
[image: Image Missing]



[image: Image Missing]




It’s In His Kiss copyright © 2014 Jill Shalvis


He’s So Fine copyright © 2014 Jill Shalvis


One In A Million copyright © 2014 Jill Shalvis


It’s In His Kiss cover photos © Blend Images/Alamy, Ozerov Alexander/Shutterstock


He’s So Fine cover photos © Sasha Bell/Getty Images


One In A Million cover photos © Sappington Todd/Getty Images




Author photograph by zrstudios.com


The right of Jill Shalvis to be identified as the Author of the Works has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Published by arrangement with Forever,


a division of Grand Central Publishing.


First published as this Ebook omnibus in 2015


by HEADLINE ETERNAL


An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN 978 1 4722 3170 3


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headlineeternal.com


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




About the Author


[image: Image Missing]


New York Times bestseller Jill Shalvis is the author of many romance novels including her acclaimed Lucky Harbor and Animal Magnetism series. The RITA winner and three-time National Readers Choice winner makes her home near Lake Tahoe.


Visit her website at www.jillshalvis.com for a complete book list and daily blog, and www.facebook.com/JillShalvis for other news, or follow her on Twitter @JillShalvis.




Everybody adores Jill Shalvis:


‘Packed with the trademark Shalvis humor and intense intimacy, it is definitely a must-read … If love, laughter and passion are the keys to any great romance, then this novel hits every note’ Romantic Times


‘Heartwarming and sexy … an abundance of chemistry, smoldering romance, and hilarious antics’ Publishers Weekly


‘[Shalvis] has quickly become one of my go-to authors of contemporary romance. Her writing is smart, fun, and sexy, and her books never fail to leave a smile on my face long after I’ve closed the last page … Jill Shalvis is an author not to be missed!’ The Romance Dish


‘Jill Shalvis is such a talented author that she brings to life characters who make you laugh, cry, and are a joy to read’ Romance Reviews Today


‘What I love about Jill Shalvis’s books is that she writes sexy, adorable heroes … the sexual tension is out of this world. And of course, in true Shalvis fashion, she expertly mixes in humor that has you laughing out loud’ Heroes and Heartbreakers


‘I always enjoy reading a Jill Shalvis book. She’s a consistently elegant, bold, clever writer … Very witty – I laughed out loud countless times and these scenes are sizzling’ All About Romance


‘If you have not read a Jill Shalvis novel yet, then you really have not read a real romance yet either!’ Book Cove Reviews


‘Engaging writing, characters that walk straight into your heart, touching, hilarious’ Library Journal


‘Witty, fun, and sexy – the perfect romance!’ Lori Foster, New York Times bestselling author


‘Riveting suspense laced with humor and heart is her hallmark, and Jill Shalvis always delivers’ Donna Kauffman, USA Today bestselling author


‘Humor, intrigue, and scintillating sex. Jill Shalvis is a total original’ Suzanne Forster, New York Times bestselling author


‘Fast-paced and deliciously fun … Jill Shalvis sweeps you away’ Cherry Adair, New York Times bestselling author




By Jill Shalvis


Cedar Ridge Series


Second Chance Summer


My Kind Of Wonderful


Animal Magnetism Series


Animal Magnetism


Animal Attraction


Rescue My Heart


Rumour Has It


Then Came You


Still The One


Lucky Harbor Series


Simply Irresistible


The Sweetest Thing


Head Over Heels


Lucky In Love


At Last


Forever And A Day


It Had To Be You


Always On My Mind


Once In A Lifetime


It’s In His Kiss


He’s So Fine


One In A Million


Merry Christmas, Baby &


Under The Mistletoe Omnibus (e-novellas)




About the Book


Visit the sleepy coastal town of Lucky Harbor in this stunning collection. Books Ten, Eleven and Twelve in New York Times bestseller Jill Shalvis’s award-winning series are guaranteed to make you laugh and fall in love.


In IT’S IN HIS KISS, Becca has said goodbye to city living and escaped to the beach. And a deliciously sexy surfer might just convince her to stay for good. Boatbuilder and investment genius Sam knows how dangerous it is to mix business and pleasure, but he can’t help offering Becca a job just to have her near. Will Becca be tempted to return to her glamorous city life? Or will Sam and this little town steal her heart?


In HE’S SO FINE, Olivia’s an expert at burying her past. She keeps herself to herself … until she sees a man drowning – a man she ends up getting up close and personal with. Charter boat captain Cole Donovan enjoys the gorgeous woman throwing her arms around his neck in an effort to ‘save’ him. But real trouble is about to come Olivia’s way. Will it bring her deeper into Cole’s heart, or will it be the end of Olivia’s days in Lucky Harbor?


In ONE IN A MILLION, Callie has no interest in men. A wedding planner who’s been jilted at the altar, she’s all-too familiar with heartache. But when she returns to her hometown, her high-school crush is sexier than ever. Tanner is a deep-sea diver with a wild past – and now his teenage son is back in his life. He’s no role model, but Callie makes him feel he can be the man they both deserve. Could the little town that holds their past hold a beautiful future?


