
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: ]


Copyright © 2019 Madeline H. Olson

All rights reserved 

Madeline H. Olson has asserted her right to be identified as the author of this book under the Copyright, Design and Patents Act 1988. 

––––––––

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead; business establishments; events or locales are entirely coincidental. 

––––––––

Cover and logo design: 

Kimberly Killion, www.TheKillionGroupInc.com

Front cover photos: 

Jacob Lund, www.Shutterstock.com

Zack Frank, www.Shutterstock.com

Back cover photo:

f11photo, www.Shutterstock.com

Lighthouse illustration:

Michael Vigliotti, www.Shutterstock.com

www.MadelineOlson.com


Our progress, the realization of our dreams, and the quality of our life depend directly on the level of our commitment to the process.

Dr Prem Jagyasi

––––––––
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Belonging starts with self-acceptance. Your level of belonging, in fact, can never be greater than your level of self-acceptance, because believing that you're enough is what gives you the courage to be authentic, vulnerable and imperfect.

Brene Brown
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Prologue
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12 years ago

Georgette LaCombe’s skinny arms flapped wildly in the lake as she fought to keep her legs from moving. Cramp, remember? You’re all cramped up and might drown!

“Help! Help!”

Morgan looked up from her Entertainment Weekly magazine to shake her head at her cousin’s feeble splashing just twenty feet off the dock. Lame, she mouthed, and resumed her reading and tanning.

“Morgan!” Jett stage-whispered.

She rolled her eyes, but set aside the magazine to holler back to shore. “Hey, guys! I think Georgette’s in trouble!”

Not terribly convincing for someone who wants to be a movie star when she grows up. Jett dropped below the July-warmed water, then surged up again, splashing. “Help!”

And then—yes! Her Uncle Beau’s best friend tore down the dock, dog tags flying behind him. What I wouldn’t give for a video camera...

Moments later she was in his arms—firm, strong, and tanned—as he carried her to the beach. “You okay, Little Jet?”

His eyes were dreamy. Hazel, with little streaks of gold. His skin was hot against her back and under her knees, and she’d swoon but she didn’t want to miss a second. She might be only thirteen years old, but she knew what she wanted.

Someday she was gonna marry Nolan Rivers.
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Two months ago

“Raise you twenty.” Nolan’s poker hand wasn’t great, but he was determined to beat Beau LaCombe for once. The sheriff—his best friend since they were kids—was off his game since his wife had a little scare with her pregnancy a couple weeks ago. He was sorry Lori was on bed rest, but it wouldn’t stop him taking advantage of the guy’s distraction.

“Fold.” Beau turned over his cards. “You need anything, honey?”

His wife reclined like a golden goddess on the leather sofa. Pillows, knitted throws, a stack of paperback books and a mug of something hot. “I’m fine, honey. I’m sure your friends just love having a chaperone.”

That got the laugh she’d intended. Nolan watched his brother Conrad cut the cards for his best friend Sean Galloway, who dealt another hand. “Good to have all six of us playing again,” Con said. “Kind of a wonder the wives let you out of the house on a Friday night.”

“You should be so lucky, Riv.” Sean, married just last fall, picked up his cards. “Just you, Nolan and Pete now, heading home to empty beds. So sad.”

“Yeah, you guys got the last good ones,” Pete added, setting aside a couple cards and gesturing for two more. “We’ll just have to make do with all the pretty young things home on spring break.”

He and Con slapped a high five. Nerds.

Nolan wasn’t looking for a girl to marry or even some coed to warm his sheets. He’d had enough of women for a while, thanks to his faithless ex. The massive—and risky—construction project he managed had all the excitement he could handle.

“Got a call from my brother last night,” Beau said, signaling for one new card. That got their attention. His brother was some hotshot lawyer down in Portland, old enough to be his father. He’d taken off, chasing the money while their sister Marie was left raising her two half-siblings after their mother died in a boating accident. The sheriff made no secret how he felt about that. 

A few beats went by before somebody picked up the hot potato.

“Yeah?” Sean finally said. DJ LaCombe was his uncle, and apparently had helped a little with some legal issues he’d had last year.

Beau nodded, adding his ante to the middle of the table. “Seems my niece Georgette’s moving to the island for the summer. Working for DJ’s satellite office in Bar Harbor while she studies for her law boards.”

