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      Gordonville, Texas

      August 2015

      

      Cade tossed a final glance toward the stunning wood-and-stone community clubhouse he’d worked the past three years to bring to life as he headed for the parking lot. He peeked at his watch, then picked up his pace, eager to get back to the airport and home to Cadence.

      The ribbon-cutting ceremony had dragged on for far longer than he’d expected, and there were still hours left before he touched down in Portland again. These days, every second counted. Cadence was running out of time, and he wanted every moment they had left together.

      “Cade.” Jerry Riner, the lead man on the Texas-end of the Estralia Project, jogged Cade’s way in pleated khaki pants and a blue golf shirt.

      Dressed more formally in a pale-gray suit and tie, Cade stopped short of his rented pickup, forcing a polite smile. “Jerry, what can I do for you?”

      Jerry came to a halt, slightly out of breath in the oppressive, late-morning heat. “I wanted to thank you and Paxton Enterprises for all that you’ve done for us here in Gordonville. You’ve helped us turn this tiny town into a community that all of Texas can be proud of.”

      “It’s been a pleasure.”

      “You and Cadence outdid yourselves. The Dynamic Duo.”

      Cade chuckled at the nickname he and his sister had earned long ago. “The credit belongs entirely to Cadence. She’s the true visionary. I just play while she does the hard work.”

      Jerry smiled sadly. “Please tell her she was missed today—that we wish she could have been here to celebrate with us. I’ve enjoyed working with her immensely. She’s a remarkable lady.”

      Truer words had never been spoken. Cade held out his hand. “Thank you, Jerry. I’ll be sure to let her know.” Impatient to be gone, he stepped back. “I should get to the airport.”

      “Safe travels.”

      “Thank you.” He sent Jerry a nod, then got in the truck, turning over the ignition. He made quick work of backing up, then pulled onto the main road, starting the ninety-minute journey to Houston with his foot heavy on the gas and the air conditioning pumping through the vents.

      Grabbing his phone, he powered it on, hating that he’d turned it off in the first place. But Dad had drilled it into their heads from the moment they’d been old enough to listen that customer service was always face-to-face and distraction-free. “Make everyone feel like someone,” he muttered, repeating Dad’s motto as he noted that he had a message.

      He smiled when his sister’s voice filled his ear, her Americanized Australian accent so much like his.

      “Paxy, it’s me.” Cadence sighed. “I wish you were here with me this morning. It’s so beautiful sitting in my favorite spot on the balcony. The sun is shining. The view of the lake is breathtaking. I can hear the kiddos carrying on down in the pool, laughing and raising a ruckus, driving Jade crazy.” She chuckled. “And, of course, Mum’s fussing at Dad about something. Harrison and Willow have escaped to the store for tonight’s dinner, and you’re off kicking butt, finishing our project because I asked you to. It’s all so normal. Everything seems so normal and perfect.”

      She sighed again, far more wearily. “I’m getting worse, Pax. Last night was a tough one. I had another fit—another grand mal. The worst of them yet. I couldn’t see or speak for a little while afterward.”

      Cade swallowed, gripping the steering wheel tighter as he pressed harder on the accelerator, loathing the fact that he was in Texas instead of by his sister’s side.

      “Mum wanted to call you and tell you what was going on, but I insisted that she not,” Cadence continued. “I can feel myself slipping away, Paxy. Each moment, each day. When I look in the mirror, I don’t recognize the frail, bloated woman I see. I know deep down that I’m running out of chances to use the medicine they gave me—to just fall asleep instead of continuing to fight this battle I can’t win.”

      She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, I can’t stay. I’m sorry, I have to leave you here. You’re the one I’ll miss the most—the one I love best. You’re made for great things, Pax—big, exciting things. You’re the only one of us brave enough to go after everything you want. Get everything you want, Paxy. I’ll never be far. I love you, Cade.”

      He pulled the phone away from his ear, blinking at it. Why did that sound so final? Because Cadence never, ever called him Cade.

      His stomach shuddered, and his heart raced as he jerked the truck to the side of the road with a screech of tires. “You didn’t. Please, tell me you didn’t,” he whispered in a frantic chant, terrified by what he’d just heard—that it sounded like Cadence had said goodbye.

      The phone started to ring in his trembling hand, and he flinched with the shock of the sudden noise, fumbling and dropping it. The tears began pouring as he snatched it up off the floor, already knowing—feeling it—as he read his mother’s name on his screen. “Mum⁠—”

      “She’s gone!” Mum wailed. “I came up to check on her, and she’s gone!”

      Shaking his head, yanking at his tie, he got out of the truck, pacing the white line, unable to speak, unable to think—to breathe—as he raked his hand through his hair.

      Stumbling forward, he collapsed against the blinding glint of the grill, realizing that the deep moaning he heard was coming from him.

      Sinking to the pavement, he watched the waves of heat dancing on the stretch of highway in the distance, trying to believe that the person he’d entered this world with was no longer here.

      Cadence was gone.
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      Carter Island, Massachusetts

      June 2018

      

      Cade picked up a green plastic basket on his way through the automatic doors. He navigated his way through the morning crowds at Sanderson’s only grocery store, on a mission to snag a canister of his favorite vanilla-flavored protein powder.

      It was barely seven thirty a.m., yet the tourists were up and about, giving the locals a run for their money. The high season was in full swing. Rentals were booked to capacity, and eight to ten thousand visitors invaded the pretty island each day.

      He made it to the health-food aisle, grabbing two containers of his preferred whey formula, then headed for the registers, stopping by the selection of local, farm-fresh blueberries in the produce section, figuring they’d make for an easy morning snack.

      Reaching for a package, he paused, doing a double take when the blue-eyed stunner picking through the tomatoes caught his attention. Five sevenish, slimly built, killer legs, and delicate shoulders showcased in a pale-green strapless sundress.

      He watched as she absently swiped long, sun-streaked light-brown locks back from her spectacular face, knowing right away that she was a Carter. Her resemblance to her siblings, Nate and Molly, was unmistakable—the last of the Carter family he had yet to meet.

      Lately, he’d been too busy for socializing. For the last few months, he’d been on and off the island—mostly off—as he finalized unfinished projects on the West Coast and moved the final pieces of his life to the east.

      He was mostly unpacked and willing to give this fresh start an honest try. The Sanderson Compound’s guesthouse was his to call home for as long as he paid the rent.

      Choosing a carton of blueberries at random, he added them to his haul, curious about the woman who stroked the small bundle strapped to her front in one of those baby sling gadgets as she moved on to peruse the avocados.

      He’d heard rumors here and there. Gwenyth Carter had been married and pregnant one minute, then she’d had a baby and was divorced the next. Whispers of adultery, abandonment, and abuse had rushed around the island, but no one could say for sure what had gone wrong. The Carters and anyone close to the family had closed ranks around the new divorcée.

      He glanced at his watch, debating whether he should take a moment to say hello, but decided against it. Carter Island’s newly elected mayor and the town council were expecting updates on the various phase-one projects going on around town. Plus, Gwen was already booked into his calendar for a twelve thirty meeting while he donned his dual professional hats: Paxton Enterprises’ Representative and Chief Consultant for the Carter Island Redevelopment Plan, and the new owner and operator of Carter Island Air.

      Not only did he have an island to maximize and develop, but he also had an airline to rebrand and an airport to bring into the twenty-first century—and Rebecca Carter Interiors was going to help him with the latter. One of Boston’s most sought-after freelance interior designers had handed off the project to her oldest daughter.

      He turned to be on his way but stopped when Gwen headed for the organic greens and stood on her tiptoes, struggling to reach the last package of pre-washed spinach on the top shelf.

      She moved closer, protecting her daughter’s head from the shelving as she reached again with no luck.