Return to this heartwarming little town in the other exclusive Lucky Harbor collections. And don’t miss Jill’s Cedar Ridge books – the gorgeous series set in the Colorado mountains, that we promise will capture your heart.
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Chapter 1
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“Oh, yeah,” Becca Thorpe murmured with a sigh of pleasure as she wriggled her toes in the wet sand. The sensation was better than splurging on a rare pedicure. Better than finding the perfect dress on sale. Better than . . . well, she’d say orgasms, but it’d been a while and she couldn’t remember for sure.


“You’re perfect,” she said to the Pacific Ocean, munching on the ranch-flavored popcorn she’d bought from the pier. “So perfect that I’d marry you and have your babies, if I hadn’t just promised myself to this popcorn.”


“Not even going to ask.”


At the sound of the deep male voice behind her, Becca squeaked and whipped around.


She’d thought she was alone on the rocky beach. Alone with her thoughts, her hopes, her fears, and all her worldly possessions stuffed into her car parked in the lot behind her.


But she wasn’t alone at all, because not ten feet away, between her and the pier, stood a man. He wore a rash-guard T-shirt and loose board shorts, both dripping wet and clinging to his very hot bod. He had a surfboard tucked under a biceps, and just looking at him had her pulse doing a little tap dance.


Maybe it was his unruly sun-kissed brown hair, the strands more than a little wild and blowing in his face. Maybe it was the face itself, which was striking for the features carved in granite and a set of mossy-green eyes that held her prisoner. Or maybe it was that he carried himself like he knew he was at the top of the food chain.


She took a few steps back because the wary city girl in her didn’t trust anyone, not even a sexy-looking surfer dude.


The man didn’t seem bothered by her retreat at all. He just gave her a short nod and left her alone.


Becca watched him stride up the pier steps. Or more correctly, she watched his very fine backside and long legs stride up the pier steps, carrying that board like it weighed nothing.


Then he vanished from sight before she turned her attention back to the ocean.


Whitecaps flashed from the last of the day’s sun, and a salty breeze blew over her as the waves crashed onto the shore. Big waves. And Sexy Surfer had just been out in that. Crazy.


Actually, she was the crazy one, and she let out a long, purposeful breath, and with it a lot of her tension.


But not all . . .


She wriggled her toes some more, waiting for the next wave. There were a million things running through her mind, most of them floating like dust motes through an open, sun-filled window, never quite landing. Still, a few managed to hit with surprising emphasis—such as the realization that she’d done it. She’d packed up and left home.


Her destination had been the Pacific Ocean. She’d always wanted to see it, and she could now say with one hundred percent certainty it met her expectations. The knowledge that she’d fulfilled one of her dreams felt good, even if there were worries clouding her mind. The mess she’d left behind, for one. Staying out of the rut she’d just climbed out of, for another. And a life. She wanted—needed—a life. Employment would be good, too, since she was fond of eating.


But standing in this little Washington State town she’d yet to explore, those worries receded slightly. She’d get through this; she always did. After all, the name of this place nearly guaranteed it.


Lucky Harbor.


She was determined to find some good luck for a change.


A few minutes later, the sun finally gently touched down on the water, sending a chill through the early-July evening. Becca took one last look and turned to head back to her car. Sliding behind the wheel, she pulled out her phone and accessed the ad she’d found on Craigslist.






Cheap waterfront warehouse converted into three separate living spaces. Cheap. Furnished (sort of). Cheap. Month to month. Cheap.








It worked for Becca on all levels, especially the cheap part. She had the first month’s rent check in her pocket, and she was meeting the landlord at the building. All she had to do was locate it. Her GPS led her from the pier to the other end of the harbor, down a narrow street lined with maybe ten warehouse buildings.


Problem number one.


None of them had numbers indicating its address. After cruising up and down the street three times, she admitted defeat and parked. She called the landlord, but she only had his office phone, and it went right to voice mail.


Problem number two. She was going to have to ask someone for help, which wasn’t exactly her strong suit.


It wasn’t even a suit of hers at all. She hummed a little to herself as she looked around, a nervous tic for sure, but it soothed her. Unfortunately, the only person in sight was a kid on a bike, in homeboy shorts about ten sizes too big and a knit cap, coming straight at her on the narrow sidewalk.


“Watch it, lady!” he yelled.


A city girl through and through, Becca held her ground. “You watch it.”


The kid narrowly missed her and kept going.


“Hey, which building is Two-Oh-Three?”


“Dunno, ask Sam!” he called back over his shoulder. “He’ll know, he knows everything.”


Okay, perfect. She cupped her hands around her mouth so he’d hear her. “Where’s Sam?”


The kid didn’t answer, but he did point toward the building off to her right.


It was a warehouse like the others, industrial, old, the siding battered by the elements and the salty air. It was built like an A-frame barn, with both of the huge front and back sliding doors open. The sign posted did give her a moment’s pause.






