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Chapter One
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The sound of frantic lover-like whispering caught Tyler Westlake’s attention, and he shifted his stance and shrugged. It wasn’t every day that a man was treated to lovers’ trysts in a bookshop in broad daylight, but then, this was a tourist town. Lots of people were here simply to play. Certainly, he’d taken women into his arms in even less circumspect places.

Tyler smiled at the admission. It wasn’t his business to judge or even to notice. Besides which, he had other things on his mind right now, information to locate, lots of work to accomplish and not much time to do it in. He spared a glance at the book-shaped clock on the wall. Getting sidetracked by thoughts of passion and a woman’s soft body wasn’t on the schedule. At least not this morning.

Tyler went back to perusing the research book he’d been thinking might be useful, determined not to heed the couple in the next aisle.

“Lilah, come on,” a man’s voice cajoled. The bookcase shook. A woman squeaked.

“John, listen to me. Don’t do this, please. I like you, and you’re a good man, but—” The woman’s voice was low and honeyed and slightly distressed. The pitch of her whispering rose at the end, becoming a tiny bit more forceful. A thud sounded as a book fell off the shelf.

Tyler shifted his own book in his hands. He raised one brow.

“Oh, I know you like me, Lilah,” a man’s voice said, his tone overly slick and confident. “Everyone likes me. I’m one of the good guys. That’s why your brother knew we’d be a good match, you and I. There are plenty of women who want me. You could, in fact, do a heck of a lot worse than to marry me. Everybody thinks so.”

The words drifted over and Tyler couldn’t help wondering just who “everybody” was, because this guy had the kind of I’m-always-right voice that made a man want to plant a fist dead in the center of his face. Still, Tyler concentrated on keeping his hands right on the book where they belonged. He didn’t even know these people, so while he might think any woman would have to be a fool to give in to a man with an attitude like that, it wasn’t really any of his affair. Even if the woman had a raw-silk voice that made him itch to step around the corner and see if she had a face to match that sultry angel’s whisper.

“I’m sorry if you were misled somehow,” she said. “I don’t know what my brother Hank told you, but I’m just not—I’m not actively looking for a husband right now. I’m flattered that you should ask, but I really can’t accept your offer. Oh no, don’t do that. Really, think about what you’re doing, and please...don’t. No,” the woman said, and Tyler’s good intentions went sailing down the street. Tossing his book down, he swung around the corner, his long legs carrying him to the next aisle in several quick strides.

The scene that greeted him brought him to a halt.

A pretty, tawny-haired woman was backed up against a bookshelf, a heavy tome in hand as if she meant to hit the man kneeling before her if he came any closer. The man was holding a bunch of weedy flowers in one hand. The hem of the lady’s pale pink skirt was crunched into his other palm, tethering her to him. He turned at that moment, a cockeyed grin on his face.

“Don’t mind us,” he said. “I’m proposing to the lady here. We were just getting to know each other better.”

The woman’s midnight-blue eyes flashed silver sparks. Her long, golden-brown hair swung out gently as she shook her head. “John, I’ve known you most of my life, and we’ve always been friends, but I absolutely don’t understand what’s gotten into you. Really. You’re just going to have to leave my store now. What will my customers think? Please get up and—and give me my skirt back.” She glanced up into Tyler’s eyes, and he felt a vague sense of déjà vu. He’d seen this woman before, in the days when he used to visit Sloane’s Cove, Maine, as a boy. He was sure of it. There was just something about her....

Whatever it was, she had turned her attention to him. Those great blue eyes were studying him imploringly, her cheeks had turned a most luscious shade of rose, and she was clutching the book even harder than before. Tyler had the distinct impression that she was wishing that one of them, either she or he, would disappear at that moment. He was sorry to have to tell her that it wasn’t going to be him. Especially since she appeared to be in a no-win situation, and also since he had no sense that she might have any truly deep feelings for the grinning, muscled, overconfident idiot in front of her. Like it or not, busy or not, Tyler just couldn’t walk away from a woman being backed into a corner by someone twice her size.

As Tyler stared at her, her blush deepened slightly. She looked down, long lashes hiding those spectacular eyes from him.

“We’re done here. Please let me out now, John,” she said again in a gentle but commanding voice.

“Lilah, you’re already past the age when most women around here have had their first babies. I have two kids, ready-made, and I need someone to help me manage them. You’d be good for them.” He tugged on her hem a bit more, and the fabric slipped a fraction.