      Never one to walk away from someone in need, he headed her way, breathing in subtle French perfume and high-end shampoo as he got closer. “Need a hand?” he asked.

      She stopped, cautiously curving her lush, cupid’s bow lips. “Sure.”

      Definitely a Carter—Nate and Molly’s smile—but Gwen’s had a bit more punch. He easily snatched up the bag, his six-foot-four height his advantage. “Here you are.”

      She took it, their fingers brushing on the plastic. “Thank you.”

      He jerked his shoulders. “I figure my giant status should be good for something.”

      Her smile was back, friendlier this time, even as she measured him through her big baby blues. “You’re Cade.”

      He nodded, holding out his hand. “Cade Paxton.”

      Her well-manicured hand was swallowed up by his as she returned his handshake. “Gwen Carter.”

      “It’s nice to finally meet you.” He peeked at the sleeping baby, mostly sheltered by the gray-and-white striped sling. “Who have you got there?”

      Her hand moved to press against her daughter’s back in a protective gesture as she took a slight step away. “This is Kaitlyn. She finds grocery shopping relaxing.”

      It was Cade’s turn to smile as he realized that Gwen was quick-witted like her sister—and he liked Molly a lot. “I’m envious. She’ll have to tell me her secret.”

      Gwen’s palm slid along her baby in soothing strokes, as it had moments ago. “I’m still waiting for her to tell me. I’m convinced that it’s one of those on-a-need-to-know-basis things. Clearly, she’s decided I don’t.”

      More charmed than he wanted to be, he grinned, taking a step back. “I should be on my way. Buzz and the council are waiting for me. But I’ll see you today after lunch.”

      “Yes.” She grabbed the handle of her cart, already distracted as her gaze wandered to her list. “After lunch. Thanks again for your help.” She held up the bag of spinach before she tossed it among the other items.

      “No problem.” He walked the short distance to stand in line, looking over his shoulder, catching a last glimpse of Gwen before she disappeared down one of the aisles. He glanced at his watch, figuring the time until their meeting, interested to see what she would bring to the interior design table.
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        * * *

      

      Gwen muttered a curse as she fastened Kaitlyn’s car seat into its base in the back seat of her white Audi Q7. Hurrying around to the driver’s side, she took a quick peek as she set her laptop case and Kaitlyn’s diaper bag on the passenger side floor, making certain that she had everything, as Kaitlyn let out a loud cry of protest.

      “It’s okay, sweetie.” She turned over the SUV’s engine, praying that her fussy baby would settle and get back to her early-afternoon nap. Waking Kaitlyn certainly hadn’t been part of the original plan. “I’ll have us moving in just a second.”

      Taking a deep breath, she adjusted her sunglasses against the summer sunshine, then started down Carter House’s long driveway, selecting the satellite lullaby station Kaitlyn seemed to enjoy. “Here we go. Now you’ve got your tunes, and you know how much you love a nice drive.”

      Kaitlyn cried harder.

      “Oh, honey, we’ll be there soon.” But as she eased to a stop at the end of Mansion Row, waiting for a break in the heavy Highway 1 traffic, she rolled her eyes. “Or maybe not.”

      Tears streamed down Kaitlyn’s cheeks while they sat idle.

      “Just give Mommy one minute.” She saw her chance to go and turned right, deciding to take the longer-but-typically-less-busy route toward Sanderson’s downtown limits and the airport. “See? We’re on our way. It’s not so bad after all, right?”

      One mile turned into two while Kaitlyn fussed some more, then finally snuggled in against her favorite pale-pink blanket.

      Gwen let her shoulders relax as she glanced in the backseat mirror, noting Kaitlyn’s eyes drooping closed. “That’s my girl,” she said on a yawn, absolutely exhausted herself.

      Their entire day had been madness—the last three days, in fact. Out of nowhere, her nearly five-and-a-half-month-old had decided that night was day and vice versa. Kaitlyn’s feedings were off, too. And when Kay, Carter County Sheriff Department’s longtime dispatcher and family friend, called at the last minute to tell Gwen that there had been an accident down by the ferry docks and she wouldn’t be able to sneak away to watch Kaitlyn, another wrench had been thrown into her insanity.

      There’d been no one else to call to help her out of her jam. Everyone she trusted to care for Kaitlyn had their hands full with the typical high-season shenanigans.

      Molly and Callie were dealing with the masses at the bakery. Nate was most likely handling the accident by the ferry. Brad was busy with patients at the clinic. And Mom and Dad were staying in Boston for the next couple of months while Mom consulted on a massive hotel renovation.

      She was officially stuck, finding both of her professional options incredibly unprofessional: cancel with less than an hour’s notice or bring her baby to work. Since option number two was the best of the worst, she hoped like crazy that Cade was as kind as Molly and Nate had attested to.

      He’d seemed all right when they met earlier this morning, but, ultimately, she would see. Molly and Nate knew Cade casually. She and Cade would be working together in a strictly business capacity.

      She thought back to their quick meeting in the grocery store. Cade had certainly been a sight to behold—early thirties at the most, striking green eyes, and short, sun-streaked dark-blond hair. Then there had been the darker scruff accentuating his strong jawline and his broad shoulders to go along with all of his muscles.

      Tall, tan, and hot if you were into that sort of thing.

      Athletics had undoubtedly played a part in Cade Paxton’s past, but now he was a businessman—a big-time billionaire businessman who’d hired Rebecca Carter Interiors to help him give Carter Island Airport a little buff and polish.

      When Mom had handed off the once-in-a-lifetime project, Gwen had experienced several bad moments, worrying that she might not be up for the challenge. She’d certainly assisted Mom with numerous large interior design jobs over the years, but this was an entire airport. Yet her need for a big payday had forced her to put away the worst of her doubts and insecurities and jump at the chance to pave a new path for herself and her daughter’s future.

      With Kaitlyn’s arrival and Nate and Callie’s baby soon arriving, Mom and Dad kept mentioning putting their Arizona house on the market and making Carter Island their once-again permanent home. Mom had also hinted that reopening Rebecca Carter Interiors on a full-time basis was in the cards—and the assistant job was Gwen’s for the taking.

      How could she say no?

      She was a single mother—officially divorced for the last two and a half months. She was also nearly broke.

      She’d learned the hard way that Liam O’Leary was an absolute bastard. He’d taken her to the cleaners in the name of marital assets, helping himself to half of her investment portfolio, as well as the sizable savings account she’d spent a decade of her life accumulating. He’d also saddled her with massive credit card debt.

      Somewhere along the way, she’d forgotten about the black card they’d opened two years ago to pay for some of their wedding expenses. The monthly bill had gone to their Boston address, and she hadn’t realized that shortly after they’d said their “I dos,” Liam had started spending extravagantly, racking up nearly a hundred thousand dollars while he’d spoiled his mistress with expensive jewelry, lavish vacations to the Mediterranean, and weekends away in wine country.

      She’d thought his worst betrayal had been finding him in bed with another woman, but when the past-due bills started rolling in, she realized that Liam had reneged on his agreement to take responsibility for his half of the monthly credit card payment.

      With little choice, she’d cleaned out another enormous chunk of her life savings to pay off the balance, close the card, and officially free her name from any further financial ties to her ex-husband.

      As Vice President of Sales for the Northeast’s largest pharmaceutical company, Liam was generously compensated. Plus, he had access to a sizable trust fund that had been protected from their divorce proceedings.

      Liam had never been a saver, which meant there’d been little to divide fairly and equally, but she doubted he’d lost any sleep over it. Liam had always played to win, no matter the cost—and he sure as hell had won.

      Taking him back to court to recoup her losses was always an option—an expensive, time-consuming process that she couldn’t afford, so she’d decided to keep her mouth shut and let it go, eager to move on.

      Alimony had been an option her attorney had suggested, too. But she refused to go there. She could and would take care of herself.