WARNING: PRIVATE DOCK


TRESPASSERS WILL BE USED AS BAIT








She bit her lower lip and decided that, after driving all day for days on end, her need to find her place outweighed the threat. Hopefully . . .


The last of the sunlight slanted through the warehouse, highlighting everything in gold, including the guy using some sort of planer along the wood. The air itself was throbbing with the beat of the loud indie rock blaring from some unseen speakers.


From the outside, the warehouse hadn’t looked like much, but as she stepped into the vast doorway, she realized the inside was a wide-open space with floor-to-rafters windows nearly three stories high. It was lined with ladders and racks of stacked wood planks and tools. Centered in the space was a wood hull, looking like a piece of art.


As did the guy working on it. His shirt was damp and clinging to his every muscle as it bunched and flexed with his movements. It was all so beautiful and intriguing—the boat, the music, the man himself, right down to the corded veins on his forearms—that it was like being at the movies during the montage of scenes that always played to a sound track.


Then she realized she recognized the board shorts, or more accurately the really excellent butt, as she’d only moments before watched it walk away from her.


Sexy Surfer.


Though he couldn’t possibly have heard her over the hum of his power tool and the loud music, he turned to face her. And as she already knew, the view of him from the front was just as heart-stopping as it was from the back.


He didn’t move a single muscle other than one flick of his thumb, which turned off the planer. His other hand went into his pocket and extracted a remote. With another flick, the music stopped.


“You shouldn’t be in here,” he said. “It’s dangerous.”


And just like that, the pretty montage sound track playing in her head came to a screeching halt. “Okay, sorry. I’m just—”


Just nothing, apparently, because he turned back to his work, and with another flick of his thumb the planer came back to life. And then the music.


“—Looking for someone,” she finished. Not that he was listening.


On the wall right next to her, a telephone began ringing, and the bright red light attached to it began blinking in sync, clearly designed just in case the phone couldn’t be heard over the tools. She could hear it, but she doubted he could. One ring, then two. Three. The guy didn’t make a move toward it.


On the fourth ring, the call went to a machine, where a recorded male voice said, “Lucky Harbor Charters. We’re in high gear for the summer season. Coastal tours, deep-sea fishing, scuba, name your pleasure. Leave a message at the tone, or find us at the harbor, north side.”


A click indicated the caller disconnected, but the phone immediately rang again.


Sexy Surfer ignored all of this.


Becca had a hard time doing the same, and she glanced around for someone, anyone, but there was no one in sight. Used to having to be resourceful, she let her gaze follow the cord of the planer to an electric outlet in the floor. She walked over to it and pulled it out of the wall.


The planer stopped.


So did her heart when Sexy Surfer turned his head her way. Yep, Sexy Surfer was an apt description for him. Maybe Drop-Dead Sexy. Either way, he took in the fact that she was still there and that she was holding the cord to his planer and a single brow arched. Whether it was displeasure or disbelief was hard to tell. Probably, with that bad ’tude, not many messed with him. But she was exhausted, hungry, out of her element, and a little bit pissed off. Which made her just enough of a loose cannon to forget to be afraid.


“I’m trying to find Sam,” she said, moving closer to him so he could hear her over his music. “Do you know him?”


“Who’s asking?”


Having come from a family of entertainers, most of them innate charmers to boot, Becca knew how to make the most of what she’d been given, so she smiled. “I’m Becca Thorpe, and I’m trying to find Two-Oh-Three Harbor Street. My GPS says I’m on Harbor Street, but the buildings don’t have numbers on them.”


“You’re looking for the building directly to the north.”


She nodded, and then shook her head with a laugh. She could get lost trying to find her way out of a paper bag. “And north would be which way exactly?”


He let the planer slowly slide to the floor by its cord before letting go and heading toward her.


He was six-foot-plus of lean, hard muscle, with a lot of sawdust clinging to him, as rugged and tough as the boat he was working on—though only the man was exuding testosterone, a bunch of it.


Becca didn’t have a lot of great experience with an overabundance of testosterone, so she found herself automatically taking a few steps back from him, until she stood in the doorway.


He slowed but didn’t stop, not until he was crowded in that doorway right along with her, taking up an awful lot of space.


Actually, all of the space.


And though she was braced to feel threatened, the opposite happened. She felt . . . suddenly warm, and her heart began to pound. And not in a terrified way, either.


He took in her reaction, held her gaze for a moment, then pointed to the right. “The front of the building you’re looking for is around the corner,” he said, his voice a little softer now, like maybe he knew she was torn between an unwelcome fear and an equally unwelcome heat.


She really hoped the heat was mutual, because it would be embarrassing to be caught in Lustville by herself. “Around the corner,” she repeated. Did he know he smelled good, like fresh wood and something citrusy, and also heated male? She wondered if she smelled good, too, or if all she was giving off was the scent of confused female and ranch-flavored popcorn.