Tyler tried not to notice what nicely curved legs the lady had, but then hell, he’d never been anything near a saint, and they really were incredible legs. Long, pale, bare. The kind of legs that made a man want to slip off those wisps of high-heeled sandals she was wearing and stroke his hands over her skin. Very, very slowly. For a second he could almost manage to feel sorry for the arrogant fool the lady was doing her best to let down easy. Almost, but not quite. The man was, after all, trying to force himself on her when she’d already said no, and that kind of thing had never played well with Tyler.

He took a step forward. His movement registered with the persistent suitor, who turned and frowned at him. “You still here? Hit the road, buddy. You’re not wanted.”

Tyler wondered for a second if the man was right.

He probably wasn’t wanted, and interfering in other people’s lives had never been his way. He was very much a “live and let live” kind of man, a good thing when his own relationships were by choice, short, purely physical, and not bound by society’s more conventional rules. His own life couldn’t stand much scrutiny in certain areas, and no doubt about it, he should absolutely bow out and mind his own business; but then, the little beauty was showing clear signs of agitation in her lovely blue eyes. People were starting to gather, and she gave a slight tug on her skirt.

“Sorry, but I’m not going anywhere just yet,” Tyler said carefully, casually propping himself against a nearby bookcase. “There’s a book on the shelf behind you that I happen to need.”

The man on the ground simply growled and turned his attention back to the woman. The lady, however, actually raised one brow as she glanced at the shelf Tyler had indicated. Books on crocheting lace doilies were prominently displayed.

Tyler coughed and grinned slightly. He didn’t bother moving.

The errant suitor edged nearer the woman.

She pressed herself closer against the bookshelf behind her. She looked down at the man, sadness and determination coloring her expression.

“I’m genuinely sorry, John, if Hank led you to believe that I was looking. I’m sure you’re anxious for your children, but you...I, it’s just not a solution. For either of us.” The woman reached for his hand to pull his fingers away. When she did, the man let go of her skirt and grabbed her hand, pulling her toward him a bit, persistently tugging.

“I could change your mind, Lilah. I’ve changed women’s minds before. I could convince you to like me more than you do. You turn me down now, I can’t guarantee I’m going to ask again. You keep this up for too many more years, no man will even be asking anymore.”

He tugged harder, and she nearly lost her balance.

Embarrassed distress registered in the lady’s eyes.

Tyler cleared his voice. “Darn, I hate to interrupt you again just when you were really turning on the charm full force,” he told the man who was now scowling at the woman, “but I could definitely use some help finding the right book, and I’m hoping that this lady can help me. Perhaps you might consider doing your wooing in a more private place next time,” he told the man. “Could be something to think about.”

“This is Lilah’s store,” the man said with a disgruntled frown, as if Tyler hadn’t been there to hear her mention that very fact just moments ago.

“That’s good news, then. I’ve come to the right place, but it does appear that the lady would like her hand back,” Tyler noted. “It’s not exactly fair to use force against someone so much tinier than you, now is it, my friend?” He eased away from the shelf and slowly moved toward the man, glad that nature had granted him the gift of height and shoulders and a pair of glittering green eyes that made him look kin to the devil. “It might be a good idea to let her go right about now. I’m sure you can find a more suitable place to ask a woman to marry you. It may have escaped your attention, but you seem to have attracted an audience,” Tyler said, nodding toward a few people peeking around the bookshelves and those whose noses were pressed to the window looking in. The bell on the door rang softly and several more people piled inside.

As if he’d finally realized that he was getting nowhere, the man swore and let go of the woman’s hand. He began to rise to his feet.

“Lilah’s good at playing cat and mouse,” he complained.

“Then I guess you should look for another mouse,” Tyler conceded. “Preferably a willing one.”

As the man stomped away and out of the store, Tyler raised one lazy, knowing brow, assessing the people peeking around the corner and through the window, and they shuffled away. He turned back then, his eyes meeting those of the woman he’d tried to protect, and he smiled slightly. “Are you all right?”

She nodded, and lifted one delicate shoulder, managing an apologetic smile. “John wouldn’t really have hurt me. By tomorrow he’ll probably feel guilty and come to apologize. He’s just a bit intense and cranky these days since his wife divorced him. And my brothers—oh, well, it doesn’t matter,” she said with a slight shake of her head that sent her long hair brushing against the pale skin revealed by the V-neck of her white blouse. “I’m Lilah Austin, the owner of this shop,” she said instead. “And you said you were looking for a book, Mr. Westlake. What kind?”

