the silverware. She looked up at him. “It’s
gorgeous.”


His chair scraped as he sat. He
dished up their plates and motioned for her to eat. She picked up her fork.
“You have this whole roof to yourself?”


“Yes.”


“What a great space. You should do
more with it.”


He’d always planned to. Maybe that
would be his summer project. “You’re right.”


She speared a piece of meat and put
it in her mouth; her face showed her surprise. “This is good.”


He smiled, happy he’d gotten a
chance to show off his cooking skills a little. “Thanks.”


“A man that cooks, has an amazing
apartment, and is kind-hearted. How are you not married?” 


He often wondered that himself.
Maybe it was because he didn’t take a ton of time off work to date. Or because
he seemed to only attract shallow women now that he had money. He stared out at
the skyline and shrugged.


Her face blanched. “Sorry, I didn’t
mean—”


“I know.” He looked down at his
hands. “You didn’t mean anything by it.”


“Hopefully not all your girlfriends
have turned out to be like Lexi.” She cringed. “Nothing I’m saying is coming
out right.”


“Thankfully, Lexi’s one of a kind.”
He forced a smile. He didn’t want to think about Lexi anymore.


“Well, I’m sure you’ll find
someone. You’re a great catch.” She gave him a small smile and lifted her fork
to her mouth.


Nice. It was obvious that Kenzie
was trying to let him know she wasn’t interested. He had to admit that it hurt,
and he tried not to let it show on his face. The weekend they’d shared made him
feel like they’d gotten to know each other. He wondered what it was about him
that repelled the nice girls. He already knew what attracted the ones like
Lexi.


Kenzie swallowed and pointed her
fork at him. “Do you travel?”


“Not really. I mean, I always go
check out a potential business purchase before I buy a company, so I’ve
traveled around the US, but I don’t really do any sight-seeing.” There wasn’t a
point to going to any tourist traps while traveling alone. Who wanted to go
look at the Grand Canyon by themselves?


“No trips out of the country?”


He shook his head. “No. All of my
business transactions are in the states.”


She seemed taken aback by this. Her
fork clanged as she set it on her plate. “You mean you have all this money, but
you don’t ever go on vacation? Travel to see the world?” She waved her arms
around.


“Why would I travel by myself?”


Kenzie frowned. “I do it all the time.
You get in your car and you go.”


Camden chuckled. Kenzie was totally
that type of person. He could see her spending a year going anywhere her heart
desired. “It’s that easy for you, isn’t it? Just go anywhere you want. You’d hop
on a plane and travel the world, wouldn’t you?”


She shook her head. “Not in a
plane. But I’d go in a boat.”


“You’d sail to the other side of
the world?”


“Of course! I’d totally go see the
world with you.” She blinked. “I mean,” she backpedaled, “not with you. I mean
alone. Not that going with you would be a bad thing. We were just talking about
going alone is all.”


Her cheeks turned pink and Camden
smiled, even though it felt forced. “I know what you meant.” His gut twisted.
It was painful watching her backpedal.


She filled her fork with vegetables
and then stuffed them into her mouth, probably so she wouldn’t have to talk to
him anymore.


He finished his meal and leaned
back in his chair, looking out at the clouds. A black bird landed on the ledge
and stood there, looking at them. It skittered along the edge for a moment,
looking at him warily, before taking flight.


The thought occurred to him that
Kenzie was like that bird. She didn’t trust him. Didn’t want to come near him.
And soon, she would take off as well. The thought sat in his gut like a cold
rock.


After she ate the last of her stir
fry, he picked up the plates, suddenly feeling despondent. Maybe taking her to
his hanger would make him feel better. “Are you ready to go?”


“It’s not getting too late?”


It wasn’t even six-thirty yet, and
he pushed away the feeling that she didn’t want to be with him anymore. “No.”


“Okay, great. Let’s go.” She
grabbed the rest of the items off the table and followed him back to the
kitchen. 


He placed the dishes in the sink
and turned on the faucet to wash them.


“You don’t have a maid who does
that?” Kenzie gave him a teasing smile.


“No, I don’t have a maid.” He
scoffed and rolled his eyes at her.


“Wait, you don’t?”


“No. Not all rich people pay others
to do everything for them.”


She glanced around his immaculate
penthouse. “You mean you clean all this yourself?”


“My assistant helps out when I’m
out of town or working late.”


She cocked her head to the side.
“Does your assistant wash dishes too?”


“Not all the time. Only when I’m
working too much.”


“Does she do your laundry?”


He hated to admit it. “Sometimes.”


“Yeah. Sorry to break it to you,
but you have a maid.” She folded her arms across her chest and smirked at him.


He wanted to protest, but lately he
had been working a lot, and Patricia had been doing more around the house for
him. Maybe Kenzie had a point. “Fine. But she doesn’t wear a little black and
white outfit.”


Kenzie held the smug look in place
while shrugging. “Doesn’t matter.”


He rinsed off a clean dish. “Want
to dry?”


She laughed and picked up the towel
he’d folded and set on the counter. “Sure.”


After the dishes were done, he
rinsed the sink. Thor came walking in, his tail high. He rubbed against
Camden’s leg and meowed.


“You hungry?” he asked, knowing the
answer.


Thor gave him a flat look.


He chuckled. “Let me get it out.”
He opened the cupboard and picked up one of the cans of wet cat food.


“Chicken and rice? You’re spoiling
that boy.” Kenzie grinned as he scooped out the can into a bowl.


“He deserves it. Don’t you, buddy?”



Thor jumped up on the counter to
get at the food. Camden picked him up and put him back down on the floor. “Oh,
you’re naughty. You’re making me look bad.” He set the bowl down and Thor
attacked it.


“Good thing your assistant wipes
down your counters,” Kenzie said, a smile creeping in her voice.


He picked up the towel and snapped
it at her.


She let out a squeal and ran from
him. Without thinking, he ran after her and caught her in his arms before she
made it to the living room. She squirmed, turning around, and he tightened his
hold on her. Before he knew it, he was staring into her vibrant green eyes and
thinking of how close they were. His heart pounded in response to her almond
and coco butter scent.


She stared at him and her lips
parted ever so slightly. He was suddenly consumed with the desire to taste her
soft lips again. The memory of kissing her by the ocean, the swell of the waves
and the smell of the salty sea, hit him hard, and he leaned down.


Thor jumped up on the counter
beside him and licked his chops.


Kenzie pulled away and laughed at
the cat. She reached out and picked him up. “You bad kitty.” She stroked his
fur and walked into the living room. Thor purred and snuggled into her.


Camden wanted to call him a few
other names, but decided to let out a breath and rake his hand through his hair
instead. “Want to take my car?”


“That’s fine.”


He grabbed his car keys, and Thor
jumped down from Kenzie’s arms. She pushed the elevator call button. Together
they waited for the doors to open.


“It’s weird that you have an
elevator in your living room.”


“It was strange when I first moved
in, but I’ve gotten used to it.”


A dinging noise sounded and they
entered the elevator. Camden pushed the button to the parking garage. When they
stepped out, he clicked his key fob and his Lamborghini unlocked, the lights
coming on.


Kenzie gasped. “You have a Lamborghini?”


He opened her door for her. “It’s
just a car.”


“No, this is not just a car. This
is an Italian masterpiece.” She ran her hand along the dashboard.


He chuckled. “Has anyone told you
you’re way too dramatic?”


“Only all the time,” she said,
giving him a wide grin.


He started the engine and pulled
out of the parking space. When they got on the street, he pressed the gas and
the car shot forward.


“I knew it. You love this car.”


He grinned. “Maybe.”


He may have done a little showing
off as he drove them to the warehouse where he kept his model airplanes. Kenzie
may have squealed a few times in response.


He parked the car and let Kenzie
out before unlocking his space and opening the garage door. He flipped on the
light; Kenzie let out a low whistle. “Look at all these.”


The walls were lined with shelves,
and model airplanes of all sizes occupied the spaces. The bottom shelves held
drones. Kenzie pointed to something on the shelf. “What’s that?”


“It’s a Mavic Pro drone. It’s
pretty cool. Wanna see it fly?”


“That’s a drone? It doesn’t even
look like one.”


“It’s folded up. I’ll show you.” He
picked it up and unfolded the arms from their compact state. Then he pulled the
battery from the charging station and put it in place. He picked up the
controller and slid his phone in. “You plug your phone in here, and it shows
you what the drone sees as it flies.”


“I had no idea they folded up like
that. You could take it anywhere.”


“You’re right.” He grew excited to
show her what it could do. “Come with me.”


He led her around the garage area
to the open field. He set the drone down on the level area in front of them,
then turned on his controller. After he set everything up, the image of the
field came on his phone screen.


“Woah, that’s cool,” Kenzie said,
leaning closer to him to see.


He swiped his phone screen and the
drone’s motor came to life. It rose and hovered a few feet above the ground.
“This controls the height,” he said as he raised the lever, making the drone
rise up into the air. “And this controls the direction.” He pulled the other
lever and it dipped to the left.


Kenzie grinned as she watched the
drone hover. “How far up can it go?”


Camden raised the lever and it rose
high into the sky. “Legally, we can’t fly higher than 500 meters, so it won’t
go any higher.”


“That’s amazing.”


He flew the drone around the field,
over a copse of trees, and by a stream. It disappeared from their line of view,
so Kenzie moved closer to view the screen. He tried to ignore her arm pressed
up against his.


He turned the drone around and
raced it back over the trees and over their heads. Kenzie laughed. “Looking at
that screen makes me dizzy!”


He maneuvered the drone back and let
it hover in front of them. Kenzie clapped her hands together. “Awesome!”


“Want to try it?”


Her mouth dropped open and she took
a step back from him. “Oh no. I’d crash it.”


“No, you wouldn’t. I’ll show you
how to do it.” He landed it and handed her the controller.


She gave him a skeptical look but took
it from him anyway. He pointed to the screen. “To make it lift off, touch this
up arrow and slide your finger over.”


Kenzie hesitated, but then did as
he showed her. The drone lifted into the air; she grinned at him. “That’s not
too hard.”


“That was the easy part. Now lift
it a bit higher by pushing up on the left lever.”


“Okay.” She moved the lever and the
drone climbed. The sun hung low enough in the sky that the clouds were turning
pink. 


“Perfect. Now move the lever this
direction and turn the drone until it’s facing the field.”


“Which direction?”


He maneuvered behind her and put
his hands on hers. “Like this.” 


The close proximity to her made his
chest constrict. He wondered if she could hear his heart pounding or feel the
way his fingers trembled.


“Okay, I got it.”


“Now practice making the drone go
back and forth with this lever.” He showed her how to fly the drone sideways,
then stepped back. 