Pete scratched his short blond beard and shot Nolan a grin. “Wow. Little Jet’s all grown up and graduating from law school.”

The scowl on Beau’s face helped Nolan keep his natural reaction at bay. He’d noticed her plenty at Sean’s wedding last fall. Still a bit of a thing, but all woman, just the same. If he wasn’t still bleeding from getting dumped a few months earlier, he would’ve asked her to dance.

“That,” Beau growled, jabbing a finger in Pete’s direction. “That’s exactly what I’m talking about. You three degenerates stay away from her.”

“Degenerates?” Pete said, all innocence. The guy owned the most popular dance bar on the island, and was a known horn-dog.

“She must be what—twenty-five or so now?” Con added. “Not exactly a kid.”

“Not your business,” Beau said. “She’ll be around for ten weeks. The island’s big enough you all can avoid her for seventy days. Right?”

It was Nolan’s turn to bid. “Don’t sweat it, Sheriff. Five bucks.” He tossed a chip on the pile.

“I’ll see you and raise ten,” Beau’s deputy Matt said.

“I’m out,” said Pete, and just like that they were back to poker and off women. Good deal.
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Present Day

“Thanks for the ride!” Georgette jerked her leg to free a three-inch heel from between the boards of the dock. She waved again at the teenager who’d ferried her over from King’s Harbor on the southwest corner of Maine’s Mount Desert Island. Young Tim Mayo kept the outboard engine of his small lobster boat idling, clearly reluctant to leave her on the uninhabited island so soon after dawn.

“I’d hang around, but I gotta pick up my dad so we can get to pulling traps.” He glanced across the channel toward King’s Harbor, where his father was probably steamed up the boy and the boat weren’t at the marina.

“Don’t worry about it. The construction crew arrives in about an hour. You go on. My boss will pick me up later.” She took a few more careful steps—couldn’t an operation this size afford to build a new dock?—and looked back. Still there. 

“You have a nice day, now!” She waved her free hand, the other weighed down with her leather messenger bag, and made it to the end of the small pier without further footwear mishaps.

The engine revved, and the noise faded away as he headed east across the channel. 

Georgette—Jett to her closest friends and family, but never professionally because, really, who’d hire an attorney with a name like a rock star?—set her case on a makeshift table just beyond the narrow beach. 

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Salt air, pine needles, a touch of sawdust. Waves lapping at the shore, maple leaves rustling in the wind, faraway harbor buoy warning boaters of shallow shoals. 

The smells and sounds of coastal Maine. Nothing like the car exhaust, irate horns, and summer jackhammers of New Haven, Connecticut. Three years at Yale Law School were enough to convince her a big metropolitan area wasn’t where she wanted to put down roots. 

People in Maine needed attorneys, too. Her academic credentials ought to net her interviews with the larger firms in Portland, especially once she’d passed the bar exam. Her father’s firm there wasn’t the only game in town. She intended to be hired on her own merits, not sail in on Daddy’s coattails.

A seagull’s cry broke her musings, reminding her what had brought her to this little, soon-to-be developed island in Blue Hill Bay. A summer internship with Wheaton, James and Knox’s one-attorney satellite office in Bar Harbor probably wouldn’t give her much unique and challenging case experience, but so what? She’d ace every assignment Trevor Barnes sent her way. At the very least, she’d get a great recommendation to accompany her resume.

She took out a photocopy of the Cease and Desist Order her boss was bringing from Bangor. From the outside pocket, she took the six feet of medium-weight chain and padlock she’d found in a filing cabinet in her new office. Guess this wasn’t the firm’s first experience with this sort of thing. 

Her bag far more manageable, she slung it over her shoulder along with her small handbag, grabbed the chain and lock in one hand, legal filing with the other, and surveyed the field of battle. To the left, hundred-foot pines towered over a twenty-foot trailer, with makeshift stairs rising to a door at one end. Beyond, an area half the size of a football field had been cleared of trees and brush, a dozen thick stumps the victims of a logger’s chainsaw. 

Pine needles, sawdust and old leaves were churned into the hardened earth, with deep trenches dug by the massive tires of several huge machines, the architects of the devastation.

A work-roughed dump truck—blue where it wasn’t covered in mud—perched near the top of a long dirt ramp that led to a wide, deep pit for what must be the foundation for the main lodge of the resort that was under development. A resort that—if the papers in her hand had anything to say about it—wouldn’t go any further than the felled trees and a great big hole in the ground.