      Her lawyer had also warned her that she was getting screwed when she chose the expedited route to end her nuptial nightmare. But ultimately, she had gotten exactly what she’d asked for in the divorce: sole legal and physical custody of Kaitlyn.

      Securing full custody of her daughter had been all that mattered. Plus, she’d been able to keep the vehicle she’d purchased and paid for and her one-third share of Carter Island Arts and Eats, the new business she owned with Molly and Callie.

      Liam’s one and only responsibility to Kaitlyn was providing her with health insurance. Otherwise, he had nothing to do with his daughter, which broke Gwen’s heart.

      She’d wanted so much more for her little girl. For as long as she could remember, she’d dreamt of white picket fences, two loving parents for her children, and siblings born close together, so they could grow up as confidants and friends—everything she’d had in her life.

      But it had become painfully obvious shortly after their wedding that Liam had no interest in being her partner. She’d foolishly hoped he might come around when she announced her pregnancy, but Liam had spent even more time away on business trips instead of at home preparing for the birth of his daughter.

      On the night Kaitlyn was born, Liam hadn’t been there. As Gwen had cuddled her new baby girl, she’d promised her that she would never know anything but love.

      It was undeniable that she’d made an absolute mess of her life. It baffled her that she’d made so many mistakes over the last three years—the biggest by far was giving her heart to a man who hadn’t deserved it.

      Even several months after finally calling it quits, it still stung that she’d married a man who had loved the prestige of the Carter name and her connections to the Sanderson family more than he’d loved her. If he’d ever loved her at all.

      In her lowest moments, she couldn’t ignore the bone-deep shame and humiliation of being used so cruelly, nor could she pretend that she didn’t constantly question herself. She hated that she’d allowed a man to shatter her to her core. She was supposed to have been stronger. Smarter.

      Never again would she be so foolish. Never again would she go down that road.

      She had all that she wanted and needed: a healthy, beautiful daughter, amazing family and friends, and a gorgeous historical home to call her own. She also had a new career path that was about to take off. She’d officially hit the reset button on her life, and it felt so damn good.

      Tucking away her thoughts, she moved farther down Highway 1, glancing out at the sunlight glinting on the inky-blue Atlantic.

      Sighing her pleasure, she passed Mary’s Bluff and the pretty red lighthouse towering among the jetty rocks—one of her all-time favorite views. There was nothing more soothing and beautiful than Carter Island in its summer glory. But as she gave her attention back to the road, she pressed harder on the accelerator, realizing that she was on the verge of being late for her initial meeting.

      Moments later, she slowed as she approached the turn for Carter Island Airport, then made the left, eventually finding a parking space much farther away from the building than she’d hoped for. The quiet season was definitely long over.

      Grabbing the diaper bag and her laptop case, she quickly set up Kaitlyn’s stroller, settling the car seat into its place. Holding her breath, she gave the stroller a smooth back-and-forth roll as Kaitlyn stirred, then fell back to sleep.

      “Just give me an hour, Baby Girl,” she whispered, walk-jogging her way to the entrance. “We really need this payday.”
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      Gwen slid her sunglasses on top of her head as she walked into the hustle and noise of several busy travelers lined up at Carter Island Air’s check-in kiosk. Settling her bags more securely on her shoulder, she made quick work of moving farther out of the commotion, smiling when Charlotte Deacon grinned and waved from her seat at the Customer Service desk. Subtly smoothing her strapless sundress, Gwen glanced around, searching for her new client.

      Moments later, Cade appeared from his office, wearing the khaki slacks and navy blue golf shirt she remembered from this morning. He flashed her a grin with his perfect pearly whites as he headed down the hallway.

      She returned his smile, refusing to acknowledge that his mouthwatering face and long, hard body had any effect on her. She’d fallen for good looks before. They no longer impressed her much.

      “Gwen.” He stopped in front of her, holding out his hand as he had earlier in the day.

      She accepted his handshake, feeling his rough calluses against her soft skin. “Cade. I’m afraid my sitter canceled at the last minute. I apologize for bringing my daughter to work. She should sleep, though.”

      “No worries. Come on back to my office.”

      She exhaled a quiet breath. So far, so good. “Sure.”

      Walking by his side, she noted Cade Paxton’s oblivion as several females glanced in his direction. She imagined they would find his Aussie accent as appealing as the rest of him. But she didn’t.

      “Right in here,” he said, letting her into Buzz Deacon’s former office before him. “Go ahead and make yourself comfortable.”

      She glanced around at the old furnishings and the ugly orange carpeting that needed replacing. “Thanks.”

      “Can I get you anything to drink?”

      “Uh, no, I think I’m all set, but I appreciate it.” She wanted to get started before Kaitlyn woke up again.

      Settling quickly in her seat, she took out her laptop, taking a moment to collect herself. The last thing she wanted was to appear frazzled or as if she was rushing their appointment along.

      Cade took his seat behind the ancient box-store desk.

      She sent him another professional smile, emanating far more confidence than she felt. “Are you ready to get started?”

      He sat back, locking his hands behind his head, the picture of male confidence and relaxation. “Absolutely.”

      “Great—”

      His cell phone started to ring. “Excuse me.” He pulled the phone from his pocket, glancing at it. “I’m afraid I need to take this.”

      “Sure.”

      He stood, walking from the room, half closing the door. “Trent, tell me you’ve got good news, mate. Bullshit. That’s unacceptable. Those permits should’ve been in hand weeks ago. Get this fixed because this is costing us a fucking fortune.”

      Gwen nibbled her lip, sliding her gaze toward the hallway as Cade’s voice chilled several degrees. Apparently, Cade Paxton wasn’t all charm and sunshine, which didn’t surprise her in the least. Businessmen didn’t become billionaires by playing nice.

      “Call me back when you have what we need.” The door opened again, then closed behind him as he shoved his phone away and took his seat. “Sorry about that.”

      She cleared her throat, studying, measuring, still trying to get a solid read on him. But the jury was bound to be out for a while. “No problem.”

      He folded his hands, giving her his full attention. “You were just getting started when I interrupted you.”

      “Yes.” She swallowed, sitting up taller, refusing to be intimidated by the man sitting across from her. “You had a preliminary meeting with my mother a few weeks ago, discussing some of the broader concepts for the renovation.” She gestured to the laptop and notes her mother had passed off to her. “As you know, I’ll be taking the lead on this project. Our goal at Rebecca Carter Interiors is to bring your vision to life.”

      He smiled. “I’m looking forward to changing things up.”

      “I imagine.” Carter Island’s airport was functional and had its charms, but that didn’t mean it didn’t need some serious work.

      She settled back in the hideous brown plaid chair, ignoring the spring poking her in the back, determined to crush this first meeting. “I would love to hear more about what you’re looking for—our first step in creating your story.”

      He frowned. “My story?”

      “Yes.” She swiped her hair behind her ear. “Every space tells a story.” She glanced around at the dung-brown walls and cheap gold-framed prints hanging there, clearing her throat. “Um, your office, for instance, is no-nonsense. Important work is done here.”

      He grinned. “This room is awful. I want us to attack the entire building. Everything needs updating.”

      She nodded, making notes in the file. “That’s good—very good.”

      He chuckled.

      She smiled, relaxing a degree.

      “All the office spaces need a makeover, but the areas that serve our passengers are the priority.”

      Gwen nodded. “That makes sense. Once I better understand your vision, I’ll be able to create several concept boards. We’ll go over them together—decide what you like and what you don’t. Maybe you’ll want to mix and match some ideas, and we’ll go from there.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “I’ll also be in and out over the next couple of days, taking photographs and measurements for the various spaces.”

      “Great.” His hands wandered behind his head as he sat back—Mr. Relaxed again. Then he abruptly sat up, his eyes growing wide.

      She frowned. “Is there a problem?”