She flew the drone around the field
a few times. “I see why you like this. It’s addicting!”


“It is.”


“How do I land it?”


“Lower the drone in front of us,
then press the down arrow and swipe it.”


She successfully landed the drone,
then turned and threw her arms around him. “Thanks for letting me fly your
drone. That was fun!”


Before he could think, his arms
were around her. He stared at her, the setting sun casting a warm glow on her
face. He couldn’t help himself. He pressed his lips to hers.


 









Chapter 19


 


Kenzie knew she should not be
kissing Camden, but her body wasn’t listening to her brain. Her traitorous
heart pounded, and her arms acted with a will of their own, pulling him closer.
Worst of all, her lips wouldn’t stop moving against his.


She ignored the warning bells going
off in her head. All she wanted to do was get lost in the moment. Camden’s soft
lips explored her jawbone, and she held in a moan. Her pulse raced and she
threaded her fingers through his hair. She was in heaven.


And then reality truly sank in. She
pulled back from him and looked at his eyes, filled with curiosity, and
something else she couldn’t pinpoint. Desire, maybe. She wanted to silently
give him permission to keep kissing her, to pull her to him and let her worries
go.


But she couldn’t. She barely knew
him. Just like she barely knew Mason. She took a step back from him and shook
her head. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, still clutching the controller. She
thrust it at him and took off for the car in an attempt to get her head back on
straight.


“Kenzie, wait!”


She turned to face him, furious now
at herself for letting the kiss happen. For letting her emotions swell. She
wasn’t being rational, and it was going to cost her another piece of her heart.
“Stop.”


Camden froze.


“I can’t do this with you.”


“Do what?” He looked pained. “It was
only a kiss.”


And there it was, spelled out for
her. He wasn’t getting serious with her. All he wanted was a physical
relationship. He’d all but said it. Her chest grew hollow and she dug her
fingernails into the palms of her hands. “I don’t know how else to say it. I
don’t want your kisses.”


He stepped back like she’d slapped
him in the face. He blinked, then nodded. “Okay. I got it. It won’t happen
again.” He turned quickly and stalked back to the field to retrieve his drone.


Kenzie felt like throwing up. She
walked around his car, opened the passenger door, and slid onto the seat. Her
heartbeat sounded in her ears. She felt used. At least she hadn’t let anything
more happen. At least she hadn’t married the guy, like she had Mason.


A sick feeling twisted her gut.
Camden came around and put his things away, then shut off the light and closed
the garage door. He got into the driver’s seat and started the car without
saying anything.


The drive back to his apartment was
filled with tension. Kenzie held her breath and waited for it to be over. All
she wanted to do was go home and curl up in her own bed. Camden drove into the
parking garage and pulled into a spot next to her car. He cut the engine and
turned to her. “Listen, I’m sorry. I was out of line.”


“Yes. You were.” She ignored the
guilty feeling that reminded her she had been enjoying that kiss.


“I don’t know what else to say.”


“Then don’t say anything. I don’t
think it’s a good idea for you to go to the reunion with me.”


He clenched his jaw. “I don’t think
it’s a good idea for you to go, either. I haven’t from the start.”


Kenzie nodded. Maybe Camden was
right. “Then I’ll stay home.” She got out of the car and pulled her keys out of
her pocket.


Her hands shook as she unlocked her
door and got behind the wheel. She drove to her apartment, and her heart didn’t
stop pounding until she got inside and locked her door. She leaned up against
the wood and closed her eyes, letting go of her suitcase handle. 


That was the stupidest thing she’d
ever done. How could she have let a stranger get into her car? Thank goodness
nothing happened. At least, nothing more than his advances. She touched her
fingers to her lips. They still tingled from his kiss.


The kiss she didn’t want. At least,
that’s what she kept telling herself. She pushed off the door and walked to her
bathroom. The apartment was small, but the bathtub was deep and had jets. She
turned on the water and let it run as she got undressed. She slipped under the
warm water to let the events of the day melt away.


And maybe by tomorrow she would be
able to get Camden out of her head.


 


***


 


The spreadsheet displayed on
Camden’s screen sat mocking him. He’d been trying to work on it for the last
thirty minutes, but his mind couldn’t concentrate. All he could think about was
how it felt to have Kenzie in his arms.


Camden pushed his office chair away
from his desk. This was not working. He got up and walked to the window
overlooking the city. He’d totally messed things up with Kenzie. How could he
be so short-sighted?


He hadn’t known her long, but he
was falling in love with her. And he knew she was skittish. Untrusting. He knew
he should take things slow. And now he wasn’t sure he’d ever see her again.


He let out a slow breath and
watched the traffic move along the street. Kenzie’s phone number was unlisted. He’d
done a quick search and couldn’t find her address online. And did he really
want to find her address? What would he do then? Show up on her doorstep? If
she didn’t want him kissing her, she surely wouldn’t want him stalking her.


He sat back down on his office
chair. Best to put her out of his mind. She didn’t want to see him anymore. He
opened up the spreadsheet he’d been working on. If he couldn’t contact Kenzie,
he’d bury himself in his work.


His cell phone chimed; his mother’s
face showed on the screen, and he swiped to answer.


“Hey, mom.”


Her chipper voice came through the
line. “How was the wedding?”


Unwanted thoughts of Kenzie popped
into his head and he sighed. “It was fine.”


“Oh dear. What happened?”


Talking about Kenzie wasn’t high on
his list of things he wanted to do. It was down around “scrub the toilet” and “pour
salt in an open wound.”


“Nothing. How was Kelly’s doctor
appointment? Did they find out if it’s a boy or a girl?”


“Well, that’s her news. You
should call her. She’s sad you had to miss dinner yesterday.”


He probably should have left Kenzie
and gone to dinner. He’d have avoided the regret he was now feeling for being
so stupid. “I’ll call Kelly.”


“Back to your weekend. You were so
evasive. Who got married? Was it a last-minute thing?”


He wasn’t going to get out of
talking about it. He knew his mother would keep prying until he told her. “A
friend of a friend. I went with a woman. It was her sister’s wedding, and she
needed a date.”


His mother was strangely silent for
a moment. “Lexi?”


“No. Lexi and I broke up.”


“Thank goodness. Sorry. Was that
rude of me? I never liked her. She was not the one for you.”


He swiveled his chair around to
face the window. “Don’t apologize. I’m the one who broke it off.”


“Who is the woman you took to the
wedding?” Curiosity dripped from her voice.


“Her name is Kenzie.” Before his
mother could get any ideas, he added, “She’s just a friend.”


His mother made a scoffing noise.
“A girl doesn’t bring a friend to a wedding, especially in another state,
without it meaning more.”


 There was no way he was going to
admit to being her date for hire. “Mmm,” he said in a non-committal way.


“Believe me. She thinks of you as
more than a friend.”


“Maybe.” He wanted to get off this
conversation. “How’s work going?”


“I know you don’t want to discuss
how many bedpans I emptied last night. Why are you deflecting? Who is this
girl?”


“She’s only a friend, Mom.”


“Well, what does she do?”


“She designs jewelry.” An idea came
to him and he opened a new browser window. He searched and found Ken Z Jewelry
mentioned on several websites. Maybe he could find her through her jewelry
business.


“What is she like? Have you dated
her before?”


Frustration welled in him. “You
want to know the truth? I like Kenzie. Maybe a lot. But she doesn’t feel the
same about me, so that’s where we are.”


His mother sat on the other line,
silent for a few seconds. Finally, she said, “How do you know she doesn’t feel
the same?”


Was he really having this
conversation with his mother? “She basically told me never to kiss her again,”
he admitted.


“Oh.”


“Yes. So a relationship with her is
out of the question. In fact, she’s mad at me right now, so I’m not even sure
we’ll ever speak again.”


“Don’t give up hope. Maybe she just
needs some time.”


He rubbed the back of his neck.
“Maybe.”


He opened one of the jewelry
websites. A delicate brooch in the shape of a beetle came on his screen. Photos
of the brooch showed it at all angles, plus a closeup of Kenzie’s stamped
signature. The website listed it at fifteen thousand dollars.


“I love you, sweetheart. If she’s
the right one, it will work out.”


“I know, Mom.” He told her he loved
her and hung up the phone, staring at the beetle. It was being sold by a
reseller. No contact information for Kenzie. Then he remembered something about
Etsy, and searched for her there. Her store came up, but no contact information
was displayed. He thought about sending her a message through the Etsy website,
but he hesitated. Would she be upset he was using her business to find her?


He sighed and sat back in his
chair. Maybe leaving things up to fate was best.


 









Chapter 20


 


Kenzie smoothed the surface of the
metal clay, examining it. Yes. Finally, it was perfect. She’d been working on
the piece for over two hours, but it hadn’t looked right. The swirl had been
off. At one point she’d tossed the whole thing and started over. Now it finally
had the look she wanted. It was modern and simple, a pendant she could be proud
of. She set it aside for firing.


She caught a glimpse of her
reflection in the glass in the window. She’d dyed her hair jet black. It had
been time for a change. She kind of liked it. Made her look a bit exotic.


She fished around in her bag for
the piece of sea glass she’d found on the beach. This would be her next
project. She knew what she wanted to do with it. She was going to sculpt a
mermaid clutching a piece of treasure. 


As she looked at the frosty surface
of the glass, Camden once again came into her mind. Why couldn’t she go ten
minutes without thinking about him? Why did her brain have to keep reminding
her how his lips felt against hers? How he smelled of cologne and aftershave?
How he was willing to come to her rescue and help her out, even when he didn’t
know her?


She felt foolish for her reaction
to his kiss. He was right: it was only a kiss. And she’d yelled at him for it.
How stupid. And now she’d never see him again.


She tossed the piece of sea glass
back into her bag. She couldn’t work on it today. Even though it had almost
been a week, the time spent with Camden was too fresh in her mind. She’d work
on something else. Something southwestern maybe.


She stood and crossed her small
workroom. It had been a bedroom, but she’d turned it into her office space. Her
computer sat on the desk under her window; she plopped down and stared at the
calendar. Thursday. Tomorrow would mark the one-week anniversary of when she
met Camden. 


How could she be feeling such a
longing for him? One week was nothing. She was being stupid. Letting her
hormones make decisions for her. She needed to put him out of her head.


Her cell phone rang and she picked
it up. She didn’t recognize the number. Could it be? Had Camden found her
number? Her heart leapt into her throat as she swiped the screen to answer. 


“Hello?”


A male voice came through. “Kenzie?
It’s Mason.”


“Mason? How did you get my number?”


“You don’t think I should have my
wife’s phone number?” His voice rose in pitch. “How do you think that would
look? I had to secretly get it from your phone while sitting at dinner with
mother.”