“What do you need with that place?” he asked.


“I’m the new tenant there. Or one of them anyway.”


His expression was unfathomable. “I take it you haven’t seen it yet.”


“Not in person,” she said. “Why? Is it that bad?”


“Depends on how long you’re staying,” he said. “More than five minutes?”


Oh, boy. “I don’t actually know,” she said. “It’s a month-to-month rental. Lucky Harbor is sort of a pit stop for me at the moment.”


His gaze searched hers. Then he nodded and moved back to his work. He plugged the planer in and flicked it on again.


Guess their conversation was over. She was on her own. And if that thought caused a little pang of loneliness inside her still-hurting heart, she shoved it deep and ignored it, because now wasn’t the time to give in to the magnitude of what she’d done. Leaving the warehouse, she turned right.


To her new place.


To a new beginning.




Chapter 2
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Sam Brody lifted his head from the boat he was building and let his gaze drift to the north-facing window. The sky was a kaleidoscope of colors as the sun vanished, but he could still see the quiet, industrial street, and the backside of Tough Girl as she walked off.


And walking off was just as he wanted her, too. He turned his concentration back to the hull. He was good at concentrating. If his childhood hadn’t drilled it into him, then working on an oil rig for seven years—where paying attention meant the difference between life and death—had certainly done so.


But damn if not two seconds later his gaze flickered to the window again.


Yep, she and her sweet bod were gone. She had a backbone, but she also had those warm, soulful brown eyes, and one of those smiles that could draw a man right in.


And a sassiness that could hold him there . . .


And she was going to be right next door. Not good news. The warehouse she’d rented was a complete piece of shit, cold in the winter, hot in the summer, not easily secured or safe. Not his call, of course, but he didn’t like that the landlord had put her in there, alone. Lyons should’ve known better. The place had been up for sale for years now, but no one in Lucky Harbor was stupid enough to sink any equity into that money pit. Still, Sam should’ve bought the thing himself just to keep it empty.


Empty, and quiet.


The phone rang again, and the accompanying red lights gave him an eye twitch. He’d been ignoring the calls while trying to work, figuring one of the guys would get the hint and pick up. But neither Cole nor Tanner was good at hints. No, for his two partners to get something, they had to be hit over the head with it. Besides, Sam knew damn well it amused the hell out of them to make him answer the phone.


Finally he snatched the phone just to shut it up and snarled, “Lucky Harbor Charters.”


There was a brief pause, a hesitation that made him feel like a jackass as his gaze skimmed the big sign that Cole had taped above the phone for Sam’s benefit alone. It read:






Smile.


Be friendly.


Ask “Can I help you?” in a tone that suggests you actually mean it, and not that you’d like to rip the head off whoever’s interrupting you.


(You smiling yet?)








Refusing to smile on principle, Sam did make the effort to sound friendly as he spoke into the silence. “Can I help you?”


“Sammy? That you?”


Sam closed his eyes. “Yeah, Dad. It’s me.”


“Oh, good.” Mark Brody laughed a little sheepishly. “I remembered the number right this time. So . . . how’s it going?”


This wasn’t the question his dad really wanted to ask, but at least the guy had become self-aware enough to feign interest. In the past, his dad would’ve gotten right to it. Got a little extra for your good old dad? Thanks, love ya.


“Sammy? You there?”


Sam scrubbed a hand down his face. Yeah. He was here. He was always here, from all those crazy years when Mark hadn’t had it together enough to keep Sam from landing in foster care, to now, when Mark still didn’t have it together. “How much you need?” Sam asked.


“Uh . . .” His dad laughed again, guilt heavy in the sound. He’d spent a total of maybe ten minutes being a dad, so he’d never really gotten the hang of it. “That’s not why I called.”


Yeah, it was. Of course it was. They had a routine. Sam would call his dad to check in every week, never getting a return call until Mark ran out of money, which happened every few months or so. “It’s okay, Dad. Just tell me.”


“A grand.”


Sam opened his eyes and stared at the sign.


Smile.


Be friendly.


“A grand,” he repeated.


“Carrie needs to buy stuff for the baby, and—”


“Got it,” Sam said, not wanting to hear about the demands of Mark’s latest woman. Or the baby that’d be Sam’s half sister when it arrived in a few months.


A baby sister.


It didn’t defy the odds any more than picturing his dad trying to be a real dad . . . “Did you ask for the paternity test like we talked about?”


“Well . . .”


“Dad—”


“She’d kill me, son. You have no idea how touchy pregnant women are.”


Sam bit back anything he might have said because there was no point. His father had made a career out of getting ripped off by women. “You need to find a way to try,” Sam said.


“I will.”


Sam blew out a breath. He wouldn’t try. “So a grand, then. To the usual bank account?”


“Uh, no,” Mark said, back to sheepish. “I closed that one out.”


More likely, the bank had kicked him out for repeatedly overdrawing his funds.


“I’ll email you the new info,” his dad said. “Thanks, son. Love ya.”