      “No. No, I’d say we’re on the right track.”

      Then why was he staring at her like that—like he was slightly panicked? “All right.”

      He rubbed at his jaw. “Gwen, I don’t know how to…” He cleared his throat as he gestured to her top.

      She glanced down, silently screaming a thousand horrors as she watched breast milk circles blooming at an alarming rate, darkening her pale-green sundress.

      Closing her eyes, she let her head hang. This was really happening. Right now. Sighing, she made herself meet his gaze. “Well, this is awkward.”

      He smiled sympathetically.

      Suddenly, Kaitlyn stirred and immediately began fussing.

      Helpless to do anything but watch disaster unfold, Gwen visualized the whopping check she’d been counting on disintegrate. “And things just keep getting better.”

      Gaining her feet, she unfastened Kaitlyn from her car seat, settling her on her lap as the baby started crying. “She’s off her schedule.” Gwen glanced at her leaky breasts. “Clearly.”

      Cade grinned. “I imagine she’s hungry?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      He stood. “How about I give you a few minutes?”

      Kaitlyn let out a long, lusty cry, growing more upset as her needs went unmet.

      Gwen nodded. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll check on you in a bit.”

      “I appreciate it, Cade.”

      “No worries.” The door closed behind him.

      “Okay, sweetie,” she said on a sigh, settling Kaitlyn at her breast. “Eat up.”

      Her little girl immediately latched on for her late lunch.

      She smiled into Kailyn’s big blue eyes—her mirror image—playing with her daughter’s sweet little fingers, listening to each greedy gulp. “I think it’s pretty safe to say that we can cross the Airport Project off our summer to-do list. Guys just don’t understand leaky boobs the way we girls do.”

      She smiled again, even as she breathed away the quick wash of panic. Losing this job was a great big X in the huge deal column, but she wasn’t destitute, either. If she were careful, they could get by on what she had left in her savings account for the next little while.

      And she wasn’t jobless by any means. The bookings at Arts and Eats were full through the high season. If her projections were correct, she and her business partners would be earning a profit by late summer, which was excellent.

      Plus, she’d promised Mini she would handle all of Carter Island Realty and Rental’s stagings while Mini summered in Paris with Leah. In fact, she already had a staging on the books. The quarter percent she would earn on the sale of each of the homes she spiffed up wasn’t chump change.

      Then there was Brad and Molly’s new place, which she would be decorating later this fall when construction was complete. And hadn’t she just put together concepts for Carter Island’s reconstructed clinic?

      If things got tight in the meantime, there were a couple more pieces of jewelry in the safe she could sell. She’d already hocked her wedding ring for a pretty penny. And she could always ask her family for a loan, but that was an absolute last resort.

      She’d made her mess, and she would clean it up. All by herself.

      As long as Kaitlyn’s needs were being met, she would keep on keeping on without anyone knowing just how much financial trouble she was in. “We’re going to be fine. I promise.”

      Minutes ticked by, and she switched Kaitlyn to her opposite breast, hoping to avert any further disasters. “Help a girl out, okay?”

      Kaitlyn cooed, then drank again.

      “Thanks.” She smiled. “You’re growing again. I can tell. You’re getting so big. Before you know it, you’ll be trying sweet potatoes and applesauce, then I’ll blink, and we’ll be fighting over curfew and how short your shorts are.”

      Kaitlyn reached up, pressing her fingers to Gwen’s mouth.

      She grinned. “You’re the best, Baby Girl. I love you.”

      Cade gently tapped on the door, then poked his head in. “How are things going in here?”

      “Fine. Great.” Sitting Kaitlyn up, she quickly adjusted her top, covering her breast before she settled her daughter at her shoulder to burp. “You’re welcome to come back in.”

      Cade stepped inside, surprising Gwen when he knelt at her side, smiling at the baby, bringing the scent of his cologne with him. “Hello, sweetheart.”

      Kaitlyn rewarded him with a grin.

      Cade chuckled as he slid his big hand over her soft blonde hair. “You’re a beauty, aren’t you?”

      Kaitlyn cooed, burped, then spit up.

      “Uh-oh.” Cade leaned forward, his solid chest pressing against Gwen’s back as he plucked a couple of tissues from the box on his desk, then wiped Kaitlyn’s mouth. “There you are, love.”

      Kaitlyn smiled again.

      He smiled back, then cleared his throat. “Uh, would you like me to get the spit-up running down your back, Gwen?”

      She rolled her eyes, wondering how today could get any worse. “Um, sure.”

      Cade’s fingers brushed along her shoulder blade as he wiped and dabbed with another tissue.

      She fought not to stiffen at the gentle glide of his hand. It had been ages since a man had touched her, let alone a more-than-decent-looking stranger.

      “I think we’ve got the worst of it.”

      “Thank you.”

      Kaitlyn babbled, reaching out to Cade.

      “You’re a friendly one.” He chuckled again, touching her fingers, then stood, tossing the tissues in the trash. “She’s adorable, Gwen.”

      She studied the hulking man, realizing he meant it. “She’s definitely a keeper.” Her small smile faded. “I’m afraid our meeting’s turned into a bit of a horror show.”

      “It’s certainly been an original.”

      Her smile returned, even when she was certain she was about to get the ax. “Yes.”

      “I’d like to try again.” He pulled out his phone. “I’m hit or miss for the rest of the week, but I want to get this project going. How about dinner tonight?”

      She felt herself frown, expecting anything but a dinner invitation. “You want to have dinner?”

      He nodded. “What’s good around here? I haven’t had much of a chance to check out the summer fare.”

      She struggled not to sigh as she thought of her next dilemma. “Most everything is great, but I can’t promise I’ll be able to find a sitter on such short notice.”

      “Bring Kaitlyn with you.”

      Her left eyebrow winged up. “Because this afternoon has been such a success.”

      He roared out a laugh. “All right. We’ll have dinner at the compound, then. We can pick up where we left off—keep things more relaxed.”

      Dinner at his place. She didn’t love the idea, but he was trying to work with her. She was the one who needed this job. “All right.”

      “Do you like steak?”

      “Yes.”

      “Steak it is.”

      She stood, bringing Kaitlyn back to the stroller. “You’re sure about this?”

      “One hundred percent. How about six thirty?”

      She strapped Kaitlyn into her car seat. “Sure. I’ll bring dessert.”

      He nodded. “Perfect.” Then he walked over to the plastic coat hooks on the wall, grabbing a royal-blue windbreaker, holding it out to her. “I figure you might want this.”

      She took it, putting it on, breathing in his cologne as she rolled the sleeves several times, finding it huge. “Thank you. I’ll get this back to you this evening.”

      He shrugged. “Whenever is fine.”

      Gathering her stuff, she started for the door, rolling Kaitlyn in her stroller. “I’ll see you at six thirty.”

      “Bring your appetite.”

      She was a nursing mother. She always had an appetite. “That shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “It sounds like we’ll be good to go, then.”
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        * * *

      

      Cade shook his head, grinning as he closed his office door behind Gwen. Of the hundreds of meetings he’d led throughout his ten-year career, this had been a first. He’d been completely distracted, massively unproductive, and highly entertained. He’d spent less than twenty minutes in the company of Gwen Carter, yet he’d learned plenty.

      She was definitely sassy like her younger sister. She trusted him about as far as she could throw him. And she knew how to keep her cool in a dicey situation.

      Gwen had handled herself like a pro when he’d been forced to point out her potentially embarrassing issue. Most people would have fumbled and faltered, but she’d rolled with it, delighting him with her quick wit.

      And she’d made him laugh—one of his deep-in-the-gut belly laughs. When was the last time he’d laughed like that?

      His smile faded as he moved to take his seat behind his desk because he couldn’t remember.