Tyler didn’t bother asking how she knew who he was. His mother had lived here for many years before her death. He’d summered here himself many years ago, before he’d been sent away. The Westlake name was well known. It stood for money. It stood for notoriety, and her name, Lilah Austin, had finally registered. He remembered now. Lilah Austin, quiet, smart and about as painfully shy as a little girl could get. Her shyness had intrigued him, her pretty blushes when he said hello had entranced him. He remembered that she had a weakness for wildflowers and once he’d found her picking them at the edge of his mother’s property. She’d looked so guilty and so lost and embarrassed, as if she wished she could replant the blossoms.

“It’s all right,” he’d told her, but she’d only blushed more, like some wild, lovely rose in human form.

Nowadays her voice was still low and quiet, though she wore an air of professional composure. Her slender hand was folded tightly against the belt at her waist, and he wondered how much of that composure was a mask, how hard she’d fought to overcome her basic shyness. He wondered if she still liked wildflowers. He also realized his silence and his scrutiny were making her nervous.

“Mr. Westlake? The book?” she repeated.

He shook his head, holding his hands out palm up. “I was just making conversation with the man,” he admitted. “It seemed the thing to do at the time.”

“I—yes, I guess it was the thing to do,” she said. “Thank you, Mr. Westlake. If you’re sure that you don’t need anything from me—any help finding a book, I mean,” she stammered, the sweet pink returning to her cheeks, “I’ll leave you to your browsing.”

Tyler smiled, trying to put her at ease. No doubt she’d heard that he devoured local maidens for breakfast, and the truth was that, oh, yes, he would love to lean close for a quick taste of those full, berry-tinted lips. But if he tried to kiss Lilah Austin, he’d be no better than the jerk who’d just left the store. Worse, actually, since he was a virtual stranger, not a friend like that other guy. Besides, as a rule he didn’t associate with the kind of women who inhabited Sloane’s Cove. He might play hard and fast where women were concerned, but he had a hint of a conscience. He made sure the females he took to his bed had the same no-ties attitude toward commitment as himself, and he knew better than to get involved with women who expected a man to be more than just a passing friend or a brief source of physical pleasure.

“I’m finding everything I need, Ms. Austin,” he finally said, gentling his voice to put her at ease. “But thank you for the offer. You have a very fine store. An impressive collection of local history.”

“It’s my specialty,” she conceded. “My passion, actually, so I guess it’s a good thing I own a bookstore. It helps me support my truly bad habit of buying every book there is on the history of Maine. I just can’t seem to resist the temptation.”

He chuckled. “A vice, Ms. Austin?”

She shrugged. “I guess we all have them. That is, most of us do. Most normal people, that is. We—well, we just wouldn’t be human without a few...weaknesses, would we?”

Her attempt to backpedal, and that luscious blush that kissed her pale throat, told Tyler that rumors of his own weaknesses had traveled through town. He was known to be a man of appetites, a man who indulged his desires.

“I guess we wouldn’t,” he said, not bothering to keep the amusement from his eyes. “Thank you for your help, Ms. Austin.” He tilted his head, preparing to take his leave. Interesting about her knowledge of local history. He could use some assistance on this project he was working on. He wondered if she might be of help, but that would mean close contact with Lilah Austin. Might not be wise. For his own reasons he preferred not to get too involved with the people of Sloane’s Cove, and where this lovely woman was concerned, he wasn’t absolutely sure he could be trusted not to break his own unwritten rules, and trespass. When she’d said the word passion, a few seconds ago, a jolt of awareness had gone through him. He’d had a rough desire to hear her whispering to him fervently in the dark, telling him what he could do to give her pleasure. No doubt he’d been working too hard, playing too little lately, and for a man who made a habit of always making time for plenty of play, that was a dangerous omission. It would be better not to test his self-control by spending too much time with a woman whose very voice made him think of tangling his limbs with hers. No doubt he could find someone else to help him unearth the secrets of Sea Watch, his mother’s former home, if the answers he was seeking continued to elude him.

But his thoughts were put on hold as a young woman rushed up to Lilah.

“Lilah,” the girl said, practically jumping up and down. “Is it true? Everyone’s talking about it. Did John Claxton really just propose marriage?”

Lilah took a deep breath. She gave the tiniest embarrassed shrug, and Tyler said goodbye, excused himself and began to edge away. “It’s been a long day, Natalie. Could we talk later?” he heard Lilah say.