Two machines were in the bottom of the pit, giving her a perfect staging area. “How convenient. Thank you, Three Rivers Construction.”

That’s right. You’re a professional. Nothing personal about this at all. Period. 

The rising sun cast deep shadows into the ruts that lined the packed earthen ramp. She looked to her feet, the blue suede Louboutins already soiled with dew-dampened dirt. Maybe not the smartest choice to wear to a job site, but who’d take me seriously in running shoes?

Her first real assignment as the firm’s summer intern. At close of business yesterday, Trevor’s secretary Elaine had handed her a thick stack of papers, still warm from the fax machine. What was this, the twentieth century? Who used fax machines anymore?

She’d grinned, thrilled to have an actual project after over a week spent filing and studying for the bar exam. She read the cover page from her boss—Chain yourself to the construction equipment. Really?—but then hit a stone wall at the top of page two.

“What...” She couldn’t be reading this right. This had to be a mistake.

“Did you say something, dear?” Elaine had called from the other side of the room.

Jett sucked a breath, grabbed the edge of the desk to fight her squirming vision.

No. Just no.

The absolute number one reason she’d fought her father about taking this job, on this island, was to completely, utterly, absolutely avoid seeing Nolan freaking Rivers even once. Of course she couldn’t tell Daddy that. He’d tell Mom, and she’d tell Aunt Marie, who’d tell Uncle Beau. Who darn her incredibly rotten luck was Nolan’s BFF. Did men even have BFFs?

Damn!

But what was she going to do—refuse her boss’s instructions? Swoon and beg off because it was that time of the month or something?

No. She was a professional.

So here she stood, an inch deep in construction schmuck, in her severest skirted suit, her long, artfully-streaked brown mane tamed in a tight bun at her neck, no makeup but mascara and a swipe of lip gloss. The total package said Take me seriously, dammit. She might be five-foot-nothing in her bare feet, but her spankin’ new law degree said she was a force to be reckoned with. 

Jett made her way through the deep tracks, one wobbly foot after the other. The low whine of an engine meant a boat was approaching. As she snapped the lock that chained her to a two-ton piece of machinery, one thought overrode all others. Would her boss arrive before the Rivers boys with the key?

* * *
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Nolan Rivers was in a mood. Half his crew hadn’t shown up last week thanks to a better-paying job on the mainland, and the remainder hadn’t made nearly the progress he’d hoped for. He was four days behind schedule and eight grand over budget, a one-two punch to his Rolaids-addicted gut.

He counted heads again on his Starcraft and on the Boston Whaler thirty feet off his starboard bow, piloted by his brother, Conrad. In all, six strong men plus their gear. They’d better be up to a long day of work, since the forecast predicted that storm off the Newfoundland coast would be on them by nightfall. 

Just his rotten luck. It’d flood the job site, turning the eighty-plus tons of earth still to be moved into five hundred. Extending the work two or three days, at least. At fifteen hundred bucks a day for the equipment, plus labor, it’d cut another five thousand dollars into Three Rivers’s already slim profit.

“Looking pretty sour for first thing in the morning, boss.” 

Tank Leonard was Nolan’s go-to guy on the CAT 325C excavator he’d leased for the project. The fact he was married to Nolan’s cousin was the only reason he got away with talking smack on the job.

His glare only raised a chuckle from Tank, who shook his head and turned his back to the wind, thermal mug at his lips.

Nolan just needed some caffeine, that’s all. Why did none of these yahoos ever think to pick him up a coffee at that fancy shop near the King’s Harbor pier? They knew he’d never pay for a cardboard cup of the stuff when he had a perfectly good Mr. Coffee and a can of Folgers waiting in the trailer.

He pulled to the port side of the ramshackle dock that’d been built fifty some years ago by a group that ran a wilderness camp here. The majority partner in his project had bought the hundred-twenty-acre island for a song ten months ago. 

Architect’s plans were drawn up for a luxury timeshare resort, and Three Rivers won the bid after Nolan convinced his dad and brother to second mortgage their homes, combining their money with his own savings for a three-percent stake in the development. This was exactly the kind of project that would move them from nickel-and-dime remodels into the big leagues.

He finished tying off on a piling, grabbed his lunchbox and the rolled-up plans, and jumped down the last couple of feet from the dock to the sand.