      Leaning back in his cheap leather chair, he stared out the window at his fleet of planes, breathing in the scent of Gwen’s fancy French perfume still lingering in the air.

      She was sinfully gorgeous and spicy—pluses in the personal department. But he couldn’t dismiss his professional concerns—her ability to deliver on a big fucking redesign.

      He wanted perfection for this project—demanded it. The smart move—the logical move—was to hire someone who had more experience and fewer distractions in their schedule.

      He opened his drawer, picking up the business card for one of the larger Boston firms that had come highly recommended. But for reasons he couldn’t quite explain, he wanted to give Gwen the opportunity to prove to him that she could handle the job.

      Life whispers to you, Paxy, but you have to be willing to listen.

      He thought of his sister’s favorite saying, and because Cadence had always been far wiser than he could ever hope to be, he set the card back down and closed the drawer, going with his instincts instead of listening to his brain.

      He wasn’t a complete idiot. Rebecca had emailed him numerous samples of Gwen’s past projects—before and after photos from stagings she’d completed for Carter Island Realty and Rentals.

      Gwen had done excellent work. The high-end listings had sold within hours of hitting the market due to Gwen’s talent and attention to detail. But staging a five-thousand-square-foot home wasn’t in the same league as renovating an entire airport.

      Sighing, he locked his hands behind his head as he often did, trying to decide if he liked that Gwen had been on his mind since he’d spotted her at the grocery store.

      He’d had no desire to build bonds or be close to anyone since Cadence’s passing, but he couldn’t deny that Gwen had captured his attention.

      Shaking his head, he banished all thoughts of her, focusing on the paperwork waiting for him. Getting to work, he got lost in reports, contracts, and the still-mind-boggling details of running the day-to-day operations of a small island airport.
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        * * *

      

      Gwen walked into Carter Island Deli and Bakery, laughing when Molly and Callie glanced up, then rushed around the counter to shower Kaitlyn with grins and kisses. “Apparently, I’m chopped liver.”

      “No, but you’re not nearly as adorable as this girl.” Molly plucked Kaitlyn out of Gwen’s arms, noisily kissing her niece’s cheeks again. “Come here, cute stuff, and let me snuggle you up before we get busy again.”

      Kaitlyn grinned, babbling and cooing as she reached up, pulling on the long strands escaping Molly’s ponytail.

      Molly freed herself from Kaitlyn’s tight grip. “Hey, watch those pinchers, little crab.”

      “How are you?” Callie asked Gwen, wrapping her up in a hug.

      “I’m good.” Gwen returned her beautiful blonde sister-in-law’s embrace, loving that she could feel Callie’s growing baby bump as they embraced. Much to Callie’s dismay, it had taken months for her compact runner’s body to start finally showing signs of her pregnancy, but it wouldn’t be too much longer before Kaitlyn had a playmate. “I’m a little soggy, though.”

      Callie frowned as she eased back. “You’re soggy?”

      Gwen pulled the windbreaker open, showcasing the damp top half of her sundress. “They have a mind of their own, I swear. And I had no idea I was dripping like a damn faucet—practically geysering.”

      Callie laughed in sympathy. “Oh, no.”

      Gwen nodded. “Cade Paxton pointed it out during our business meeting.”

      Callie’s big blue eyes grew huge. “Oh, Gwen.”

      Molly stopped bouncing Kaitlyn about. “So, that’s where you got your cool new dress.”

      “Yes, a real fashion piece for sure.” Gwen cleared her throat, preparing to tell her two best friends the rest. Because she already knew how this was going to go. “We’re having dinner tonight.”

      Molly smiled smugly—the Carter smile—batting her long lashes.

      The Carter siblings inherited identical blue eyes and brow lines, as well. Nate and Gwen were often mistaken for twins, even though Gwen was a year older, and Nate’s six-foot muscular stature towered over both of his sisters. But Molly was the anomaly of the family—five foot six and petite, with her enviable dark-brown hair and olive skin. “Well, well, well.”

      Gwen rolled her eyes. “It’s business. We accomplished absolutely nothing while I leaked breast milk all over his office.”

      Molly’s smile returned. “And where are you having this business dinner?”

      “At the compound.”

      Molly waggled her brow. “Let me repeat myself. Well, well, well.”

      Gwen couldn’t help but chuckle at her sister’s predictable teasing. “Give me a break.”

      Grinning, Molly shrugged. “He’s a major hottie. I’ve been trying to tell you that for months.”

      Gwen wrinkled her nose. “I didn’t notice.” And that was the story she was sticking with, even as she tried to forget his full, sexy lips curving into a big smile and the way his laugh lines nearly crinkled into dimples with his grins.

      It was Molly’s turn to roll her eyes. “Tell me you don’t think anyone in this room believes that. The blind notice when Cade Paxton walks by. And the whole Aussie thing? Just stop it.”

      Gwen narrowed her eyes. “Aren’t you engaged to a hottie of your own?”

      “Yes, I am. But that doesn’t mean I can’t have a little fun messing with you.”

      Callie laughed. “I think we can all agree that Cade’s exceptionally dreamy, but that doesn’t mean that Gwen’s ready to get back into the dating game just yet.” She hooked her arm around Gwen’s waist in solidarity.

      “Thanks.” Gwen settled her head against Callie’s. “But I don’t have plans to date again. Ever. I’m not interested in complicating my life.” It was already complicated enough without inviting a man into the mix.

      Callie rubbed her hand up and down Gwen’s back. “Maybe you’ll change your mind later on down the road.”

      Gwen shook her head. “I don’t see that happening. I’m happy with the way things are. I have Kaitlyn and you guys. I’m rebuilding my life—just me and my baby girl.” She didn’t miss the quick look of concern Molly and Callie exchanged. “And it’s irrelevant, anyway, because Cade Paxton certainly isn’t looking in my direction.”

      “Well, then he’s dumb,” Molly said, heating up.

      Gwen could always count on Molly’s absolute loyalty. “I appreciate that you think so, but whether he is or isn’t doesn’t matter one way or the other. Cade is simply a means to a fat paycheck and referrals for more business after I knock his socks off.” She glanced toward the display case. “So, what should I bring for dessert?”

      And just like that, she considered the subject dropped.

      “I made a killer cheesecake today—lemon,” Molly suggested.

      Callie nodded. “It’s definitely killer.”

      “All right. I’ll take a couple of slices home with me.”

      “I’ll get it,” Callie said, moving back around the counter to grab the thick lemony slices from the cooler section of the display case. “How about some raspberry sauce, too? For a drizzle?”

      Gwen shrugged. “Sounds great.” She walked over to lean against the granite countertop in her sister’s pretty shop. She’d always loved the ambiance Molly had created: fresh-baked scents, ancient brick walls decorated with framed chalkboard menus, dark-stained refurbished floors, big leafy plants, gorgeous displays of delicious treats, and a charming seating area by the picture window.

      Then there was their new business in the side room—Arts and Eats—where patrons signed up to enjoy Molly’s excellent desserts and conversation before they took a stained-glass class with the world-famous Callie Davis-Carter. Gwen did her part by managing the bookings and accounting. “And how are you today, mama-to-be?”

      Callie beamed. “Great. Wonderful, actually. There are lots of little kicks going on in here.” Her smile grew wider. “Nate lies in bed for hours, talking to my belly, waiting for any movements this one makes.”

      Gwen laughed, remembering the magic and wonder of feeling Kaitlyn’s kicks and jabs. “How’s the name game going?”

      Callie winced. “Fits and starts. We’ve settled on Samuel Henry for a boy—after my mom and your dad. But we can’t decide on a girl’s name.”

      “Samuel Henry,” Gwen said, letting the name roll off her tongue as she nodded. “Perfect.”

      Callie beamed all over again. “We love it.”