Ah, yes. She’d left her phone at
the dinner table. Now she remembered. It was just like Mason to go messing with
her phone when she wasn’t around. “Oh.”


“I’m calling to give you my room
number. Come right up to room 312. If I’m not in when you get here, call me.”


Guilt bubbled up in her chest.
“About that. . .”


“What? You’re not here yet? Are you
arriving tomorrow? That’s kind of cutting it close, but as long as you’re here
before noon, you won’t miss much.”


She bit her lower lip, now feeling
extremely guilty for deciding not to go and not telling Mason. She steeled
herself for his reaction. “I’m not going.”


Silence came through the line.
Finally, he said, “Not going? What do you mean?”


She took in a deep breath. She
could do this. “I decided I didn’t want to lie for you.”


Mason swore under his breath. She
heard fumbling on his end of the phone, then he came on again. “Kenzie. You
can’t do this to me. To father. He’s not well.”


“Sorry. I can’t.”


“He had a heart attack.”


Her throat constricted. While Mason
made her blood boil, and his mother was always a bit condescending, his father
had been nice to her at their wedding. “When?”


“Last week. The hospital is letting
him attend the family reunion, but I don’t think he’ll be around for long. He
asked about you today. He was so happy that you’re coming.” Mason’s voice
broke, and Kenzie felt like scum.


“I’m so sorry.”


Mason sniffed. “Is there any way
you can come?”


Driving to California would take
days. That was out of the question. “You know I don’t fly.”


“Couldn’t you take some valium or
something? He actually got tears in his eyes when I said you were coming.”


No way was she going to get on an
airplane. Just the thought made her shudder. But maybe she could catch a bus.
“I’ll see what I can do.”


Mason let out a breath. “Thanks,
Kenzie. I knew I could count on you. Hey, I convinced Mother that your jewelry
business is growing too big for you. She’s impressed that you have a full-time
assistant. I told her you couldn’t come without him.”


Kenzie wanted to crawl under the
table. “Um, about that.”


“Oh, no. I’ve got it all arranged.
You can’t back out of bringing him. Mother thinks all your time away is because
of your growing business, and I convinced her you need your assistant with you
at all times. We even looked up some of your jewelry online. Dang, you’re doing
well with that.”


Kenzie swallowed. “But. . .”


“Please, Kenzie. Bring him or
Mother will think I’m a liar.”


“Alright.” She blew out a breath.
She didn’t want to fight about it. She just wanted to be done with Mason, and
if she had to endure the reunion with Camden, that’s what she would do.


“Thanks, Kenzie.”


She hung up the phone and stared at
her computer. The words on the screen swirled. How could she call Camden after
how stupidly she’d reacted to his kiss? She’d overreacted and embarrassed
herself.


She picked up her pen and tapped it
on the desk as she imagined calling him and begging him to hop on a bus and go
to California. Why did she always end up doing the stupidest things?


After a quick search, she found
C&J Construction’s website. She called the corporate office’s number and
held her breath while the phone rang.


“C&J Construction, how may I
direct your call?”


“I need to speak to Camden James.”
Her palms grew sweaty and she wiped them on her jeans.


“I’m sorry, you’ll need to call him
through his direct line.”


“Okay. What’s that number?”


The woman on the other line paused.
“We don’t give out his direct line number, miss.”


Kenzie gripped her pen. “Then how
can I call it?”


“He doesn’t accept unsolicited
calls.” 


Desperation began to set in. “Can
you give him a message?”


“I’m sorry, no. If you had business
with him, you’d know his direct line.” 


The click of the line disconnecting
came through and Kenzie grunted in frustration. How was she to contact him if
she didn’t already have his number? She dialed the number again, trying to
think of what to say.


“C&J Construction. How may I
direct your call?”


“I need to speak to Camden James.
It’s urgent.”


The lady on the other end huffed.
“As I said before, we don’t give out his number.”


She blurted out the first thing she
thought might work. “I hired him last weekend and forgot to pay him. I have to
get ahold of him so I can give him his money.”


“What did you hire him for?”


She thought maybe “male escort”
wouldn’t be a good thing to say. “He helped me with a personal issue.”


“I’m sorry, we don’t give out his
number.” The woman hung up again.


Kenzie sighed and slumped back into
her chair. If she couldn’t call him, she’d have to go to his apartment complex
and wait for him to appear. Like Lexi, the crazy stalker.


Nice.


 


***


 


Camden exhaled and swiveled in his
office chair to look at the clock. 9:30 pm. The sun had long ago set and his
concentration was shot. He stood and stretched. He had no motivation at all to
go home to his empty place, but he was exhausted and needed to sleep.


He grabbed his briefcase and
flicked off his light. The only bright spot of the week was talking to Kelly.
She was having another girl. He pushed down the slight feeling of jealousy that
rose in his chest. Kelly deserved happiness. He’d find someone eventually.


He made his way out to his car.
He’d brought the Lamborghini today. For some reason, though, even his car
didn’t lighten his dark mood. He gripped the steering wheel and drove along the
dark streets. The radio station blared some rock song, but he didn’t pay
attention. 


He pulled into the parking garage
and found his spot. When he cut the engine, he saw a figure out of the corner
of his eye. Someone lurking in the shadows. Not again. He’d thought Lexi was
with Daniel. Why was she stalking him again?


He slipped out of his car and shut
the door. The figure stepped out under the light.


Kenzie.


Only she’d dyed her hair black. The
sight of her made his heart stop. She twisted her hands together. “Don’t freak
out. I’m not stalking you. I mean, maybe I am, but not like in a bad way. I
couldn’t get your phone number and I really needed to talk to you so I thought
this was my only option. But now that you’re here I can see how freaky this
looks and—”


“Kenzie,” he said, holding in a
laugh, “what do you want?”


She tugged on her earlobe. “I have
to get to Mason’s reunion. His father is very ill. He may not make it through
the weekend.”


He stared at her. Was she asking
what he thought she was asking? “Okay,” he said, cautiously.


“I can’t let him down. He was kind
to me when others weren’t, and it wouldn’t be right for me to—”


“Kenzie,” he interrupted again.
“Are you asking me to go with you?”


She nodded. “Sorry. I babble when
I’m nervous.”


This time he didn’t hold it in. He
chuckled. “I know.”


“I realize I was rude to you last
week, and I probably shouldn’t be here, but I wasn’t sure what else to do.
Mason wants you there.”


Mason wanted him there? Whatever
for? He squinted at her, trying not to internalize the fact that she didn’t
want him there—it was Mason. “Why?”


“Something about me looking
successful if I had a full-time assistant or something. I don’t know. I just
have to get out there and the bus might be the fastest way but even that will
take over a day and he’s freaking out that I’m not already there and—”


“Kenzie.” Camden squeezed the handle
of his briefcase. This was probably a mistake, but he was going to say it
anyway. “I’ll go with you. We can take my jet.”


She paled. “No. I can’t fly.”


“Come on up. We can talk about it.”
He motioned to the elevator.


She bit her lip and nodded. “Okay.”


He pressed the elevator button and
stood back, soaking in the sight of her. He still couldn’t quite believe she
was there. It felt almost as if he were imagining it, but as soon as they
stepped into the elevator and he caught the smell of her, he knew it was real.
Kenzie really was here with him.


His instinct was to pull her to
him, but he wasn’t going to make the same mistake. He would keep her at arms-length
if he had to put on a straightjacket to do so. 


“You changed your hair color.”


She looked up at him. “Do you like
it?”


It suited her somehow. “Yes.”


After the elevator opened to his
penthouse, he motioned to the couch. “Have a seat. I’ll be right back.”


He went into his bedroom and
loosened his tie, setting his briefcase on the desk. He slipped out of his
uncomfortable shoes, then went back into the living room. Kenzie was sitting on
the couch, her feet up and her legs crossed. He sat, leaving plenty of room
between them. 


“I still think it’s a bad idea to
go, but I understand why you’re doing it. It makes the most sense to take my
jet out there. I’d be there for your moral support. We’d only have to stay as
long as you want.”


Kenzie shook her head. “I’m
terrified of flying.”


“My jet is perfectly safe.”


“It’s not the jet I’m afraid of.
It’s the falling out of the sky part.”


“Statistically, flying is safer
than driving.”


She gave him a flat look. “It
doesn’t help to sound like a PSA. I can’t get into an airplane.”


“Okay. Let’s look at bus tickets.”
He got his iPad and pulled up the website. He typed in all the details. “Looks
like we could leave tomorrow afternoon, but we wouldn’t get there until
Monday.”


“What?” She grabbed his iPad to
look at the route. “That’s no good. The reunion ends Sunday.”


He wanted to put his hand on hers,
but he sat back instead. “It’s okay. I can get us there by tomorrow morning.”


She set his iPad down on the couch
and swallowed. “I don’t know.”


“I promise I won’t let anything bad
happen.”


She looked at him with wide eyes,
but slowly nodded her head. “I guess I have no choice.”


He should have felt happy she’d
agreed to it, but for some reason, he was getting a bad feeling in his chest.
Why did Kenzie drag him into these crazy ideas?


 









Chapter 21


 


Kenzie gripped the armrests on the
leather chair, her knuckles white. Camden had convinced her it was no big deal,
but she was having a panic attack and they hadn’t even taken off yet. Camden
leaned closer to her. “They’re almost ready for takeoff. Once we’re in the air,
you can lie down and take a nap. It’s late. You’ll need sleep anyway; it’s a
long flight.”


She was clenched so tight, no part
of her was going to relax enough to fall asleep. “Unlikely,” she said through her
teeth.


The engines roared and the plane
began to move. Kenzie closed her eyes and tried not to think about being
thousands of feet in the air. Or falling from thousands of feet in the air. Her
stomach rolled.


“Hey,” Camden said, his voice
soothing. “Don’t think about the plane. Think about something that you like.
Jewelry. Camping. Walking on the beach.” He pried her fingers loose and took
her hand in his.


His voice helped a little. And when
she thought about walking on the beach, she thought about last weekend, with
Camden. Her mind raced to when they walked in the moonlight, and to his kiss.


The plane suddenly picked up speed
and she gripped his hand tight. “That’s right. Squeeze all the blood out of my
hand and you’ll be fine.”


She smiled and opened her eyes.
“Sorry.”


The plane continued to rocket
forward and Kenzie had a hard time breathing. The plane lifted, and she closed
her eyes again. Her stomach did that thing it always did when she was in an
elevator or on a fair ride. 


“Now, think about your favorite
things.” Camden’s voice cut through her fear. “What’s your favorite food?”


“Not a good idea to talk about food
right now.”