The other woman sighed. “You never were any good at dodging an issue, Lilah. He did, didn’t he? Oh, my goodness, that’s three men who’ve proposed to you in less than two weeks. What’s going on?”

Tyler had his back turned, but he could almost feel Lilah Austin blushing again. He wondered if that pretty color warmed her skin and what her flesh would feel like pressed against a man’s cooler touch. The lady had received three proposals in two weeks? Intriguing.

“Nothing’s going on,” Lilah said, a bit too emphatically. Her voice was so laced with feeling that Tyler couldn’t help but turn and look at her. “Nothing,” she said, more calmly. “And everything. Oh, what do you think’s going on, Natalie? Since my sister got married last month, I’m the last single Austin, and my brothers have turned their attention to me. They want their baby sister married, tied down and taken care of, and they want it done their way. They’re sending men over here to hit on me and wear down my self-control. It’s to the point where I’m beginning to be suspicious of every single man who steps in the door to buy a book.”

She looked away from her friend’s face then and ended up staring right into Tyler’s eyes.

Her own eyes widened.

Tyler couldn’t help it. He was grinning.

“Well, I didn’t mean you,” she said. “Of course I didn’t mean you. You’re Tyler Westlake.”

Something sharp shifted deep within Tyler’s soul. He should have been used to such comments. All of the Westlakes were notorious when it came to the relationship game. Marriage-minded women from strict backgrounds steered clear or risked being pulled into the Westlake marriage machine where mates were taken, bedded and discarded at an alarming rate. Of course, she wouldn’t know that Tyler didn’t play that game. The marriage mill had ended with him as far as he was concerned. He’d allowed himself one marriage, it had failed, and he refused to fall into the family pattern. Westlakes were notoriously bad at everything that came after the wedding. Binding partnerships were now a dead issue for him.

“No offense taken, Ms. Austin,” he said with a tilt of his head. “Besides, you’re safe with me. You’d be an absolutely beautiful bride, but like you I’m not interested in marriage. If any more potential grooms come your way in the next few minutes, though, feel free to shake the shelves or give me a whistle. I’ll just be one aisle away. Call on me if you need me.”

Her eyes widened still more, and then she chuckled. “I might just do that, Mr. Westlake. It’s good to know that there’s still one man my brothers can’t coerce into proposing to me. Are you sure you don’t want that book on crocheting lace doilies?”

“Maybe some other time,” he said, trying not to laugh at her friend’s openmouthed, confused expression. “Not much time for crocheting doilies these days. I’ll stick to history for now.”

He turned away.

“Mr. Westlake?” a soft voice called when he had barely gone three steps.

He turned and looked over his shoulder.

“Thank you,” Lilah said slowly. “You were...very nice to me. I appreciate the rescue. If there’s ever anything I can do for you...”

For just an instant he heard a woman’s soft voice offering him something he definitely wanted to take. But like lightning, the sizzle had passed almost before the thought could form. Tyler realized that those blue eyes were, indeed, absolutely innocent. Those lovely lips weren’t for the likes of him. She had been a young, sweet girl when he’d seen her last, and now she was a young, sweet woman. She wanted to offer him a tangible reward as thanks for his generosity, when the truth was that he’d taken more from women than he’d ever given.

He shook his head. “Your young man would have left on his own in time.”

Suddenly leaving seemed like a darn good idea. Being strong and decent enough to stay away from Lilah Austin’s part of town these next few weeks seemed like an even better one.

“Go find some less virginal lips to plunder, Westlake,” he whispered beneath his breath as he left the store a few minutes later.

Good advice. He hoped he’d take it.

––––––––
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WHEN THE PHONE RANG later that night, Lilah was lying in bed going through a book distributor’s catalog, but her mind was nowhere near where it should be. This business with her brothers was getting out of hand. She’d known that even before Tyler Westlake had rounded the corner in her bookshop, taken one look at the picture she and John must have made and raised that slightly mocking eyebrow.

She could feel herself blushing even now.

Of course, Tyler had always been able to make her blush, even when she’d been eleven years old to his fourteen. He’d only spent a few summers here in Sloane’s Cove, Maine, but all the girls in town had been giggly in his presence. All but her. Tyler, with his thick dark hair and lazy green eyes had made her heart beat faster, just as he had every other girl, but she’d been too shy and tongue-tied to even squeak, much less giggle when he passed by. Once, he found her gazing dreamily at his house, like a Juliet waiting for her Romeo. She’d thought she would die on the spot or possibly blush to death. As it was, she’d tried to stammer that she had to go home, but had ended up merely fleeing without saying anything. After that day, all he had to do was glance her way and she colored up, and the worst thing was that her embarrassing propensity for blushing seemed to amuse him. He always grinned at her, which only made things worse. She had an awful habit of being awkward and stumbling when she got embarrassed.