      Gwen smiled with happiness. Nate had struck gold the day he met Callie. Now they were married and expecting their first child. And Molly had Brad, who simply adored his bride-to-be. Their wedding date was just around the corner. Her brother and sister had found themselves amazing partners—something she hadn’t managed to do for herself. “You two are going to be the best parents.”

      “We have a great role model.”

      Gwen squeezed Callie’s hand before she reached into her purse, setting some money on the counter. “I should get out of here, get myself cleaned up, and keep my little night owl awake for as long as I can, so she’ll sleep during my meeting.”

      Molly moved closer, sliding Gwen’s hair off her shoulder, her eyes full of regret. “I wish we could help you out—take this little nugget off your hands for a while.”

      Gwen shook her head. “You two have Arts and Eats tonight. Kaitlyn and I will be just fine.” She leaned across the counter, kissing Callie’s cheek, then Molly’s, before she took Kaitlyn and her bag, heading for the door.

      “We’ll want details,” Molly called.

      Gwen chuckled. “There won’t be any.”

      “Oh, hey, wait,” Callie said, coming around the counter again. “We’re thinking about setting up a spa day with Marnie—maybe for next Sunday. A girls’ afternoon. Massages, facials, mani/pedis. Can we count you in?”

      Six months ago, she wouldn’t have hesitated. She loved being pampered. Now, she had to think of her dwindling bank account. An afternoon at the spa wasn’t cheap. “I’m not sure I’ll have a sitter. Kay’s already so generous, helping me out a couple of afternoons a week.”

      Callie frowned. “I’ll make sure Nate has the day off. He can keep an eye on Kaitlyn.”

      She glanced from her sister to her sister-in-law. Crap. “Uh, let me get back to you. I have a staging coming up, and I can’t say what my commitments are going to look like once the airport project gets going.”

      Callie nodded. “Okay.”

      “Thanks for the cheesecake.” She made two smoochie sounds, then headed out the door, hating that she’d lied to the two women she trusted the most.
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      Gwen fastened one-carat diamond studs in her ears, then adjusted her plunging top, straightening the left spaghetti strap on her shoulder. Tonight, she was going with simple and black. Kaitlyn would have no-fuss access for any of her snacking needs, and if her breasts wanted to play their nasty little games, no one would be the wiser.

      She glanced over her shoulder, chuckling as Kaitlyn lay on her pink play mat, freshly bathed and dressed in a white and purple polka-dot onesie, talking her baby talk and chewing on her toes.

      “Are those yummy toes?” Turning, she squatted down, wiggling her baby’s drooly toes, helping her daughter make the connection. “Kaitlyn’s toes.”

      Kaitlyn smiled up at her, then got back to business.

      “I’m glad those work for you.” She picked up a couple of multicolored rattles, one of Kaitlyn’s soft plastic books, and a few of the miniature stuffed animals Mom and Dad had surprised her with during their last visit, bringing the assortment of toys over to the diaper bag on her bed.

      “Okay, Little Miss, here’s the plan. You’re going to continue playing while I gather the rest of your things. Then you’re going to have a second dinner. Then you’re going to take a nice long nap while Mommy has her very important meeting.” She moved back to her daughter, picking her up, pressing noisy kisses to her cheeks. “What do you think about that?”

      Kaitlyn babbled, making a grab for her earrings.

      “Oh, I agree.” She evaded her daughter’s hands with ease. “It’s brilliant, really, and I believe we can pull it off. You and me, we can do anything. It’s called girl power.”

      She brought Kaitlyn over to the rocker she had yet to move to the nursery, settling her daughter in for a feeding by one of the big picture windows. “We have thirty minutes before we need to leave, so bon appetit.”

      Stroking Kaitlyn’s soft skin, she prayed that her little girl would follow their plan as she listened to the ebb and flow of the Atlantic a hundred yards in the distance.

      Sometime later, Gwen’s eyes flew open when she realized she’d dozed off as the doorbell rang. “What time is it?”

      Rushing up, she glanced at the clock, relaxing some when she recognized that only twenty minutes had passed. Breaking Kaitlyn’s latch, she adjusted her bra. “Let’s go see who that is.”

      “Coming!” she called, hurrying downstairs, opening the door. “Kay.” Blinking in surprise, she smiled at the pretty, plump sheriff’s office dispatcher she’d known her entire life. “What are you doing here?”

      “Honey, I was just over at the bakery. Molly was telling me all about the meeting you have scheduled this evening, so I’m here to help you out. I feel so bad about earlier today.”

      Gwen adamantly shook her head. “Don’t worry about it. Everything worked out just fine. You didn’t have to fight your way through the traffic to come all the way out here.” Kay lived three miles in the opposite direction.

      “Yes, I did.” Their longtime family friend stepped inside, taking Kaitlyn from her arms. “You’re too stubborn sometimes, Gwenyth Carter. I said I would help you out today, and I ended up breaking my promise. That doesn’t sit well with me.”

      “You had a job to do, and I understand that. I know how nuts things get around here this time of year.”

      It was Kay’s turn to shake her head. “You go get your shoes on and head on out. Kaitlyn and I are going to have ourselves a catch-up out on the porch while we watch the waves. It’s gorgeous outside tonight. There’s breast milk in the fridge if we need some?”

      “Uh, yes, but⁠—”

      “No more nonsense. Kiss your daughter.”

      Gwen did as she was told.

      “Now, go have some fun. You look just as beautiful as always. We’ll see you when we see you. Night-night, Mommy.”

      And Kay was off, chatting Kaitlyn’s ear off about Uncle Nate, Fanny Marstens, and Tobias’s naughty dog, who’d gotten into trouble again as they headed toward the deck.

      Gwen shook her head as she laughed, still adjusting to her rapid change of plans. But she couldn’t deny that she was entirely relieved and incredibly grateful. Tonight was a big deal.

      Grabbing dessert from the fridge, her laptop case on the table, and Cade’s freshly washed windbreaker off the railing, she slid on her black strappy sandals, then headed for the compound—a short walk to the next driveway over.
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        * * *

      

      Cade glanced at his watch as he hit the button on the Sanderson’s top-notch sound system, sending Top 40 music playing through the speakers wired throughout the spacious guesthouse. He hurried to the kitchen, officially back on track after the day had gotten away from him.

      The original plan had been to cut the afternoon short and get home early, but just as he’d been packing up his stuff to walk out the door, his older sister, Jade, who headed up Paxton Enterprises’ US branch from the company’s Los Angeles offices, had called him into an emergency virtual meeting.

      There were major permit problems with the Arkansas Project, which meant there was a decent chance he would be flying down South to help his family sort out the mess that was fucking up their timeline.

      By the time he’d assured Jade that he would take care of whatever needed taking care of, he’d had just enough time to battle his way through the busy downtown traffic, hit the grocery store again, then get back to the house for his dinner meeting with Gwen.

      Opening the refrigerator door, he peeked at the bowl of marinating steak tips, the jumbo off-the-boat shrimp ready for cocktail sauce, and the salad he’d hurriedly tossed together. The bread he’d picked up wouldn’t be as good as a loaf from Molly’s place, but he would have been cutting it too close if he’d stopped off for his preferred option.

      It definitely would have been easier to make reservations at one of the island’s numerous restaurants, but he wanted a quiet night at the house, which was better for everyone, especially when there was a good chance Gwen was bringing her daughter.

      He reached for the bottle of red wine he’d snagged as he perused the grocery store aisles but hesitated with the wine key. Did nursing mothers drink? Deciding he would ask first, he set the bottle back on the marble countertop, then wandered around the large open-concept space, making certain that everything was set to rights.

      The doorbell rang at six thirty sharp. Cade opened the door, breathing in Gwen’s perfume as he struggled not to look her up and down. Gwen Carter was a goddess—sexy and summery in her little black spaghetti-strap romper and sandals. She’d pulled her hair up in a breezy, bun-type deal, exposing plenty of smooth, creamy skin and the delicate line of her neck.