“Uh, boss?” Tank looked like his last swallow was nothing but grounds.

“What?”

“Want to tell me why there’s a cute little babe in high heels chained to my CAT?”

* * *
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Jett had heard one engine grow to two before they rounded the bend into the small inlet. Here we go. 

She’d rehearsed her short speech until she could recite it fluently. A bunch of burly construction workers weren’t going to intimidate her—even if one of them was the guy she’d mooned over for a decade. She had the power of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency behind her, not to mention a copy of the C&D Order.

She wrapped the dangling bit of chain around her arm, tightening its hold on a machine with tires that made her feel like a toddler. Before she’d closed the lock, she’d threaded the links through the handles of her two bags, then secured the chain around her waist. All I have to do is keep them from starting up work until Trevor arrives with the official, certified document. And the key to the padlock, of course. Any minute now.

One by one, seriously muscled men tromped down the rutted ramp, clods of dirt flying from their thick boots. Some looked amused, others ticked off, but to a man, their eyes did a head-to-toe sweep and then did it at least once more. Neanderthal jerks.

In all, five men in hooded sweatshirts or flannels and jeans stood together, most with hands on their hips. She opened her mouth to begin her recitation, when one—half a head taller than the others with shoulders to match—nudged a couple of them aside and stomped to within ten feet of her.

If that glare was a laser ray, she’d be a pile of ash.

“Mind telling me what this is all about, sweetheart?”
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Three
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Nolan’s crew—all but his brother, who’d stopped by the office—stood around like it was a party or something. Sure, she was a looker, if you got past that grandma bun in her hair. Her clothing and jewelry were conservative but expensive, and must’ve set her back a few paychecks. Unless some stupid sap was paying the bills.

He hated that he knew shit like that—that he could tell linen and silk from polyester, a designer-label style against a discount brand. He had Celeste Turnbull to thank for that. Just the thought of that shallow, two-timing woman set his teeth on edge, his temper to the boiling point.

And were those high heels at the end of those shapely legs? Damn. What the hell was going on?

Speaking of which—he’d asked her a question. He watched her bring her breathing down to a steady rhythm—good thing, since he didn’t need her fainting and causing a stampede to catch her—and followed her little pink tongue as it swiped across her top lip.

Nolan particularly didn’t appreciate what the sight of her was doing to the fit of his jeans. Women. Damn ‘em all. “Cat got your tongue, sweet cakes?”

Her eyes—a chestnut brown, and why did she look familiar?—got even bigger as he took another step toward the papers she held in one hand. “Stop right there,” she said.

“Ooo,” said someone behind him. One look shut Tank’s big mouth. 

“What’s your name, sweetheart?” He planted himself maybe six feet back. It wasn’t likely she had explosives in that fancy leather case, but nut jobs came in all sorts of packages.

She narrowed her eyes before looking back toward the dock. Waiting for someone? A knight in shining armor with bolt cutters, maybe?

He enjoyed watching her take a deep breath and let it out. Another lick of that top lip—give me a break, woman!—and she finally opened her mouth to speak.

“Are you D.B. Rivers, N.A. Rivers, or C.R. Rivers, of Three Rivers Construction?”

“I’m Nolan Rivers, yes.”

She screwed her eyes shut and took another big breath. What the hell was this, anyway?

“Um...these are copies of court papers you’ll be served with. When Mr. Barnes arrives. Which should be at any moment.” She shifted her feet, and one of those ridiculous high heels sank deeper in the soft soil. She tugged at her fancy suit jacket, probably smearing more grime on it from that old chain.

Nolan was silent, enjoying watching her squirm. Who was she? Where’d he seen her before?

She held out a stack of papers. “You’re welcome to read through this until the originals arrive.”

He grabbed them from her hand, shot her a glare, and read silently. “By order of U.S. District Judge Arnold J. Prentiss, you are hereby ordered to cease and desist all construction on the island located at Latitude 44.63 and Longitude 68.45, also known as Peregrine Island.”

“What in the—” Con had stepped up beside him to read over his shoulder.

“Purpose of said order,” Nolan continued reading, “will be to enable the United States Fish and Wildlife Service, Office of Law Enforcement, to investigate and assess the legitimacy of a claim of imminent threat to an endangered plant species—specifically, the Cypripedium Arietinum, also known as Ram’s-Head Lady’s Slipper—on said property. 