“Okay, point taken. What’s your
favorite band?”


She ground her teeth as they gained
altitude. She tried not to think about all the space under her seat. How far
down she’d have to fall if the bottom dropped out from under her. The plane
leveled out a bit. Camden had shut all the windows, which was good, because
seeing the city lights below would only freak her out. She opened her eyes and
forced herself to look at his face. “Promise you won’t laugh?”


“Why would I laugh? Unless it’s . .
. no, wait, don’t tell me . . . is it One Direction?”


She giggled, then noticed his hand
was turning purple. She let go and smiled at him. “No.”


“Backstreet Boys?”


She snorted, then slapped her hand
over her mouth. Had she really snorted? How embarrassing. “No. R.E.M.”


“Really? They’re a good band. Why
would I have laughed at that?”


“Not everyone likes my taste in
music.”


Camden grinned at her. “Not
everyone is me. Now, what’s your favorite color?”


“Sunset orange.”


“What? That’s not a color.”


“Yes, it is. It’s the color of the
sky during a sunset.”


“That’s totally cheating.” 


The look on his face made her
laugh. “Why? That’s the color I like the best.”


“But sunset orange has pinks and
purples in it. It’s a gradient, not a solid color.”


“My favorite color is a gradient.
Get over it. Just because your favorite color isn’t as cool as mine—”


“Hey, who said mine wasn’t as
cool?”


“What’s your favorite color, then?”


He tapped his chin. “Sea blue.”


“Talk about cheating! You just
changed your favorite color so yours is a gradient too.” Kenzie tried to keep a
straight face but failed.


“You’re impossible to please.” He
scoffed, but she saw the smile in his eyes. “Okay, on to another favorite.
What’s your favorite movie?”


“That’s easy. Better Off Dead.”


“Seriously? I love that movie.
There’s nothing funnier than the kid on his bike screaming, ‘I want my two
dollars.’”


She whacked his leg. “Get out. I
can’t believe you’ve seen that. Most people just look at me funny.”


“What? It’s a classic.”


“I think so. I guess everyone else
isn’t as sophisticated as we are.”


He grinned at her. “True. What’s
one movie where you would change the ending if you could?”


“Titanic. Worst. Ending. Ever. I
mean, Rose, you idiot, why didn’t you take turns on the floating wooden thing?
Really. How stupid to have him die. That was an epic love story. There was no
reason for him to die.”


“I’m going to disagree with you
there. The movie is so memorable because he died.”


Was he crazy? “What? There are
plenty of epic love stories that are memorable even though neither one of them
die.”


He slowly pried her fingers off the
armrest. She hadn’t noticed she’d gone back to gripping them with all her
might. His warm hands enclosed hers. “But the ending was so poignant. It took a
decent film and made it epic.”


She scoffed. “Whatever. Share the
floaty thing and live. That’s what I say.”


“We’ll have to agree to disagree on
that one. If you could go back to school to learn anything, what would it be?”


“Web design.”


One eyebrow lifted. “Why?”


“Because I’ve been trying to get a
website up and running for months, but it baffles me. I need some help figuring
it out.”


“I’m no expert, but I could help
you get one up and going.”


“I’d need an online shopping cart.”


He nodded. “I’m pretty sure I could
help you figure that out.”


“Thank you. That would be
wonderful.” She pulled out her phone and glanced at the clock, suddenly feeling
tired. One in the morning. 


“Do you want to lie down? These
seats recline.”


“Maybe for a little while.”


He showed her how to adjust the
chair, and they both reclined. He took her hand again. “How are you doing?”


She realized she wasn’t as tense.
She still didn’t love the idea that they were so high in the air, but Camden
had successfully gotten her mind off it, and she’d relaxed a little. “I’m
alright.”


“Good. Close your eyes and focus on
the pressure of my hand.” He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “I’ll tell you
about the time I accidentally locked myself out of my hotel room.”


She opened one eye. “And I imagine
you were naked.”


“Why would you imagine that?” He
gave her a fake shocked look. “Do you often imagine me naked? Because that’s not
right.”


She elbowed him in the ribs.
“Funny.”


He chuckled. “I thought it was.”


“So, what happened?” She closed her
eyes and settled back into the seat.


“I had gone out to get ice, but I forgot
my key. I got back to my room and could hear my cell phone ringing, but I
couldn’t answer it. I was expecting an important call.”


“That’s not good.”


“I finally found someone to let me
into my room, but it was too late. I’d missed the call. Had to call them back
with a lame excuse.”


He was speaking softer now, and the
drowsiness took over. “Mmmm.”


He shifted in his chair, and for a
second she thought she felt him press his lips to her forehead, but the feeling
was gone so quickly, she must have imagined it. “Goodnight,” he whispered.


She felt herself slip into sleep. At
one point she became aware that she was snuggled up against Camden, her head on
his shoulder. She decided not to worry about it. He knew they were nothing more
than friends. She allowed herself to drift back to sleep.


The plane dipping woke her with a
start. She sat up, her heart hammering. Was this it? Was the plane going down?
“It’s okay,” Camden said, his voice calm. He raised the back of her seat, then took
her hand. “We’re about to land.”


Relief flooded through her and she
swallowed. “Thank goodness, it’s almost over. I’ll feel a lot better once I’m
on the ground.”


He squeezed her hand. “If you could
time travel, where would you go?”


The plane jolted again and she
sucked in a breath. “Eighteen hundreds. Before airplanes.”


He didn’t laugh at her, he just continued
to hold her hand as the plane touched down and put on the brakes. They came to
a stop, and Kenzie looked down to see his poor fingertips were purple again.
She let go of him. “Sorry.”


“Don’t be,” he said, flexing his
hand. “We made it.”


A rush of feelings enveloped her.
Camden had not made fun of her for being afraid to fly. He’d spoken to her to
calm her, and he had stayed right by her the entire nine-hour flight. He hadn’t
complained when she’s squeezed the life out of his hand. He’d successfully
taken her mind off her fear and relaxed her so she could sleep. She wanted to
tell him thank you, but that seemed inadequate somehow. The words wouldn’t come
out.


She rubbed her eyes. “What time is
it?”


“Ten after six in the morning,
local time.”


“Plenty of time to get to the hotel
and get checked in. Mason gave me the schedule, and there’s nothing planned
before ten.”


Camden grabbed their luggage and
helped her down the stairs. She refrained from getting down on all fours and
kissing the cement. They rented a car, and Camden drove them to the hotel where
the family reunion was taking place. 


When they got to the front desk,
Kenzie felt like curling up on the tile and taking a nap, but she put her elbow
on the counter and rested her cheek on her hand. It wasn’t until the lady
behind the desk said there was only one room left that her head snapped up, her
eyes wide. “What did you say?”


“I’m sorry, we’re booked solid. All
I have left is one suite on the third floor.”


Kenzie groaned and buried her face
in her hands. “That’s great.”


“We’ll take it,” Camden said to the
lady. He turned to Kenzie. “We’ll make it work.”


She forced a smile. Camden was
right. They’d figure it out. The lady at the desk typed on her keyboard. “The
room won’t be ready until noon. You can come and get the key cards after that.”


“Sure. Can you hold our luggage for
us?”


“We’ll lock it in the back room.”
He followed the employee around the desk, then disappeared into the back. Had
he gotten more handsome overnight? He had a day’s stubble on his jaw, and his
hair was a bit tousled, but that just made him sexier. Kenzie tried to keep her
heart from hammering in her chest, but she was having a difficult time. She
repeated the mantra in her head: just friends . . . just friends.


He came back from the room; with
one look, she knew she was in trouble.


 









Chapter 22


 


Camden sat across from Kenzie as
they ate breakfast. The hotel was large, and the breakfast area spilled out
into an open area with a water fountain and a glass elevator. Skylights lit the
area. They sat by a palm tree that came up through a grate on the floor. 


He was so proud of her for getting
on the plane. She had amazing courage. He could see how frightened she was, but
she pushed through it. For Mason. The thought made his stomach sour.


“I told you my favorite movie.
What’s yours?”


“I’m a classics kind of guy.”


She raised her eyebrows at him. “Gone
with the Wind?”


“No. Princess Bride.”


She got that funny look on her
face, the one where she’s trying to hide a smile, but not quite succeeding.
“That’s not a classic.”


“It totally is.”


She rolled her eyes and picked up
her glass of water, hiding a wide smile behind it before taking a drink.


Mason came in the breakfast area
and strode over to their table. “There you are. How did you get here so fast?”
He pulled a chair from another table and sat next to Kenzie.


“My jet.” Camden enjoyed the
surprised look on Mason’s face.


“Wait—you have a jet? And you got her
to fly?”


Camden admitted that he probably
had a smug look on his face. “Yes.”


“Well, all right.” Mason grabbed her
hand. “Where’s the ring?”


Kenzie frowned and pulled it out of
her purse. She slid it on her finger, but didn’t look to happy about it. Mason’s
arm snaked around Kenzie’s shoulders. Kenzie stiffened, but didn’t move away.


Camden tried not to grind his teeth.
Kenzie was there to pretend to be Mason’s wife. As much as it annoyed and
angered Camden, there wasn’t much he could do about it. 


“The family is meeting in the courtyard
in a half-hour. I’ll wait here with you so we can walk in together.”


Camden lost his appetite.


“That’s fine,” Kenzie said.


Mason leaned back in his chair and
raked his fingers through his blond hair. He was handsome, Camden had to admit
it. Handsome and confident. And Camden watched as Mason’s gaze flitted to a
woman in a tight dress standing by the elevator. His eyes slid down her body,
and Camden felt like throwing up.


“How’s your father doing?” Kenzie
asked.


Mason didn’t take his eyes off the
woman. “Mm? He’s fine.”


Kenzie’s fork clattered to her
plate. “Fine?”


Mason finally looked at her. “What,
babe?” When he noticed the fire in her eyes, he straightened. “I mean, fine for
being just out of the hospital. Overall, he’s not doing well. But he’s having a
good day. A miracle, really.”


Kenzie suddenly stood and Mason’s
arm dropped. “Let’s go. I want to get there early.”


Mason shrugged. “Okay.”


They took care of their breakfast
trays and Camden trailed behind as Mason and Kenzie walked in front. Camden’s
heartbeat pounded in his ears as Mason put his arm on Kenzie’s shoulder. This
weekend was going to give Camden permanent heartburn.


They entered the courtyard. Tables
and chairs lined the brick. Palm trees and shrubs decorated the area, and a
small water fountain sat in the middle. A woman approached them. “Kenzie. I’m
glad you made it.” The frown on her face didn’t match her words. She gave
Kenzie one of those fake hugs, where her arms were sort of around Kenzie’s
shoulders but she didn’t pull her close, and let go faster than necessary. 