The love ya was so rote that Sam wondered if Mark even realized he was saying it. Not that it mattered. Nor did his response, as his dad had already disconnected.


The phone immediately rang again. Resisting the urge to throw it out the window, he yanked it back up, wondering what his dad could have possibly forgotten. “Yeah?”


“Hi, um . . . is this Lucky Harbor Charters?” a female voice asked, sounding uncertain.


Shit. Sam glanced at the sign. He still didn’t have a smile in him so once again he attempted friendly. “Yes, you’ve reached LHC.”


“Oh, good. I’d like to book a deep-sea fishing trip for a family reunion. It’s our first big reunion in five years and we’re all so excited. There’s going to be my dad, my grandfather, my two brothers, my uncle—”


“Okay, great. Hold please,” Sam said, and punched the HOLD button. He took a deep breath and strode out of the warehouse and to their “yard.” This led to the waterfront. There they had a dock, where their fifty-foot Wright Sport was moored.


Hours ago, Tanner—their scuba diving instructor and communications expert—had texted Sam that he was working on their radio system.


“Hey,” Sam called out to him. “How about answering a damn phone call once in a while?”


“You’re the one inside,” Tanner said, not stopping what he was doing, which didn’t look to be work so much as sunbathing. Not that he needed it with the mocha skin he’d inherited from his mother’s Brazilian roots. He’d stripped to a pair of board shorts, a backward baseball cap, and reflective aviator sunglasses, and was sprawled out on his back, face tilted up to the sun.


“Busy, are you?” Sam asked drily.


“Cole and I chartered the midnight cruise last night and didn’t moor until three a.m.”


“And you slept until two p.m., so what’s your point?”


Tanner lifted a middle finger.


Sam gave up and strode up to the smaller building—a hut really—that they used as their front office and greeting area. The rolling door was up when they were open for business and shut when they weren’t.


It was up now, and Cole was sitting behind the front counter. He was their captain, chief navigator, and mechanic, and was currently hunt-and-pecking at the keyboard of his laptop. The fingers stopped when Sam reached into the bucket beside the counter and pulled out one of their water guns. The thing had been touted as a squirt gun, but the more apt term would have been cannon. Sam weighed it in his hands, decided it was loaded enough, and turned back to the door.


“What the hell are you doing?” Cole asked.


“Going to spray the hell out of Tanner.”


“Nice,” Cole said, fingers already back to hunt-and-pecking. “Carry on.”


Sam stopped in the doorway and stared at him in surprise. Cole was their resident techno-geek. He wore cargo pants with handy pockets and could fix just about anything at any time with the ingenuity of a modern-day MacGyver. And he always, always, objected to fighting among their ranks. “What’s up?” Sam asked him.


“Trying to work. Go away.”


“If you’re working so damn hard, why aren’t you answering the phones?”


Cole lifted his head and blinked innocently. “Phones? What phones? I didn’t hear any phones.”


Sam shook his head. “We need to get that damn ad in the paper.”


Cole’s fingers clicked one last key with dramatic flair. “Done,” he declared. “Ad placed.”


“What does it say?” Sam asked.


Cole hit a few more keys. “Looking for self-motivated admin to answer phones, work a schedule, greet customers with a friendly attitude, and be able to handle grumpy-ass bosses named Sam.”


Sam arched a brow. “You’d push the buttons of a guy holding a loaded water cannon?”


Not looking worried in the slightest, Cole smiled and reached down beneath the counter, coming up with his own loaded cannon, which he casually aimed at Sam. “You forget who bought these.”


“Shit.” He turned to go.


“You’re forgetting something else,” Cole said.


Sam looked back.


“Tanner’s ex-profession as a Navy SEAL.”


“Shit,” Sam said again, lowering the cannon. He was pissed, not stupid.


“Good choice.”


“Line one’s for you,” Sam said.


Becca wasn’t much for regrets so she decided not to stress over the fact that she’d rented a third of a dilapidated warehouse sight unseen. Thanks to Sexy Grumpy Surfer’s warning—I take it you haven’t seen it yet—she’d been braced.


But not braced enough.


The building was similar to Sam’s in that they were both converted warehouses, and had the same floor-to-rafter windows. But that’s where the similarities ended. Her warehouse hadn’t been nearly so well taken care of. According to the landlord—an old guy named Lyons—the place had once been a cannery. Then an arcade. Then a saltwater taffy manufacturer with a gift shop. And finally a boardinghouse, which had last been used for a bunch of carnies in town for a long-ago summer, and they hadn’t been kind.


At the moment the entire warehouse was a wide-open space divided into three units by questionably thin walls. Each apartment had a rudimentary galley kitchen and bathroom and was filled with a variety of leftover dust and crap from the previous renters—hence the furnished (sort of) part of the ad. In addition to beds and tables, this included some odd-looking carnival equipment and a saltwater taffy pull.


Or possibly a torture device . . .