      She smiled, accentuating her glossy lips and bright-blue eyes. “Hi.”

      He smiled back, deciding that he probably should have gone with slacks instead of the khaki shorts and white golf shirt he’d put on after his quick shower. “Hi. Where’s your business partner?”

      Gwen’s smile bloomed into a perfect grin. “Kay’s helping me out tonight. It’s a little weird traveling so light.” She gestured to the two bags she carried. “Typically, it feels like Kaitlyn and I are moving in wherever we go.”

      He chuckled, liking that she seemed more relaxed than she had been at the office. “Babies need their stuff.”

      “That they do.”

      He stepped back. “Come on in.”

      “Thank you.” She walked inside. “And thanks for this, too.” She handed him the windbreaker she’d borrowed. “You scored major hero points this afternoon.”

      “I’ll always take hero points.”

      She flashed him another quick smile, adjusting her laptop case strap on her shoulder. “Uh, here’s our dessert.” She handed off the Carter Island Deli and Bakery bag. “Molly’s lemon cheesecake with a raspberry sauce drizzle.”

      He nodded. “Molly makes a mean dessert. Maybe we should start with this first.”

      She chuckled. “I can be flexible.”

      He was regretting the hassle of pulling together a last-minute dinner less and less. He didn’t hate that he would have Gwen’s undivided attention for the next little while. “Make yourself comfortable,” he said, moving to the fridge, setting the bag on the top shelf. “Can I get you a glass of wine?”

      She stared longingly at the bottle as she set her bag down. “I wish I could say yes, but I should stick with water.”

      “All right.” He grabbed two glasses, filling them with ice, then water. Heading her way, he handed her one. “Here you go.”

      “Thanks.” She took a sip, glancing around the pre-furnished space as she leaned against the massive island. “It looks like you’re all settled in.”

      He nodded, leaning on the island close by. He had yet to add any of his own touches to the place. The Sandersons’ guest home was beautiful, decorated in pale blues and whites in an understated nautical theme. “Mostly, which is a bit surprising since the last couple of months have been a whirlwind.”

      “I bet. Are you still going back and forth to Los Angeles?”

      “No, I’ve mostly been flying back and forth between here and Boston.”

      “The busy life of a pilot.”

      He smiled, finding the flow of general conversation easy with her. “For now, I have passengers one day a week, so everyone gets their two days off. I’m lucky that Buzz already had a great team in place when I took over, which has made the transition seamless. Plus, Charlotte stayed on.” He pressed his hands together, looking to the ceiling as if he were praying, thanking his lucky stars. “Now, that’s a woman who’s organized. There isn’t a question she can’t answer.”

      Gwen laughed. “She’s been running Carter Island Air since the beginning. She and Buzz have worked hard to grow the airport to what it is today.”

      He nodded. “I’m planning on adding a few tweaks here and there, but Paxton Enterprises bought into a gem.”

      She narrowed her eyes slightly as she nodded. “Paxton Enterprises. Big stuff.”

      And she didn’t seem the least bit intimidated by the power the Paxton name carried behind it. Most people he encountered were ass-kissers. Gwen didn’t appear to give a damn that his family was worth billions. He liked her all the more for it. “My father and uncle have worked hard to grow what my grandfather started.”

      “I’d say they’ve outdone themselves.”

      He grinned. “It’s hard to argue otherwise.” He adjusted his stance as he sipped his water. “But I’d say we’ve gone on long enough about my family and me. Tell me about you.”

      She shrugged as she stood straighter. And with the change of topic, Gwen changed, too. The easiness was gone, and the coolly polite woman he’d shaken hands with at the office was back. “What you see is what you get.”

      Nope. Not even close. He refused to believe that Gwen Carter was merely a sinful body and a stunning face. “I doubt that.”

      “All right. I received my MBA from Boston College’s Carroll School of Management. I worked as an investment banker in the city for several years, then did a short-term stint as Carter Island Trust’s branch manager to help our family friends. Now I’m following a new path.”

      That wasn’t exactly what he’d had in mind when he asked, but she clearly wanted to keep things professional, so he nodded. “When did interior design enter the picture?”

      “I can’t remember a time when design hasn’t been a part of my life. My mother’s been in the business for as long as I’ve been alive. Nate never wanted to be anything but a cop, and Molly’s passions are in the kitchen. But I enjoyed learning from Mom and watching her work. I’m lucky she was willing to teach me so much. She hired me on, giving me my first summer job when I was fourteen. I honed my skills from there.”

      He nodded. “It sounds like you’re a natural.”

      She shrugged. “I’m a quick study. By the time I left for college, I was staging homes for Mini.”

      “A natural,” he repeated.

      She jerked her shoulders again. “But as a developer, I’m sure you know that interior design and interior decorating aren’t quite the same things.”

      Paxton Enterprises was responsible for buying up huge acres of land, then creating environmentally friendly, master-planned infrastructures, which they then turned around and sold for big profits to select, like-minded builders who created green communities. Typically, by the time interior designers came onto the scene, he and his team were long out of the picture. “For the most part, yes.”

      “My mother has an amazing eye. She can decorate a space with the best of them, but she prefers dealing with the structural aspects of a project—the floor plans, load-bearing walls, electrical, heating, plumbing, and the fire code stuff that I find hideously boring.” She waved away her words as she spoke. “Several architectural firms have her on speed dial—and she loves it. But I don’t get it.”

      He chuckled at her obvious disdain for the architectural elements of design, studying her carefully while she held his gaze and spoke to him—all confidence and beauty.

      Moments earlier, she’d spoken of herself as if she were basic—and maybe that’s what she’d wanted him to see. But there was nothing simple about the woman standing in front of him, which made him even more curious about the ending of her marriage and the man who’d been rumored to have neglected his wife. Gwen was well spoken, intelligent, and absolutely stunning. What was he missing?

      Few spoke kindly of her ex. And for some reason, he wanted to know the rest of the story. “How would you describe what you do—as a designer?”

      “In a nutshell, I maximize a space’s functionality and potential with décor. I make homes and businesses comfortable and pretty.”

      “I’ve seen some of your stuff—before and after pictures from your staging projects. You do excellent work.”

      “Thank you. Every space deserves a purpose and an opportunity to shine.”

      “Perhaps at some point, you’d be willing to give me a hand with those.” He gestured to the stack of framed photographs he hadn’t bothered to deal with. He’d taken some of them off his walls in California long ago and had hardly looked at them since.

      She glanced to where he pointed, her brow furrowing slightly. “Is that all you brought with you?”

      He shrugged, glancing from the various-sized frames to her. “That and my clothes. I don’t need much more.”

      She sent him a small nod, scrutinizing with considering eyes as she held his gaze—like she’d done in his office. Gwenyth Carter was trying to decide if he was full of shit.

      “Maybe you were expecting a gold-leaf pool table or a servant or two?”

      She raised her chin a touch. “I wasn’t expecting anything at all.”

      “Mum and Dad have a housekeeper and a cook that stay with them out at their house in L.A., but otherwise, we leave the fancy, over-the-top stuff to the other billionaires.”

      Her lips twitched before she sent him another one of her fantastic grins. “We can take a look now if you want.”

      He smiled back. “Sure.”

      She started into the living room area ahead of him, giving him a moment to appreciate her long, glorious legs, excellent ass, and smooth, naked skin exposed in her backless top. It was hard to believe that the woman he followed across the room had given birth mere months ago.

      “It looks like we have several to work with here.” She settled on her knees. “Do you mind if I pull them out so we can see what’s what?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Wow, these are great shots.” She quickly looked up as she made herself at home on the floor, then gave her attention back to the photos. “They’re of you.”