No doubt Tyler thought she was probably running into walls right this minute, still a mess at twenty-eight.

Lilah smiled and tossed the catalog aside. She had very nearly walked into the door when she’d come home tonight, but that had simply been her preoccupation with her brother problem. She didn’t do much bumping into walls these days. Mostly she spent her time quietly, when she wasn’t trying to hide from the men her brothers sent by.

“What were you thinking, Hank?” she whispered.

She was definitely going to have to talk to her brothers. Again.

As if her thoughts had triggered something, the phone rang.

Lilah groaned. Her hand hovered near the receiver.

“Please don’t let it be John Claxton or some other man looking for a good, quiet wife who won’t cause him any trouble,” she muttered as she curled her fingers around the white plastic handset.

For half a second Tyler’s face floated in her imagination, but she quickly dismissed that thought. The man had simply come into her store looking for a book. Rumor had it that Tyler was going to restore his mother’s old home and turn it into one of his award-winning historical theme restaurants. Another rumor had him holding midnight orgies with all the women who’d arrived for their vacations after hearing that one of America’s wealthiest bachelors would be sunning in Sloane’s Cove on Mt. Desert Island these next few weeks.

Lilah frowned. There were certainly plenty of women in Sloane’s Cove these days casting provocative looks Tyler’s way. She wondered how many would get lucky and snag his attention while he was here. Tyler might be here for work, but he was not the kind of man to be without a woman in his bed for long.

The phone rang again for the eighth time. She considered ignoring it, but that would only be a temporary reprieve. Besides, everyone in Sloane’s Cove knew her, and they knew she was home. So, on the next ring, she gave in and answered.

“Hello,” she said suddenly, in a clipped and overly loud voice.

“Whoa, Lilah. Don’t worry. I’m not calling to propose to you,” a female voice laced with laughter said. “But if that’s the tone of voice you used when you turned down John today, I’m surprised the man is still standing and that his blond hair isn’t singed black. Shot him right through the heart, did you?”

Lilah rolled her eyes and smiled at her twin’s voice. “You know very well that John’s heart wasn’t in any way connected to his proposal, Helena. He was just looking for a well-behaved, easy-to-train woman and a good baby-sitter.”

“Umm. If that’s what he told you, then I’m not surprised that you threw him out on the street, but I’m not exactly buying into that. Have you seen your face when you’re working in your bookstore, Lilah? You get this sort of...I don’t know, dreamy orgasmic expression.”

Lilah chuckled. “Okay, maybe I do get a bit carried away with my lust for the written word, but believe me, John wasn’t pushing any of my romantic buttons today, nor was he trying to. I don’t think our brothers have any desire to send me a man that could make me even mildly orgasmic. In fact, they’d no doubt pound on any man who so much as suggested he ever had any desire to look lower than my eyeballs. They simply want me married and cared for by a man who isn’t going to rock anyone’s boat, including my own. I’m sure they list all my most practical, boring assets when they talk me up to the local males. I tell you, Helena, it’s maddening being managed this way.”

“Makes you feel a little crazy, doesn’t it? A little wild? Like you want to do something outrageous to show them that you’re a full-grown woman, doesn’t it?”

“That’s it exactly,” Lilah said with a long sigh of frustration. She remembered how only a few weeks ago, when Helena had been pregnant and unmarried, the Austin brothers had made her their special project. At least until she’d found her own man.

“So, what can I do to stop them?” Lilah asked. “This could go on for weeks. Even in a town this size, there are lots of men who fit the Austin males’ definition of staid husband material. Especially in the summer when the island is swollen with tourists.”

The silence on the other end of the line went on too long. “Be strong,” Helena finally said. “Be Lilah—all you want to be and only what you want to be. The boys love you and they want you to be happy, but you’ve always been so...”

“Spineless,” Lilah offered.

“Good,” Helena countered. “You’ve been good. You always go along with whatever you think will make the other person happy, but, Lilah, this is your happiness we’re talking about now. Only you know what’s right for you. If it’s not marriage, don’t let them push you into it.”
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