Becca and Mr. Lyons walked through each of the apartments. The first unit was cheapest since it was the smallest, and also the coldest, as it got the least sun exposure.


Since cheap was right up her alley, and she didn’t have to worry about cold for another six months, she’d handed over her check.


“If you need anything,” Mr. Lyons said, “yell for the guys across the alley. Tanner’s almost always on the dock or their boat, but he’s a real tough nut to crack. Cole’s good for fixing just about anything. But Sam knows all there’s to know about these old warehouses. He’s your man if you need anything.”


Sam again. But she decided she’d need his help never. “Got it, thanks.”


“He’s not exactly shy, so don’t you be,” Lyons said. “Just don’t try to date any of them. They’re pretty much ex-hell-raisers these days, but still heartbreakers, each and every one of them.”


“I’ll keep that in mind,” Becca said, knowing she could and had handled just about anything a woman could face. She absolutely wouldn’t be needing help.


Not an hour later, she was in the bathroom washing her hands when she found a huge, black, hairy spider in her sink staring at her with eight beady eyes. She went screaming into the alley, jumping up and down, shaking out her hair, and jerking her limbs like a complete moron.


“You lost again?”


She let out another scream and whirled around to face—oh, perfect—Sexy Grumpy Surfer. He was in faded jeans, a white T-shirt, and mirrored glasses, looking movie-star cool and sexy hot.


He arched a single brow.


“There’s a spider in my bathroom sink,” she said, still gasping for breath.


“That explains the dance moves.”


Ignoring this and him, she checked herself over again, still not convinced she was spider-free.


“Need help?” he asked.


“No.”


He shrugged and turned to walk away.


“Okay, yes,” she admitted. Damn it. “I need help.” She pointed to the offending building. “First apartment, door’s wide open. The evil culprit is in the bathroom sink.”


With a salute, he vanished inside her building.


She did not follow. She couldn’t follow; her feet had turned into two concrete blocks. And if he came out without having caught the spider, she was going to have to move out. Immediately.


Two minutes later, Sexy Grumpy Surfer reappeared, the smirk still in place. She wasn’t going to ask. She refused to ask. But her brain didn’t get the message to her mouth. “You get it?” she demanded, and was rattled enough not to care that her voice shook a little bit.


“Got it,” he said.


“Sure?”


He gave her a head tilt. “Do you want me to swear on a stack of Bibles, or my mother’s grave?”


His mother was in a grave. That was sad and tragic, and she knew later she’d think about it and mourn for them. But for right now, she wanted assurances. “Your word will do.”


“I’m sure I got the spider.”


Whew. She sagged in relief. “Okay, then. Thank you.”


“I don’t suppose you’d do those moves again.”


Was he laughing at her? She narrowed her eyes at him because yeah, he was laughing at her. “I don’t suppose.”


“Shame,” he said, and then he was gone.


Becca went cautiously back inside. She glared at her bathroom mirror for a few minutes and told herself she was fine, move on.


She was really good at that, moving on. She stood in the center of the drafty space with her two suitcases, her portable piano keyboard, and her pride. There were a few other things, too. Fear. Nerves. Worry. But she’d done it, she’d made the move to reclaim her life, and at the realization a new feeling settled into her chest, pushing out some of the anxiety.


Hope.


Nightfall hit in earnest, and she had nothing to do with herself. No WiFi, no cable. Just her imagination. When it kicked in gear, picturing the relatives of the doomed spider creeping out of the woodwork to stalk her, she hurriedly pulled out her e-reader to distract herself. It was an older model, and she had to hold up a flashlight to read by. She could’ve left an overhead light on, but then she’d have to get out of bed later to turn it off. This wasn’t a new problem. She couldn’t have said how many times in the past she’d dropped the flashlight and e-reader on her face while trying to read in bed, and sure enough, twenty minutes in, she dropped the flashlight and e-reader on her face.


Giving up, she drove into town, found a local bar and grill named, of all things, the Love Shack. She ordered a pizza, took it back to her place, and ate alone staring out the huge windows.


The view was an inky black sky, a slice of equally inky black ocean, and the alley that ran perpendicular from the street between the other warehouses.


Three guys were carrying what looked like scuba gear into Sexy Grumpy Surfer’s warehouse. Three hot guys, one of them Sexy Grumpy Surfer himself. They were laughing and talking as they made several trips.


Interesting. Sexy Grumpy Surfer could laugh . . .


She watched while eating her pizza and thought maybe she didn’t need cable after all.


It was quiet when, an hour later, she walked outside with the empty pizza box, down the dark alley to the Dumpster. Real dark. There was no sign of a single soul now, and Becca hummed a little tune to herself to keep from freaking out, one of her own.


Not that it helped. A sound startled her, and she nearly jumped right out of her skin.


About five feet ahead, three sets of glowing eyes turned her way.


Raccoons.


They were sitting on the Dumpster, having a feast. She laughed at herself, but swallowed her amusement when the six eyes narrowed on her, all accusatory-like. “Sorry,” she said. “But I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to be foraging around back here.”