She turned to Camden. If her gaze
could have turned any frostier, snow would have started to fall. “And who is
this?”


Mason pulled Kenzie to his side,
his arm around her waist. “This is Camden, Kenzie’s assistant. I told you about
him. Camden, this is Delores, my mother.”


He shook the ice queen’s hand.
“Nice to meet you.”


“Well. When Mason told me about
Kenzie’s assistant, I was thinking . . . well. You’re different.”


Camden wasn’t sure what to say, so
he simply smiled.


“He just wanted to come meet you.
Kenzie got a big jewelry order in this morning, so Camden’s going to be super
busy today.” Mason shot him a look. “You might want to go start on that.”


Camden wasn’t about to leave Kenzie
alone with Mason. “Actually, I got all that shipped out already,” Camden shot
back. “I’m free for the rest of the day.” He hooked his thumbs in his pockets.


Kenzie flashed him a wide smile.
“Camden’s very efficient.”


Mason’s mother narrowed her eyes at
Camden. “Is he, now?”


Kenzie skillfully shrugged out of
Mason’s grasp. She took two steps toward Delores. “Where’s Alfred? Mason said
he’s having a good morning.”


“He’s resting in our suite. And
yes, I’d say he’s having a good morning.”


“Oh, good. I was worried when Mason
told me about his heart attack.”


Mason’s face drained of color.


Delores frowned. “He didn’t have a
heart attack.”


Mason swept in and put his hand on
Kenzie’s arm. “You misunderstood me. I wasn’t talking about father.”


A couple entered the courtyard and
Delores whispered, “Excuse me.” She glided over to them. “So glad you could
make it. How was the flight, Irene?”


Kenzie rounded on Mason. “You lied
about your father. How could you have done that?”


“I’m sorry, but you weren’t going
to come. I needed you here.” His face didn’t look apologetic at all.


“I ought to smack you,” Kenzie
hissed.


Camden wished she would. In fact,
he started imagining it.


“He’s dying anyway. Why do you care
if he was in the hospital or not? You don’t have the right to lecture me on
ethics. You destroyed our marriage.”


Kenzie’s cheeks flamed red as she
clamped her mouth shut. She yanked her arm away from him and stalked off to the
other side of the courtyard. Camden didn’t care what it looked like—he followed
her.


More people entered the courtyard
and Mason went to talk to them. Camden didn’t dare pull Kenzie to him, so he
shoved his fists into his pockets. “You okay?”


“This was stupid. Why did I come?”
She blinked, trying to keep the tears at bay. One slipped out anyway, and
Camden brushed his knuckles over it. His fingers tingled from the contact with
her skin.


“You have a big heart.”


“I have a stupid heart. I’m such an
idiot.”


I love your big, stupid heart.
Camden pinched his lips together. He couldn’t say the words. Could never tell
her how he felt, because as soon as he tried, she would run. He took in a
breath, and let it out slowly. How was he going to make it through this without
screwing it up?


 


***


 


Kenzie discreetly wiped her cheeks.
Tom Hanks’s voice screamed in her head: There’s no crying in baseball.
She needed to suck it up and get through this. She was being a baby. Mason was
a jerk, and she already knew that. She couldn’t let him past her wall. She
needed to build it a little higher. Make it stronger. She could get through
this, and then never see him again.


“Kenzie!” Mason called from across
the courtyard. “Come meet my cousins.”


She nodded, then took in a deep
breath. “Duty calls.”


Camden caught her arm. “Remember,
we can leave whenever you want. Just say the word.”


The concern behind his eyes
softened her. “Thanks, Camden. You’ve been a great friend.”


He let go of her arm like it had
caught on fire. He pressed his lips together and nodded.


Kenzie joined Mason, Camden
following behind her. They spent the next two hours being introduced to family
members Kenzie had no idea existed. She smiled and small talked while Mason manhandled
her. The smell of his cologne sickened her, but she kept grinning like a fool
anyway. Just when she thought she was going to lose it, Camden pulled out his
cell phone.


“Oh no.”


Everyone who had been ignoring him
now looked at him. Kenzie squirmed away from Mason. “What’s wrong?”


“Emergency order. I can’t say who
is commissioning this piece—we have a strict client confidentiality clause—but
she’s quite famous overseas. And she must have this in her hands before the
upcoming party at Buckingham Palace.”


There was a collective gasp.


Camden slid his finger over his
phone screen as if he were reading an email. “She’s paying the several-thousand-dollar
rush fee, so I’m afraid we have to get back to the room and start on the
piece.”


Mason’s Aunt Irene put her hand on
Kenzie’s shoulder. “Well, dear, Mason said you made jewelry for some important
people, but I had no idea.”


Kenzie could have kissed Camden,
right there in front of everyone. Instead, she just smiled. “Yes. The business
has taken off and Camden is invaluable. I’m sorry to disappear, but hopefully
I’ll get done before this evening’s dinner.”


Delores pinched her lips. “I’m sorry
that you’ll miss Alfred. He’s awake and will be down any moment.”


Guilt bubbled up in her chest.
“I’ll hurry.”


Camden took a step back. “Nice to
meet you all.”


“Bye,” Kenzie said before Delores
or Mason could pile on more guilt. She turned and walked with Camden back into
the hotel. As soon as the doors were shut, relief lifted her shoulders and she
looked up at him. “That was brilliant! Thank you. I thought I was going to die
in there. Mason and his arms. I thought he had like seven of them.”


“You looked like you needed a
breather.” They walked through the lobby to the front desk. Camden got their
luggage and suite key cards. “Let’s go put the luggage in the room, then we can
find somewhere to eat lunch.”


“Sounds good to me.”


Kenzie tried not to stand too close
to Camden in the elevator, but a large group of people got on right after them,
and she ended up pressed against his chest. His broad, well-defined . . . she
shouldn’t be thinking about that. And dang, he smelled good. Her hand
involuntarily splayed across his chest. “Sorry,” she whispered.


She thought she heard him say,
“Don’t be,” but when she glanced up at him he wasn’t looking at her. When they
got to the third floor, they wormed their way out of the crowd.


Camden slid his card in the door
and opened it for her. She walked into the suite and Camden followed her,
placing his suitcase on the couch. “I can sleep on here. You can have the bed.”


She nodded, suddenly feeling
nervous for some reason. “Where do you want to eat?”


“I’m open for anything. What are
you hungry for?”


She laughed. “That reminds me of
the meme I saw the other day. It said, ‘Marriage is just two people asking each
other what they want to eat until one of them dies.’ Not that we’re married.
We’re not. I know that. Of course.” She clamped her lips together, determined
to shut up now. Why did her mouth always go a million miles a minute when she
was nervous?


Camden chuckled and politely
ignored the fact that she was an idiot. “How about Mexican? We passed by a
Mexican restaurant on the way here. I think I can remember where it was.”


“Sounds good.”


Fifteen minutes later she was seated
across from him, light mariachi music playing, a bowl of salsa between them.
She picked up a chip and dipped it. “Buckingham Palace, huh? Who exactly were
you thinking of when you said that?”


“The Queen of England.”


She giggled. “Aim high, I guess.”


“I can’t think of a reason why she
wouldn’t order her jewelry from you.”


He looked serious, but she laughed
anyway. “Yeah. Good one.”


“You sell yourself short.”


“Maybe because no one ever believed
in me.” She’d said it under her breath, but she knew he’d heard her.


Camden pressed his lips into a thin
line. He reached out like he was going to take her hand, but pulled back
instead. “You don’t know your own worth.”


It was a simple statement, but she
watched as he swallowed, then broke eye contact. Almost like he wanted to say
more but was restraining himself. And there was something else there, something
she couldn’t quite pin down. Something in his gaze before he looked away.


He was a kind man. The thought made
her throat feel tight. If she were to imagine herself with a man, Camden would
fit perfectly. He was caring and warm. She could see it in his eyes. He took
the time to get to know her when no one else would.


Her heart pounded. She shoved the
chip into her mouth to avoid thinking about the feelings surging in her. She
didn’t want to feel this way toward Camden. They barely knew each other. 


And yet, her throat tightened as
she realized her feelings for Camden weren’t light. They ran deeper than she
wanted to admit to herself.


She had fallen in love with him.


 









Chapter 23


 


Kenzie tried to swallow the chip in
her mouth, but it wouldn’t go down. How had she let herself fall for another
rich guy she barely knew? What made her think convincing him to come to the
reunion with her was a good idea?


Camden seemed to be waiting for her
to respond to him, but she didn’t know what to say. No one had told her she was
worth anything. She grew up never measuring up. And now, a handsome man sat
across the table from her, and she was having a hard time understanding why he
would be saying such things. He was a nice guy, but Mason had been nice to her,
too. Telling her what he thought she wanted to hear. Was Camden doing the same
thing? 


How could she trust him?


Luckily, their food arrived and
broke the growing tension. Kenzie smiled down at her plate. “This smells
amazing.”


“Yes.” Camden didn’t look at the
food. “It does.”


She picked up her fork and cut the
end off her enchilada. “So cheesy.”


Camden still looked at her. “Yes.”


Finally, after she ignored his
intense stare, he turned to his plate and began eating. She didn’t want him to
get any ideas. She’d already encouraged him with the kiss. And now she needed
to show that she had no interest in him. 


The problem was, her heart didn’t
agree with her head.


“Where’s somewhere you would like
to travel, but wouldn’t want to live?”


Good. They were back to chatting
about nothing; she could handle that. “Venice.”


His fork paused in the air. “Really?
I’ve always thought of it as a romantic place. You wouldn’t want to live
there?”


“My parents went there for their
twenty-fifth anniversary. They said it was an interesting city, but it was
smelly and dirty.”


Camden slowly nodded his head. “I
could see how that would deter a person from living there.”


She didn’t want another awkward
silence to arise, so she asked, “How about you?”


“I’ve always wanted to visit
Graceland. But I wouldn’t want to live there. Too many people walking through
my bedroom.” He gave her a funny grin, and she laughed.


“Alright, where would you want to
live? If you could live anywhere.”


He shrugged and looked down at his
food. “I like living where I am. Can I cheat and say I’d live in Virginia?”


She made a face, wrinkling her
nose. “For the purpose of this conversation, just play along and pick anywhere
else. The world is full of interesting places. Pick one that you’d be drawn
to.”


He sipped his Coke through his
straw and looked contemplative. “I guess I’d pick somewhere green. Where lots
of plants grow. I’d love a garden.”


Kenzie nodded. “We had a garden
when we lived in Oregon. Everything grew there, whether you wanted it to or
not. I loved going out and picking blackberries and raspberries. Those plants
went nuts there.”