“No further excavation or construction may be made on said property until and if such construction embargo is lifted subsequent to the investigation and findings of the USFWS.”

What the ever-loving—Nolan heard a jingle, and looked up to see the woman trying to wriggle the chain over her hips. Good. She should be trying to run.

Maybe this was just a bad dream. It was known to happen when he polished off the end of a fifth of bourbon instead of eating dinner. Any second now, the alarm would wake him up. Any second.

“Bro?” Conrad’s voice. “Hey. You okay?” His brother’s crooked-nosed mug blocked his field of vision. Shit. Not asleep. He filled his lungs with the fresh air of an island morning, and forced it from his mouth without an expletive. Mom’s old curse jar was overflowing at home, largely due to Nolan’s contributions over the years.

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m okay. Tell the guys to take ten while I figure this out. Nobody goes anywhere.”

“Where’re they gonna go? We’ve got the keys to both boats,” Conrad said.

“Yeah. Right.”

“Just—don’t scare her, huh? You have a tendency to do that to women who rile you up.” Nolan saw him wink at the trussed-up spitfire.

“Nah. I’m just a big ol’ teddy bear. Me and the lady are gonna have a little talk.”

* * *
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I don’t think so, Jett thought as Riv—the more laid-back of the two brothers despite his size—turned away. He’d had a thing for his best friend Sean’s sister forever. Morgan—her own best friend that summer she’d stayed a month with the Galloways when her parents were at a lawyers’ convention in Europe.

She’d loved her time in King’s Harbor. Eleven cousins, several aunts and uncles, her grandpa, and the free run of the island on her new Schwinn ten-speed.

Back then, they’d lived in an Upper East Side townhouse in New York, with elaborate wrought iron bars on the downstairs windows, a security system with a password that changed every month, and a Rottweiler trained as an attack dog.

She and her older brother Hollis never went anywhere alone. There was always a parent with them, or sometimes mom’s assistant would escort them to lessons and practices. There’d even be somebody standing by the front stoop when the van dropped them off after school.

Maine meant freedom. Maine meant lobster and ice cream. Maine meant boys.

And while her parents believed a thirteen-year-old girl’s thoughts revolved around Twilight and slumber parties, Jett and Morgan actually focused on collecting fashion tips from Seventeen magazine, daydreaming about the perfect job, and preparing to catch the handsomest boyfriend in the world.

Morgan had set her sights on Hollywood even then, limiting her consideration of boyfriend material to the pages of celebrity rags.

Jett’s tastes went in the opposite direction. Anyone who wasn’t prep school polished was precisely her cup of cocoa. And who was further from those carefully-groomed boys than Nolan Rivers. Tall as a pine tree, broad, muscle-y shoulders that strained the seams of his T shirt, and long, strong legs that carried him like the wind in the touch football games her cousins and their friends played a during his two-week leave from the Army.

Oh, yeah. She’d had it bad for Nolan. Too bad he was so much older. He’d treated her like a little kid that summer. Ruffling his hand through her short hair—messing up the Rihanna-inspired bob that set her mom back a hundred bucks—and calling her Little Jet. And Little Jet Engine. And Little Engine That Could. Like that was so funny.

But they’d had a moment together, right after he’d rescued her from “drowning.” 

“You told me you passed Junior Lifesaving at school,” Morgan had said when they were changing into dry clothes inside. “Totally lame, pretending you couldn’t swim so he’d rush out and save you.” She’d shuddered—but not the way Jett had. “He’s just so...old.”

Yeah, no. The feel of those strong arms around her still did crazy things to her insides.

But two years later, he hadn’t said boo when the family flew up for Grandpa’s sixty-fifth birthday party. Maybe he’d been in charge of the bar...but couldn’t he manage to drop by the kids’ table and say hello? How much time would that take?

She’d dragged her mother all over their new Maine hometown, Portland, looking at dresses. All the ones she’d liked were deemed “too mature” by Alyce LaCombe. Mature was exactly the look she was going for!

In the end, it hadn’t mattered, even when she wore one of Morgan’s flowy, off-the-shoulder things that gave her mother a heart attack. Nolan didn’t even notice her.

Then at her cousin Sean’s wedding this past October, she couldn’t help watching Nolan actively ignore her as he propped up the walls during the reception. Of course, that was wishful thinking. More likely, he didn’t know who she was, nor care. Thank goodness there’d been a bunch of other guys to dance with.