The raccoon closest to her growled.


Yikes. Becca lifted her hands. “You know what? None of my business. Carry on.” Whirling to leave, she had taken one step when she suddenly found herself pinned against the wall by a big, hard, sculpted, warm body, two big hands at either side of her face. She gasped in shock, and at the sound, her captor went still as well. Then his thumbs were at her jaw, forcing her to look up at him.


“It’s you,” he said, and she recognized his voice. Sexy Grumpy Surfer. As fast as she’d been pinned, she was unpinned. “What are you doing?” he wanted to know.


Her mouth dropped open. “What am I doing? How about what are you doing? You scared me half to death.”


“I thought you were following me.”


“No.” But okay, she had been watching him earlier—two entirely different things, she told herself. “I was just talking to the raccoons—” She gestured to where they’d been rifling through the trash, but they were long gone, the traitors. Shakily she started to bend to pick up her fallen pizza box, but he retrieved it for her, tossing it into the Dumpster.


“You need to be careful,” he said.


She gaped at him, her fear turning to temper. “The only danger I was in came from you!”


“Lucky Harbor might be a small town,” he said, “but bad shit can happen anywhere.”


“I know that,” she said. And she did. She knew far more than she should.


He was in a pair of loose black sweats, battered athletic shoes, and a T-shirt that was plastered to his flat abs and broad chest with perspiration. She realized he’d been running, hard by the look of him, though he wasn’t breathing all that heavily. If she hadn’t been feeling so defensive, she might have thought about how sexy he looked. But she was feeling defensive, so she refused to notice.


Much.


“You okay?” he asked.


Well, now was a fine time for him to ask, after he’d nearly given her a heart attack. “Yeah, I’m okay,” she said. “I’m totally okay.” Because saying it twice made it so.


“It’s late,” he said. “You should go inside.”


Becca wasn’t real good at following nicely uttered requests, much less an out-and-out order. “Maybe I was going somewhere,” she said.


He crossed his arms over his chest. “Were you?”


He wasn’t going to intimidate her. She no longer let herself get intimidated. But it wasn’t really intimidation she was feeling, not with the interesting heat churning in her belly from his nearness. Then he stepped even closer, and she forgot how to breathe, even more so when he cupped her face and tilted it up so he could study her. With a gentleness that surprised her, he stroked the pad of his thumb beneath her left eye.


“You’ve got a bruise on your face,” he said.


She pushed his hand away. “No, I don’t.”


“You do.” Those intensely green eyes held hers prisoner. “What happened?”


She reached up and touched the tender spot. “I was reading in bed and smacked myself with my flashlight and e-reader.”


He stared at her. “Is that your version of I ran into a door?”


She let out a mirthless laugh, which made his frown deepen. Apparently laughing in the face of an overprotective alpha wasn’t the right move. “Seriously,” she said. “I did this one all on my own.”


“This one?”


Well, shit. An overprotective, sharp alpha. “Have you ever tried to read in bed?” she asked, feeling contrary. “You hold the flashlight and e-reader above your head and if you start to fall asleep or relax, it’s smack.”


He gave one slow blink. “Maybe you should sit up when you read.”


“Maybe.” But she wouldn’t. She loved to read while lying down in bed. Which meant that she’d be hitting herself in the face again real soon.


Sexy Grumpy Surfer didn’t move, nary an inch. Then he told her why. “I’m not going anywhere until you go back inside,” he said.


“Why?”


He just looked at her, and she realized that he was still in protective mode.


“Fine,” she said. “Be all silent and mysterious. I’m going in.” She pointed at him. “But not because you told me to.”


His mouth twitched, but he said nothing.


“Has anyone ever told you that you have a strange sense of humor?” she asked.


“Yeah,” he said. “I’ve heard.”




Chapter 3
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There was still the night’s chill on the air when Becca woke up the next morning. Early sun rays were doing their best to beat back the dark shadows of the night, stabbing through the cloud layer with hints of soft yellow and orange.


She rolled the kink out of her neck from sleeping on the floor. Today was the day she further depleted her savings by buying furniture.


And other essentials, such as food.


Today was also the day that she got her act together. She stared at the portable piano keyboard leaning so deceptively casual-like against one of her suitcases.


As a jingle writer, all she had to do was write a catchy tune for a given product. That was it. Write a jingle, sell it to the ad agency that had her on retainer, and accept their thanks in the form of a check.


Except she’d been having trouble for a year now. Her muse had shriveled up on her, and she was eking out only the barest minimum to keep her agency interested. Her latest assignment was simple—come up with something catchy for Cushy toilet paper. A relatively easy and insignificant enough assignment, right?


Right.


With a sigh, she grabbed a roll of the toilet paper that the company had sent her, shoved it in her tote bag, and headed out. The first person she came across was the same boy on the bike who’d nearly hit her the other day. “Hey,” she said, flagging him down.