“I can totally see you gardening.”


“It didn’t last long. We moved to
Arizona.” She scooped a pile of rice onto her fork.


Camden studied her. “I bet it was
difficult to move so often as a kid. You had to dig up so many roots.”


“I learned to not put down roots.”


“You stopped making friends at
school?”


She allowed her gaze to meet his.
“When you know you’re going to move again soon, you stop being friendly.
Friendly hurts too much.”


Why was she telling this to Camden?
He didn’t care that she moved around a lot as a kid. Before he could respond,
she changed the subject. “If you could have anything in the world, what would
it be?”


Camden’s gaze grew intense.
“Honestly? I’d want your phone number.”


“Come on. Anything in the world.
Stop joking around.”


He didn’t smile. “I’m not joking. I
really want your number.”


She pulled out her phone and tossed
it to him. “Then here you go. That was easy, wasn’t it?”


He chuckled as he programmed her
number into his phone. “Easier than I thought.”


“You didn’t think I’d give you my
number? We slept together last night.” Several people in the restaurant turned
to stare at her and she lowered her voice. “You know what I mean.”


He grinned and slid her phone back
to her. She couldn’t help but think about the difference between Mason, who
stole her phone to get her number, and Camden. Wait, how was she back to
thinking of Camden like that? She needed another change of subject. “What’s
your favorite book?”


He sat back in his chair. “I’ve
always said To Kill a Mockingbird, but I recently read a book that might
change that.”


Her interest piqued, she leaned
forward. “What book?”


“Twilight.”


Kenzie laughed. “You’re such a
liar.”


He sat, straight-faced, and arched
one eyebrow. “Am I?”


She stopped laughing. “You can’t be
serious. Twilight?”


“It was a good book.”


She studied his face for a hint of
a smile or a crack in his façade, but she couldn’t find one. “You have to be
joking.”


He shrugged. “You tell me.”


Dang. She really couldn’t tell if
he was being serious or pulling her leg. He wasn’t smiling at all. Not even a
hint. Now she wondered if she’d hurt his feelings by laughing. Then his lips
twitched. 


“You have to be joking. No
thirty-something man reads tween vampire books.”


“I guess you’ll never know.” He
smothered his smile and signaled for the check. She continued to study him for
a sign that he was about to laugh.


He never did.


Camden drove them back to the
hotel. After he parked and they entered the lobby, he turned to her. “Are you
sure you don’t want to play hooky a little longer?” 


She tugged on the bottom of her
blouse. She’d much rather play hooky with him, especially with Mason and his
octopus arms. But guilt nudged her forward. “I really should go talk to Mason’s
father. He’s been asking for me.” At least, that’s what Mason had said. Now she
wasn’t sure if he’d told her anything truthful.


Camden’s smile looked forced.
“Okay, then. I’m your assistant. But if the Queen of England needs another
necklace, I’ll have to interrupt again.”


She laughed and slapped him lightly
on the arm. “You’d better behave or I’ll fire you.”


“I have no doubt you would.”


“The afternoon gathering is in one
of the conference rooms. I think it’s 101.” She led him down the hallway.
Before she opened the door, she mouthed, “Behave.” 


Camden grinned and held his hands
up in a surrender motion.


Mason spied her immediately and
flew to her side. “I’m so glad you finished your order. Father wants to see
you.” He grabbed her arm and tugged her across the room. Camden followed. 


Mason’s father sat in a wheelchair,
but other than that, he looked fine. He was in his early seventies. The age
difference between him and Mason’s mother had startled her when she’d first met
them. She’d politely ignored it. Alfred’s hair was completely white, and was cut
short. Mrs. Wells flitted about like a butterfly on steroids, wringing her
hands and asking him if he needed anything. Mason shoved Kenzie in front of
him. “Here’s my lovely wife. Dad, you remember Kenzie from the wedding, right?”


Alfred made a face. “Of course I
remember. She was the pretty one.” He took one of Kenzie’s hands and patted it,
his wrinkled skin soft. “How are you, my dear?”


“Are you too warm?” Delores asked.
“Do you want me to take that blanket off your legs?”


“I’m fine, sweetheart.”


Delores picked up a glass with a
straw in it sitting on a nearby table. “Do you want another sip of your water?”


“No. I want to talk to Kenzie.
Alone.”


Delores’s mouth dropped open.
“Whatever for?”


“Nothing nefarious. I just want to
talk to my daughter-in-law without your constant hovering.”


Mason frowned, like he wasn’t in
love with the idea either. “What do you have to say to her that you can’t say
with us around?”


Alfred’s gaze turned hard. “What is
everyone so upset about? I just want to breathe a little. Now get.” He waved
his hand in a shooing motion.


Mason and his mother wandered off
to talk to one of his cousins. Camden ducked into the crowd.


Alfred patted the chair next to
him. “Come. Sit down and tell me, how’ve you been?”


Nerves shot through Kenzie’s
stomach as she sat down. Why was he singling her out? Had he discovered their
secret? “I’m fine. How are you?”


He patted her hand again. “Now, I
don’t want to talk about me. Everyone is always asking about me, and I’m tired
of it. I know I’m dying, and everyone else should have figured it out now too.
That’s just part of life, though, isn’t it? You, on the other hand, are not
dying. You’re living. But you’re not living with Mason, are you?”


Panic rose in her throat, choking
her. “Um. . .”


“Listen, I don’t care what strange
lifestyle you two want. But I’d like a little honesty.”


Words raced through Kenzie’s head,
but none of them wanted to come out. What should she say? Deny it and lie to
his face? She was a terrible liar. He’d know for sure. But if she told him the
truth, Mason would freak out on her. Actually, she wasn’t sure what he’d do.


She waffled, trying to decide what
to say. She twisted the wedding ring on her finger. Eventually, instead of
admitting it outright, she said, “How did you know?”


Alfred smiled. “Have you seen
Mason’s couch? No woman would live there without tossing out that couch.”


She laughed. Mason did love his
insanely expensive leather couch, with a built-in refrigerator and a massage
feature. It was truly hideous.


Alfred squeezed her hand. “Like I
said, I don’t want to butt in where I’m not invited. But if you have something
to tell me, I’d listen.”


She chewed her bottom lip. What would
happen if she blurted out that she and Mason weren’t married? That she’d left
him after a week? Would his father yell at her? He didn’t look like he was mad;
he looked understanding.


“Well, actually, we aren’t married
anymore.”


Alfred nodded. “I kind of assumed
as much.”


Mason came rushing up to them. “Kenzie,
come quick. There’s some sort of jewelry emergency.” He grabbed her arm and
jerked her off the chair.


“Mason,” his father said, but he
was already dragging her toward the door. 


After they were in the hallway, he
rounded on her. “What was that about? What did he want? Was he talking about
his will?”


Kenzie wanted to scream. “Mason,
this is stupid. We need to tell them.” Especially since she’d already spilled
the beans to his father.


Panic filled his eyes. “No!”


“Tell us what?” 


Kenzie turned to see Delores
standing there, hand on her hip, lips pinched together. This whole thing was
beyond ridiculous. “Mason and I aren’t—”


Mason slapped a hand over her
mouth. She shoved him away. “We’re not married anymore!” she shouted. She
ripped the wedding ring off her finger and flung it at Mason. He caught it
mid-air.


Delores’s eyes grew wide. “What?”


Mason’s mouth dropped. “What?”


Camden rushed through the door,
stopping short and looking at all of them. “What?”


“We are not married,” Kenzie said
again. “I filed for an annulment right after the honeymoon.”


Mason looked like he was
calculating the chances of his mother believing him if he said Kenzie had a
head injury and was rambling nonsense. Delores was frozen, her hand over her
mouth. Camden was frozen as well, his arms out a little like he might have to
pry Mason off her.


“Thank goodness,” Delores said.


Everyone stared at her. Mason shook
his head like he hadn’t heard her right. 


“I mean,” she continued, fingering
the buttons on her blouse. “Look at the two of you. No offense, Kenzie, but
you’re unstable.”


“I’m unstable?” The words
came out before she could censor them.


Camden came to her side and
whispered, “Let it go.”


“You’re not at all like the woman I
thought Mason would marry,” Delores said. “I thought this marriage was a bad
idea from the start. I’m so relieved.”


Mason’s gaze bounced between them.
“You’re not mad?”


“Heavens, no. Did you think I
wanted you married to a crazy woman?” She turned to Kenzie. “No offense.”


Kenzie pressed her lips together.
She wanted to give Delores a piece of her mind, but held back. Nothing good
would come from that.


Mason stepped toward his mother.
“But you said you wanted me married.”


“Yes, well, I take it back. I never
meant for you to marry the first person you came across who was silly enough to
say yes.”


Kenzie balled her hands into fists,
her fingernails digging into her skin.


“You won’t write me out of the
will?”


“Of course not. But we need to
figure out how to tell your father so it won’t upset him.”


Kenzie bit her lower lip. “About
that. . .”


 









Chapter 24


 


Camden pulled the thin white
blanket over him and snuggled into the pillow. The couch wasn’t very
comfortable, but it was better than the floor. Kenzie came out of the bathroom,
her long t-shirt hanging to her knees, her legs bare. “I hope that’s okay,” she
said. “Are you too cramped on there?”


“I’m fine,” he lied. “It’s cozy.”


She tilted her head. “You look like
you’re going to fall off.”


He chuckled. “I’m fine.”


She stood there for a few seconds
longer, and Camden wasn’t sure if she wanted something else. Finally, he said,
“I was proud of you this afternoon, standing up for yourself like that.”


“Thanks.” She took a step toward
him. “I didn’t mean to cause such a fuss at the reunion, though.”


“It’s better to get the truth out.”


“You’re right. Even if it caused a
scene.”


“Alfred took it well. Mason’s
happy. Delores is thrilled. You don’t have to stay for the rest of the reunion.
I’d call it a win.”


She smiled. “That is good.”


She continued to stand there, like
she wanted to say something else but didn’t have the courage. He sat up and
scooted over. “Come have a seat.”


“I don’t want to bother you. You
look tired.”


He sighed and patted the couch.
“Sit.”


She did as he said.


“What’s on your mind?” He ignored
the fact that now he could smell the almond and coco butter from her newly washed
hair.


She picked up the corner of the
blanket and fingered the edge. “I never really apologized to you for getting
mad at you for kissing me.”


Nice of her to bring that up.
Camden refrained from cringing. “It’s all water under the bridge.”


“No, I need to tell you I’m sorry.”
She didn’t look up at him. 