      He grinned, sitting down next to her, crossing his ankles, watching her study the shot of him riding a massive wave on Hawaii’s Pipeline.

      She picked up the next of him mid-flight, grinning and giving the camera a thumbs-up moments after he’d dived from a plane. Then another, where he careened to the ground after his base jump off the Kjerag in Norway.

      “Cade.” She picked up yet another, her brow furrowing again as she pressed long, graceful fingers to her chest as she stared at the picture of him in a scuba cage, face-to-face with a great white. “You’re an adrenaline junkie.” She looked at him, beautiful and relaxed, the cool professional gone. “Or you’re crazy.”

      He shrugged, not entirely sure which description fit him better. He’d always been a daredevil, but after Cadence’s passing, he’d taken it to the extreme. “I like adventure.”

      “Huh,” she said as she looked toward another stack of frames he’d tucked back by the arm of the couch. “It looks like we have some more.”

      She knee-walked her way to the rest. “Aw, family.” She smiled. “The Paxtons. All of you have a strong resemblance. To your father. He’s American, right?”

      He nodded, staring at Cadence as she grinned with her arms hooked around their brother Harry and sister Willow—still vibrant and healthy. “Yeah, he grew up in San Francisco. Mum’s the Aussie. They met when he moved to Sydney to grow the business internationally.”

      Gwen beamed at him. “There are a bunch of you.”

      “Seven of us. Plus, spouses and kiddos, now that we’re older.”

      “We’ll have to decide if you want to mix and match your pictures, but it might be better to figure out two different spaces for two different themes—the living room for family and the den for your death-defying acts.”

      He nodded as he swallowed, struggling not to look away.

      He thought he’d been ready for this—for taking out the past again. It had been nearly three years since he’d lost Cadence, but as he stared at his happy family, he wondered if he would ever be able to look at or think about his sister again without it absolutely destroying him.

      Gwen laughed quietly. “I thought we had a big family. I guess when we add the Sandersons to the Carter bunch we do.” She picked up the next photo of him and Cadence, hugging and laughing as he towered over his twin. She’d been a foot shorter than him. “One of your sisters, I assume.”

      He nodded again, forcing himself to look at their beaming faces. Their last family trip to Hawaii.

      Everything had gone so wrong after that vacation. Weeks later, the headaches and nausea had started. Eventually, Cadence collapsed while the two of them had been out on a boat on a Texas lake, schmoozing the locals to finally get the clubhouse permits passed. She’d fainted and had a seizure. Hours later, they’d gotten the unimaginable news— stage-four glioblastoma. Mere months, and she would be gone.

      “She’s gorgeous.” Gwen chuckled. “You’re so much taller than her, Cade.”

      He clenched his jaw, staring at the beautiful, green-eyed blonde. “That’s Cadence.”

      Gwen’s left eyebrow arched as she looked at him. “Cade and Cadence?”

      “We’re twins. Mum and Dad thought they were clever.”

      Gwen laughed. “That must have been awful for you two.”

      He tried to smile. “By middle school, we’d both had enough of it. Cadence decided that she would call me Paxy. She told me that girls had to give up everything, so I was going to be the one to give up my name.”

      Gwen hooted out another laugh. “Oh, I like her. Molly and Callie will, too. You’ll have to introduce us when she comes for a visit. We’re taking her out for lunch.”

      He swallowed regret and grief. “She’s gone. She passed away.” And it still shattered his heart to say the words.

      Gwen’s smile vanished as horror and sympathy filled her eyes. “Oh, Cade.” She pressed her hand to her heart again. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Me too.” He gained his feet, reaching his hands down to help her up, ready to be finished with the pictures and any more conversation about Cadence. “What do you say we get dinner started?”

      She accepted his hands and stood. “Sure. Just let me know what I can do.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Gwen took her last bite of exceptionally cooked steak. Cade’s sweet and spicy marinade was out of this world. Setting down her fork, she wiped her mouth on her napkin, sighing her contentment while they sat outside at the patio table, listening to the waves mingling with the music playing through the outdoor speakers.

      The evening was spectacular with the warm breeze blowing and their breathtaking view of the Atlantic a hundred yards in the distance. The sun was starting its dip toward the west, but there was still plenty of daylight left before nightfall came.

      Smiling, she returned her napkin to her lap. “This was absolutely delicious—far better than most anything we would’ve found in town.”

      Cade swallowed a bite of shrimp. “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself.”

      “Very much.” He’d created a surprisingly fantastic meal. And actually sitting and savoring instead of hurrying through her dinner had been a luxury. Kaitlyn had a knack for wanting to eat anytime Gwen sat down with a plate. “Where did you learn to cook?”

      “Mum and Dad wanted us to be self-reliant. They taught us early on to respect our financial advantages. Mum made sure we had chores: did our own laundry, knew how to cook, etcetera—said she wasn’t raising a bunch of overprivileged bums.”

      Gwen grinned, deciding that she liked Cade’s mom. “She sounds great.”

      “She is.” He grinned back as he picked up the last hunk of bread on his plate. “Although our cooking teacher, Felicia, was a five-star chef, so I’m not sure what I should say about that.”

      She laughed, admiring that Cade appeared to be down-to-earth and relatively unaffected by the enormity of his wealth. “Perhaps you should say Felicia did an excellent job with her pupils because dinner was wonderful.”

      “Good,” he said with a nod.

      “Everything’s been perfect.” Or at least it was now. She still struggled with an inner cringe every time she thought of how badly she’d fumbled the first half of their meeting.

      She’d gone on and on about his family and sister. If she’d been paying any attention at all, she would have noticed the anguish in his eyes, but she’d been too busy enjoying his pictures. More than once, she’d wanted to apologize again for causing him pain, but it was clear that Cade didn’t want to talk about Cadence.

      They’d course-corrected quickly enough, moving on to simpler, less tragic conversation—mostly small talk about the new developments already underway on Carter Island.

      Like the charming, traffic-alleviating, environmentally friendly trolley system that would officially start running next week, and the nautical-themed splash pad currently under construction in the park that would include a bucket dump, small climbing structure, and a slide tall enough to give little ones a soggy thrill.

      There was still plenty to be accomplished here on the island, but Paxton Enterprises, Buzz, and the town council were off to an excellent start.

      Cade reached for her plate, stacking it on top of his. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “No. Thank you. There isn’t room for anything else.” She patted her stomach. “I literally can’t eat another bite.”

      He grinned. “Not even lemon cheesecake?”

      She chuckled, shaking her head. “Not even lemon cheesecake. Or at least, not yet.”

      He stood with their dirty dishes. “I’ll be right back.”

      She nodded. “Sure.” As he left to go back into the house, she looked toward Carter House’s rambling roofline, imagining that Kaitlyn was asleep by now. It was just after eight—long past her daughter’s bedtime.

      “Do you want to call and check on her?”

      Gwen jumped, whipping her head around, laughing a little that she’d been caught. “No. Kaitlyn’s fine. Kay’s wonderful with her. She has everything under control. But I know you didn’t invite me here only to feed me.”

      He bobbed his head from side to side. “I imagine we should have a chat about the airport eventually.”

      “We should.” Seeing that as her cue to move the evening along, she stood, walking inside the guest home she’d been in countless times over the years. Grabbing her laptop and notebook, she brought them over to the spacious island. “Does sitting here work for you?”

      “Sure.” He pulled out the stool next to her and sat down.

      “Great.” She took her seat, opened her Mac, and immediately connected to the Sandersons’ Wi-Fi.

      “It looks like you’re all set.”

      She chuckled as he grinned. “I’m as much at home here as I am next door. Nate, Molly, and I grew up running between Carter House and the compound with the Sanderson kids. It was pretty much a free-for-all from after breakfast until dinnertime.” Sweet childhood memories she treasured, and she hoped Kaitlyn would be able to create as well.
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