So ended her fascination with burly men. So she’d thought. So she’d hoped.

Jett emerged from her dance down memory lane as Riv stepped away and led the others, most of them grumbling, back up the hill. It was almost seven-thirty, and her boss was already a half hour late.

Then it was just her and the big guy. She watched him shake his head, bite the inside of his cheek. Measuring his words? Still not an ounce of recognition on his part. “I keep thinking I’ll wake up from this nightmare,” he said.

“Sorry, afraid not.”

“This damn thing isn’t even signed. You know that, don’t you?”

“My boss picked up the signed order last night in Bangor. As I said, he should be here any minute.”

She watched him fold the document and shove it in his back pocket. “This is bullshit. Who sent you?”

“I beg your pardon?” The Nolan Rivers she remembered watched his language around ladies.

“We paid over four grand for a thorough environmental impact study nine months ago. There were people investigating this entire island for ten days. On top of that, they reviewed all our plans. They recommended two changes to the gray and black water systems, which we made and submitted to the state. The entire project has been completely vetted and approved.”

His eloquent speech was at odds with his three-day beard, threadbare denim shirt, and fist-sized belt buckle. There was something very sexy about a smart man in beat-up clothes.

“I imagine you’ll have to take that up with the judge. A hearing is scheduled for Tuesday, May twenty-sixth at three p.m. in U.S. District Court in Bangor.”

“Next Tuesday? That’s almost a week away! I can’t afford—”

“Please, Mister Rivers, don’t raise your voice with me. I’m just the messenger.”

She pushed back against the machine until a rough edge poked her back. The chain dropped a bit and stopped just above her hip. With another inch or so she could shimmy out of it. That shapewear thing she’d worn to Sean’s wedding would’ve made the difference.

Ugh. Stop thinking about the last time you saw this caveman. You are definitely not interested in him anymore. Schoolgirl crush, period. You clearly meant nothing to him.

Where the heck was Trevor with that key?

“Do you have a tool that could cut this off me?”
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Nolan couldn’t help smiling. It was just too darn much fun watching the little kitten wriggle around inside that flimsy Grade 30 chain. 

Why the heck had she shackled herself to the excavator? Was she expecting a TV news crew or something? Man, that’s all he needed. Bad publicity on top of a construction shutdown. At least until he could get this damned thing straightened out.

A brass bell clanged. Now what?

“A little help with the lines, gentlemen?” A man’s voice, familiar.

A fancy-ass speed boat was drawn up to the dock. Nolan shielded his eyes from the water’s glare. Oh yeah. Trevor Barnes. He’d known him in high school. Privileged ass. Was he the kitten’s boss? He felt sorry for her.

Wait a minute. He pulled the papers from his back pocket and checked the stationery. Trevor Barnes, Esq. Wheaton, James and Knox.

Like his day couldn’t get any worse? This meant the tiny gal fidgeting around in that chain was Georgette LaCombe. At least she was acting like she didn’t know him. Maybe because it’d muck things up with her boss and this ludicrous legal order.

Fine. He’d act like they were strangers, too. Not because Beau had asked him to—that was none of the guy’s business. He’d do it because he had no interest in getting tangled up with any woman, especially one this smart and pretty.

Con, Mr. Soft Touch, had hustled down the pier and was tying off Trevor’s lines. The rest of the crew stood their ground. Quite the show this morning.

He’d be damned if he was going to make it easy for Barnes. The guy was a prick back in the day, and a law degree hadn’t improved his personality any. Nolan watched the lawyer and Conrad talk, and then his brother gestured over his shoulder to where Nolan stood near Georgette, still all trussed-up.

Barnes stopped at the makeshift table the guys had assembled from a sheet of plywood and two sawhorses, and looked to Nolan expectantly.

Nolan stared back, hands on hips. Sorry. You have something to say to me, you can come down here.

* * *
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Jett watched her boss hold his cell phone out, waving it back and forth as he eased his way down the incline.

“Hey, over here! A little help?” she called.

Trevor held up an index finger as he walked further into the excavated area. She wanted to hold up a different finger, but self-preservation won out. 

The attorney muttered a curse, slipped the phone into his pocket and took his time walking over to her. Well, to be fair, he’d had to dodge the clumps of damp dirt, too. She noticed he’d had time to grab an old pair of boots this morning, though. A-word.