What was she sorry for? He made
advances, and she didn’t want them. End of story. She didn’t need to apologize
for not wanting him. What did she want him to say? He swallowed the lump
forming in his throat. “You’re forgiven.”


She raised her gaze to his, her
lips trembling like she was struggling for words. “I didn’t want to hurt you.”


And he didn’t want to talk about
it. Not when it still cut deeply. He enjoyed those kisses. In fact, he’d kiss
her again right now if he thought she might change her mind. If he thought he
had a chance that she could love him back.


But she didn’t love him.


Kissing her wasn’t going to
magically make her feel what he was feeling. She didn’t want to explore a
relationship, and he needed to control himself. He really needed to talk about
something else. “You didn’t. Are you going to be okay flying back tomorrow?”


She swallowed. “About that. . .”


“We can take things slow, just like
we did coming here.”


“I was thinking we could go a
little slower?”


He narrowed his eyes at her. “How
much slower?”


“Seventy-five miles per hour?” She
smiled, looking at him through lowered lashes.


“You want to drive back?” He wanted
to laugh, but held it in. She was serious.


“Please?”


He wanted to say no. Wanted to tell
her he had meetings and phone calls and really needed to get back to work, but,
looking at her sweet face, he couldn’t do it. “Alright.” Boy, he was a sucker.


Her grin widened to fill her whole
face. “Thank you!” She threw her arms around his neck and pulled him close. He
closed his eyes, careful not to breathe in the smell of her. He didn’t want to
be thinking about pulling her closer.


Luckily, the hug didn’t last long,
and she let him go. “Can we return the rental car back in Virginia?”


“I’m sure that will be fine. I’ll
make the arrangements.”


“Okay. Good.” Her gaze once again
went down to the blanket she was twisting between her fingers. “Can I ask you a
question?”


He wasn’t sure where this was
headed, but he nodded. “Go ahead.”


“Do you think I’m silly?”


No. He thought she was lovely and
caring. She was passionate and thoughtful. She was everything—except for his.
He blinked, pushing the thought away. “No.”


“I wasn’t trying to be silly when I
married Mason,” she said, her voice almost a whisper. “I thought we were in
love.”


The thought of Kenzie loving
another man nearly tore his heart into two.


“We were going to build a family
together.”


“He used you.”


She nodded, blinking fast, but a
tear escaped. “We were in Tijuana, on our honeymoon, when he cheated on me.”


“That’s terrible.”


Her gaze fell to her lap. “He
wanted me to stay and enjoy the rest of the honeymoon with him. Can you believe
it? He thought I’d pretend nothing had happened.”


“What did you do?”


“I packed my suitcase and used my
credit card to get home. He stayed in Tijuana for the rest of the week.” She
broke down and sobbed.


“He’s not worth your tears.” Before
he could stop himself, he reached around her and pulled her close to his chest.
She laid her head on his t-shirt.


“I know.” She sniffed. “It just
hurts so bad.”


Her voice broke and his heart
shattered. He had no words of healing for her. He couldn’t kiss away her tears.
The most he could do was gently press his lips to the top of her head and hope
she didn’t notice. He rubbed her back and let his fingers trail up her arm. “Forget
him.”


He knew that was easier said than
done. Kenzie had put her trust in someone, given her all to him, and he treated
her like worthless trash. 


A knock came on the door. Kenzie
wiped at her cheeks. “I’m a mess.”


“Don’t worry. I’m sure someone’s at
the wrong door. I’ll tell them to go away.” He stood and crossed the room. When
he opened the door, Mason stood on the other side.


“Is Kenzie here?” he asked, his
smile wide. “I want to thank her. She did awesome! She was such a flake, my mother
no longer cares if I’m married or not.”


Camden didn’t think. He punched the
jerk in the face. Mason’s head snapped back and his hands flew to his nose. He
pulled a hand away to see blood. “What was that for?”


“Go away.” Camden shut the door
before he hit Mason again and got himself sued.


Kenzie stared at him. “Did you just.
. .”


“Yep.” He clicked the lock and came
back to the couch.


A loud laugh came out of Kenzie,
and she clapped her hand over her mouth. “You’re going to be in trouble.”


“I don’t care. That felt really
good.” He smiled and Kenzie laughed again. He studied her face. “You okay?”


“Yes. Thanks for letting me blubber
on you.”


He took her hand, refraining from
pulling her close again. She looked at him, and he got lost in her eyes. They
were sea green. Full of life and love. She leaned toward him, and for a split
second he thought she was going to kiss him, but he backed away. What a
ludicrous thought. 


“Anytime,” he said, meaning it.


 


***


 


Kenzie lay in bed, listening to
Camden’s slow breathing. The clock said it was almost five in the morning.
She’d fallen right to sleep after talking to Camden, but something had woken
her and she couldn’t get back to sleep.


She couldn’t believe he’d punched
Mason in the face. How she wished she’d been sitting at a better angle so she
could have seen it. She could only imagine how Mason reacted to both the
right-hook and the door being slammed in his face.


Camden deserved sainthood for it.
Okay, that was extreme, but what a knight in shining armor he’d turned out to
be. He not only came to her rescue at the wedding, he’d come to her rescue
several times since. 


Just thinking about Camden sent her
heart into overdrive. She almost broke down and kissed him when they were
sitting on the couch. How stupid would that have been? She saw how he moved
back to avoid it. He probably thought she was crazy, just like Mason’s mother
did.


She took in a deep breath, letting
it out slowly. She was crazy. What was she doing? Falling in love with
another guy she barely knew. The thought of spending the next few days with
Camden . . . riding in the car and talking like they were buddies . . . the
thought made her heart ache. She’d end up falling for him more. And maybe doing
something stupid again.


Why couldn’t she be normal? Like
Tessa? Date a guy for a year and fall in love slowly. Fall for a guy who would
be safe. Rich guys weren’t safe; she’d found that out. She glanced at the
couch. All she could make out was Camden’s outline in the moonlight.


She couldn’t tell him she was in
love with him. She couldn’t make the same mistake again. And she couldn’t allow
herself to be with him for several days, knowing she would probably not be able
to resist his charm.


Her heart squeezed, and she knew
what she had to do. She slipped out of bed and dressed in the darkness. She
picked up the hotel pen and wrote a quick note on the back of the room receipt.
Then she set it in the middle of the desk before stuffing her things in her
suitcase.


She slipped out before the sun
rose.


 









Chapter 25


 


Camden woke and rubbed the sleep
out of his eyes. The couch hadn’t been that bad; he’d slept well. He stood,
stretching his back. He eyed the bed, but Kenzie wasn’t there. The bathroom
door was open, the light off. Maybe she’d gone down to get breakfast without
him. He had slept a little late. The clock said eight-thirty.


He picked up his suitcase and went
into the bathroom. If she were at breakfast, he could take a long shower and
not disturb her. He turned on the water and undressed. The hot spray felt
wonderful on his back.


After his shower, he shaved and got
ready for the long car ride. When he opened the bathroom door to find the hotel
suite still empty, a prickling feeling started on the back of his neck. Where
was Kenzie? He went to get his key card so he could check the breakfast area
himself, when suddenly he saw her note. 


Camden,


Thank you for everything. I feel
bad asking you to drive back with me. I know you’re busy, and I’m sure you want
to get back to your life after spending so much time saving mine. Go ahead and
take your jet. I’m renting my own car to take back.


Thanks again for everything.


Kenzie


Below the note sat four
hundred-dollar bills. His throat tightened, and a hole opened up in his chest.
Kenzie had left. He pulled out his phone and called her. The line rang, and he
waited for her to pick up. She didn’t answer. He called again, but still, no
one picked up.


He crumpled the note and threw it
back on the desk, raking his hand through his hair. When had she left? Why
wasn’t she picking up her phone? Had something happened to her? 


And then he realized that she’d
done it on purpose. She didn’t want to be contacted. If she had, she would have
picked up. She was running away like she always did. But this time, she was
running from him.


He exhaled and sat in the hotel chair.
He wasn’t ever going to see her again. The thought made him sick to his
stomach. Finally, he’d fallen in love with the perfect girl, and she didn’t
want him. Couldn’t even stand to spend one more minute with him. She wanted to
be out of his life so badly, she’d snuck out of the hotel in the middle of the
night.


Perfect.


He touched the hundred-dollar
bills. The money she’d promised him the first day they’d met. A lump formed in
his throat. She was finalizing their contract. Making it so she didn’t owe him
anything. She didn’t want to see him again.


Finally accepting it, he called his
assistant. “I need to fly home today. Can you make the arrangements?”


“Of course, sir.”


“Thanks.” He hung up and stuffed
his cell in his pocket. Eating breakfast didn’t appeal to him anymore. He just
wanted to go home and get back to work. He packed up his things and returned
the rental car at the airport. 


When he was on his jet, he leaned
his seat back and closed his eyes. The smell of almond and coco butter made his
pulse race. Her smell was still clinging to the seat. He was in trouble. Never
had he felt this way about a woman before. 


And she was gone.


 


***


 


Kenzie clutched the steering wheel,
driving as fast as she dared down the interstate. This was the third day of
solid driving, but she didn’t care. Staring at the road seemed to get her mind
off Camden. At least, sometimes it worked.


When he’d called her that first
day, she’d panicked and turned her phone off. She hadn’t wanted to talk to him.
What was she going to say? I’ve fallen in love with you, but that’s not
smart, so I need to get away from you? Arg. Why was she always the one to
get herself into these messes?


She pushed the radio button and
tuned in some pop music. She bobbed her head along to the beat. The song ended
and “Cake by the Ocean” came on, and it reminded her of when she and Camden
took off their shoes and walked along the beach at night.


The feel of the water rushing over
her feet, and Camden’s hand around hers . . . she’d felt safe with him. She
felt like she could trust him. The memory of that kiss in the moonlight brought
tears to her eyes. Why had she told him she hadn’t wanted a relationship? She was
so confused. The look on his face had made her heart ache.


She turned the radio off, but the
memory of the beach remained. She wondered if he’d been upset when he’d read
the note she left. Camden? Upset? Probably not. He was always so laid back. She
couldn’t imagine him getting mad over that.


She tried to ignore the hollow
feeling in her chest when thoughts of Camden plagued her, but it felt like it
would consume her. She was in love with him. She’d tried to not fall for him,
but it didn’t work. After only a week, she was madly in love.


The tears she didn’t realize she
was crying ran down her cheeks. Maybe she would go home and pack. Virginia
suddenly seemed too small a place to hold both of them. She couldn’t stand it
if she ran into him in the store. She’d break down and cling to him and
embarrass them both. 


The thought of never seeing Camden
again made it difficult to breathe. She was in trouble. She had to get out of
Virginia before she did something stupid, like run to his office and beg him to
give her a chance.


 









Chapter 26


 


Camden stared at Kenzie’s contact
information on his phone. Two months. That’s how long it had been since he’d
last seen her. Since she’d disappeared into the night. He’d called her off and
on, but she never answered. Why was he still holding on to the hope that maybe
one of these times she would pick up?


He tossed his phone on his desk,
not having the courage to call again. She’d probably changed her number. Why
couldn’t he take a hint? She didn’t want to see him, didn’t want to talk to
him, and definitely didn’t want a relationship with him.


He felt like growling in
frustration. He needed to work off some of his pent-up energy. He stabbed a
button on his desk phone and used the intercom. “I’m going to visit the
Chandler construction site.”


“I’ll hold your calls, Mr. James.”


He stood and crossed the room,
slipping on his suit jacket. He couldn’t go all dressed up. He’d have to stop
by his apartment and change. Twenty minutes later, he was leaving his apartment
in his jeans, feeling better already. 


His truck roared to life and he
pulled out of his parking stall. He was ready to go get dirty. When he showed
up on the site, Dave, the manager, approached him. He had a steadily receding
hairline. Soon he’d have to give up and shave it bald. “You didn’t tell me
you’d be here today,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Anything wrong?”


“Nope. Just wanted to come lend a
hand. Put me to work.”


Dave smiled and motioned toward the
site. “I know how you like to get your hands dirty. We’re pouring cement today.
You’re welcome to go join the men.”


Camden patted his shoulder.
“Thanks.”


He made his way over to the workers.
The rest of the afternoon was spent hauling heavy bags of cement, tying rebar,
and smoothing out the wet concrete. His muscles burned after they were done.


He went home, covered in dirt and
cement. As he entered his bedroom, ready to get into the shower, his cell phone
chimed. He looked at the text and froze. Kenzie’s name was on the screen.


Can we talk?


Three words, but he couldn’t
process them. 


After two months of not answering
his calls, she was texting him. She hadn’t changed her number. There it was,
the same one he’d been calling. He’d left countless messages, hoping she’d call
back. Nothing. For two months.


And now she wanted to talk. His
first instinct was to ignore her text. He was angry at her for ignoring his
calls. Angry that she’d left him. And suddenly, he felt used. She’d left once
before and only came back when she’d needed him again.


What was it this time? His stomach
clenched as he texted her back. 


What do you need?


Her answer came back immediately. 


To talk to you. 


To apologize.


He didn’t answer her, and his phone
chimed again.


To let you know how stupid I am.


And to tell you I made a
mistake.


He didn’t know what to say to her.
She was frustrating. But he missed her laugh. He missed the way she put her
whole heart into things. The way she jumped feet-first into whatever she did.
He missed her impulsiveness. Her heart.


I’m sorry. Please answer me.


His fingers trembled as he texted
her back. 


We can talk. Where are you?


Was he really going to let her back
into his life? He wasn’t sure that was a good idea. Her answer came fast.


In your parking garage.


What? He stared at her answer for a
full five seconds before responding. 


Get in my elevator. I’ll bring
you up.


He walked into the living room and
watched the view screen. When Kenzie appeared in the elevator, he pushed the
button to bring her up.


A minute later the doors opened and
Kenzie was standing there. His heart leapt into his throat. He stepped back and
motioned for her to enter. He had no idea what he was going to say to her. He
loved her, but he couldn’t stand to be rejected a third time. He couldn’t take
it.


Kenzie walked in wearing an
oversized t-shirt and leggings. She clutched her tie-dye bag in her hands. He
pointed to the couch. “Have a seat.”


“No. I don’t want to put you out.
I’ll say what I have to say, and then I’ll leave.”


He was afraid of that, but he felt
the sting anyway. She wanted to get something off her chest, and then she would
once again leave him.


He waited for her to continue, but
she just stood there, fidgeting with her bag strap. He ran a hand through his
hair. “If you don’t start talking, I’m going to go into the kitchen and pour
myself a drink.”


“Sorry. I guess I had all this
stuff planned out in my head, but now that I’m here, it won’t come out.”


Thor entered the room and strutted
over to Kenzie. He proceeded to rub against her legs and purr. Kenzie crouched
down and scratched his head.


“Go ahead and speak your mind.” He
didn’t know what she was going to say, and mentally steeled himself for whatever
it was.


She stood back up and cringed. “I don’t
know how to start.”


“Start at the beginning.”


“Okay. I love you.”


Camden blinked at her. “What?”


“Sorry, that was the end. The
beginning part didn’t make sense . . . because you were there and you weren’t the
male escort that I thought you were, but it turned out you were the knight in
shining armor that I had wanted, even when I didn’t know I wanted one. And—”


“Kenzie,” he interrupted. Had he
heard her right? She said she loved him?


Kenzie shuffled her feet. “I messed
everything up. I know I did. And I’m sorry. I should never have left you.”


Camden stared at her, confused.
“What do you want from me?”


She bit her lip, tears welling up
in her eyes. “I don’t know. Nothing, I guess.”


“Why are you here?”


“Because I can’t stop thinking
about you.” 


Her gaze lifted, and he looked into
her large green eyes. “I can’t stop thinking about you, either,” he admitted.


“Really?”


He exhaled in frustration. “Yeah. I
can’t get you out of my head. Every time I see Thor, I see you. You’re
everywhere. And one minute I’m so mad at you I could scream, but the next I
miss you so much I can’t stand it. You made me fall in love with you, and then
you left.”


She blinked, and the tears spilled
over on her cheeks. “I’m sorry.”


Before he could respond, Kenzie
threw her arms around his neck and pressed her lips to his. Stunned, he didn’t
react at first, but when her soft lips moved against his, he pulled her to him
and kissed her back. His heart melted. He hadn’t realized how much he’d missed
the feel of her in his arms. 


She pulled back. “I fell in love
with you in one weekend. How stupid is that?”


All his anger and frustration
dissolved, and all he wanted to do was kiss her. “Not stupid at all. I did the
same thing.”


She kissed him again, her fingers
threading through his hair. He grew bolder and kissed her like he’d always
wanted to kiss her. Passionate. With everything he had.


When the kiss ended, he pulled back
and gave her a lopsided smile. “I’m so confused about rule number two.”


Kenzie laughed. “Let’s toss out all
the rules.”


“Fine by me.” He picked her up and
twirled her. 


She laughed and pulled him to her
lips again. It was a light kiss, but it ignited a fire in him. When the kiss
ended, she smiled. “I love you, Camden James.”


He stared into her eyes and
sobered. “Never leave me again, Kenzie Bennett.”


“I promise,” she whispered.


 









Epilogue


 


The sound of dishes clinking filled
the dining room as Kenzie passed the mashed potatoes to Camden. Her father sat
at the head of the table, her mother by his side. Tessa and Eric sat on the
other side of the table, and Aunt Vita sat on the other end, beside Kenzie. The
spread before them looked massive.


Helene cleared her throat. “I’m so
glad you came to spend Thanksgiving with us, Camden. I don’t think we’d see
McKenzie if you hadn’t urged her to come.”


Kenzie held in a retort. That was
just how her mother was. She could grit her teeth and ignore it as long as
Camden was by her side. He patted her shoulder. “Thank you for inviting us,” he
said.


Vita patted Kenzie’s hand. “So nice
to see you, dear.”


“Nice to see you, too, Vita.”
Kenzie flashed a smile at her aunt before she cut into her turkey.


Helene made a face. “McKenzie, what
did you do to your hair? I liked that wine color. The black takes the light out
of your eyes.”


“I thought you didn’t like the
other color,” Kenzie said under her breath.


Her father shot her mother a look.
“I think it looks nice.”


“It might look nicer if you wore a
little makeup,” Helene said.


Kenzie set her fork down on her plate,
making a loud clinking noise. “Mom. Stop. I don’t want you nitpicking at me
anymore.”


Helene put her hand on her chest.
“Well. I’m just trying to help.”


Her father patted Helene’s hand.
“You are negative sometimes. Give the girls a break.”


Tessa sat quietly, staring at her mother,
her fork midway to her mouth. Helene blinked. “I didn’t mean to be. I just want
what’s best for my girls.”


“I know,” Michael said.


Helene straightened her back. “I
suppose I could try to be more supportive.”


“That’s all we want, Mom,” Tessa
said.


“Never wear a bra that isn’t
supportive,” Aunt Vita said, stabbing her turkey with her fork.


“Thanks, Vita.” Her father tried to
hide a smile behind his napkin.


Tessa giggled, and soon the whole
table was laughing. Kenzie was glad the attention was off her, and she joined
in. Camden leaned over and whispered, “I’m proud of you.”


“So, Camden,” Eric said. “What’s
been going on with you?”


“Our company landed a contract to
build a new arena in Richmond.”


“It’s all he’s talked about,” Kenzie
said, poking him in the side. “He likes it when there’s a local site, so he can
go play in the mud.”


“Sounds like a good contract.”


“It will be. And the city needs
it.”


The conversation waned as everyone
enjoyed their turkey. After dinner, Camden took his fork and tapped his water
glass. He stood. “I have an announcement.”


Kenzie stared up at him. What
announcement? Her heart pounded. She didn’t know what he was going to say.


The room grew silent and Vita
frowned and sat forward. “Never make an announcement at Thanksgiving dinner.”


Camden smiled at her. “Why not,
Vita?”


She got a smug look on her face.
“Proposals are much more appropriate.”


“Really? Well then.” Camden pushed
his chair out and got down on one knee. Kenzie’s throat grew dry and she had trouble
taking a breath. Tessa started bouncing in her chair, her smile wide.


Camden took a ring box out of his
pocket. “Kenzie, meeting you was the best thing that’s ever happened to me. The
craziest,” he said, and everyone laughed, “but the best. You have shown me that
love and laughter go hand in hand. You brighten my days and give me a reason to
live. And now, I want you to be my wife.”


He opened the ring box and she
gasped. He’d commissioned someone to integrate pieces of sea glass into the
ring’s design. It was the most beautiful ring she’d ever seen. She threw her
arms around his neck. “Of course I’ll marry you.”


Everyone clapped, and even her
mother smiled. She kissed Camden and the world melted away. Part of her was
aware of the catcalls and whoops around her, but the other part of her just
wanted to stay in her happy place with Camden.


He stood and pulled her close.
“Does this mean you’ll grow old with me?”


“I’ll be with you forever.”


“Good. Because I’m madly in love
with you.”


More whoops and catcalls erupted
when they kissed the second time. Vita stood. “Now that he’s finally proposed,
let’s eat pie.”


Kenzie laughed. “Pie sounds good,
Vita.”


 


The End 
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