“There you go.” He unlocked the padlock with a key from his inside pocket, and loosed the chain from around her torso and the big rig. “Is there a bag or something to carry this in?”

Oh, no. She wasn’t going to haul two pounds of steel back to the office in her laptop case. She brought it here, and now he could darned well manage it on his own.

“You know, I don’t see the sack for the chain.” She glanced around the pit.

“Ah. Well then, I’ll take care of it.” He held the half-inch links away from his body like a messy diaper, and made his way to where Nolan waited, hands on his hips.

Don’t worry about me, boss! Your minimum-wage intern in the eight hundred dollar shoes!

Gah. At least when she was steaming about Trevor Barnes, Esquire, she hadn’t been thinking about Nolan Rivers and how he’d looked at her like she was a noxious weed all tangled around his construction equipment. It wasn’t so bad that he didn’t recognize her; heck, that had pretty much been the reaction she was going for. It was that his hazel eyes held none of the interest, the heat, she saw in the faces of the rest of his crew.

She’d might as well face it. Jett LaCombe was nothing but a nuisance to the man of her dreams, three-day scruff, construction boots and all. But that’s what she wanted, right?

She glanced over to where Nolan leaned against a tree, rolling his eyes at something Trevor had said. Something wasn’t right in all of this. The legal action her firm had undertaken on behalf of her brother Hollis’s environmental non-profit had seemed perfectly legitimate when she’d sat in on their conference call yesterday.

But her impression of Nolan was that he was a straight-shooter. If the man said the project had complied with EPA regulations, it was pretty darn likely it had.

She turned to Trevor as they trudged up the ramp. “I’m going to... ” she gestured to the dark green portable toilet at the edge of the woods, and he nodded. When she reached it, she saw him on the phone, contents of a couple of legal-size file folders spread out on the makeshift picnic table. The man could turn the smallest thing into a thirty-minute billable call. 

Personal business handled, she saw Trevor was still ranting away. What can I do until he’s finished? Certainly not talk with that...man.

She pulled her copy of the unsigned order from her bag. One of the exhibits was a detailed map of where the endangered plants had been discovered. It was perhaps a couple hundred yards from where they stood. Might as well get a look at what was causing all the fuss. Her shoes were ruined, anyway.

Jett glanced back to see her boss scribbling notes on a legal pad, and followed the little orange flags around the back of the trailer. Ten minutes, max.

* * *

[image: ]


After a brief and excruciatingly condescending lecture from Barnes, Nolan had the official Cease and Desist, unfortunately pretty much a mirror of the one burning a hole in his jeans pocket. While the slimeball lawyer tucked his papers into a legal-size file folder, Nolan repeated his litany about having followed EPA procedures to the letter.

“Yes, yes, I’m sure.” Barnes put the file away and zipped his leather folio. “You’ll have your opportunity to present your side of the case next week.” He looked around, pinched expression saying he was far more comfortable with city streets and cultivated landscaping. “I don’t suppose you have a bathroom of sorts?” He glanced around the job site, eyes lighting on the portable toilet. He shuddered. “In the trailer, perhaps?”

Watching this guy squirm marginally improved Nolan’s spirits. “’Fraid not.” Not one he’d let the guy use, at any rate.

“Never mind, then. I suppose I’ll see you—or your attorney—in court.” 

It wasn’t worth a reply. Nolan headed to the trailer just as Tank emerged with the aluminum thermos and steel-toed boots he’d stored inside. Even his senior crew figured it could be weeks until they resumed excavation.

They passed without speaking. After he gathered the files he might need for this legal circus, he reset the alarm and locked the door.

Tank and his nephew were already in the only boat that remained. 

“Guess that’s it, then,” Nolan said. He started the engine and backed into the cove without another glance toward the abandoned equipment that was bleeding his profits. He should’ve grabbed the damn insurance policy from the trailer, but his agent would have a copy. He hoped it’d covered a frivolous, completely unfounded lawsuit.

He watched the lawyer’s Baja Outlaw tear around the point ahead of him, heading on toward Mount Desert Island. If it were possible, he had even less respect for Barnes than before. The loser had sent a young, beautiful, and dressed-to-the-nines intern out in the near-dark to make sure no work could be done on the project this morning. Georgette LaCombe, just his rotten luck.
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