He slowed. “Sam’s probably in his warehouse—”


“No, this question’s for you.” She pulled out the roll of toilet paper. “Feel this. What does it make you think of?”


He blinked.


“I’m writing a commercial for it,” she told him.


“That’s weird,” he said, but he reached out and took it. Considered. “I guess it feels nice to squeeze,” he finally said.


“Good, but unfortunately, that commercial’s already been done,” she said. “Give me something else.”


“Okay . . .” The kid scratched his head. “It’s . . . soft?”


“Soft,” she said.


“Yeah. You know, cushy.”


She blew out a breath. “Thanks.”


“I wasn’t any help at all, was I?” the kid asked.


“You were great,” she told him, and waved as he rode off.


She walked to the pier for more ranch-flavored popcorn, which she’d bought at the ice cream stand. The same twenty-something-year-old guy was there today.


“You’re back,” he said.


“Yep. You give good popcorn.”


He smiled. “I know. I’m Lance, by the way.”


“Becca,” she said. “I’m new to town.” Lance was small, painfully thin, and had an odd sound to his voice, like his chest was hollow. She glanced at the jar on the counter, with a DONATE TO CYSTIC FIBROSIS RESEARCH poster taped to it, and felt a pang of worry and empathy for him.


“So what’ll it be, Becca New to Town?” he asked.


She smiled. “Ranch-flavored popcorn.” She paused. “And a single chocolate scoop.”


“Living large,” he said. “I like it.”


When he brought the popcorn and ice cream to her, she held up the roll of toilet paper. “Question,” she said. “What does this make you think of?”


He laughed. “That’s going to cost you a double scoop, at least.” But he squeezed the roll of toilet paper. “Tell me why I’m humoring the crazy lady?”


“Because she writes the songs for commercials,” Becca said. Sometimes. If she’s very lucky. “And I need one for Cushy toilet paper. Only I’m stuck.”


“So your brain’s . . . plugged?” he asked playfully. “Your brain’s got a big . . . load?”


She laughed. “Don’t quit your day job.”


He squeezed the roll again. “You know,” he said casually. “I get sick a lot.”


Her heart pinched. “I’m sorry.”


“It’s okay. But I use this brand for blowing my nose. It’s softer and more gentle than tissues.”


She smiled and handed back the ice cream cone she hadn’t yet licked. “Okay, now that’s worth a double.”


He made it a triple.


A million calories later, she was back in her place, and she managed to come up with a little—emphasis on little—jingle for Cushy. She sent it off to her agency, fingers crossed.


Standing up, she moved to the window and took in a most mesmerizing sight.


Not the ocean, though that was pretty damn fine, too.


But Sexy Grumpy Surfer—SGS for short, she’d decided—side by side with one of the other guys from last night, the two of them doing pull-ups on some metal bar. Given their easy, economical speed and the way they kept turning to eyeball each other, they were competing and not for the first time. They were shirtless, their toned bodies gleaming with sweat in the early-morning sun, definitely outshining the Pacific Ocean.


“Wow,” she whispered. She had no idea how long she stood there, or how many impossibly difficult pull-ups the two men did before they both dropped lithely to the ground, straightened, and gave each other a shove.


Their laughter drifted to her ears and she found herself smiling along with them. A sweaty tie then, she decided, and realized she was a little hot herself.


Hot and bothered.


Sexy Grumpy Surfer looked damn good laughing. The other guy moved off, back toward the small building between the street and beach, but SGS remained. Turning only his head, he unerringly met Becca’s gaze.


Crap. She dropped like a stone to the floor and lay flat. He hadn’t seen her, she thought. He totally hadn’t. The glare on the window had blocked his view. Yeah, for sure he’d missed her . . .


Slowly, she rose up on her knees to take a quick peek and winced.


He was still there, hands on hips, looking right at her.


He’d missed exactly nothing, and she suspected he rarely did.


Then the clouds shifted, and suddenly the sun was shining right on him, like he was the best of God’s glory. Since the sun was also bright, making seeing details difficult, it was probably—hopefully—her imagination that his mouth quirked in a barely there smile as he shook his head at her.


Her stomach quivering, she ducked again.


And then from her position prone on the floor, she forbid herself from looking out the window ever again.


Ever.


Crawling to her suitcases in the center of the loft, she sat cross-legged, pulled out her list of Must-Buys, and added curtains. Curtains would keep her from being distracted by her view. Curtains would keep her on task.


And away from further embarrassment.


She showered, dressed, and left the warehouse, sending a cautious look down the alley.


Empty.


Relieved, she left. Several hours later she was back, followed by Eddie, the kid on the bike, whom she’d paid to help lug her loot. Thankfully he came with an older brother who had a truck, and equally thankfully, Lucky Harbor had a “vintage” shop, a really great one. She’d found everything she’d needed there, including gently used sheets that she bought for curtains.


In far less time than it’d taken to shop, she had curtains up and the bed made, and she was sitting on it, staring at an email from her ad agency.






Becca,


The Cushy jingle works. I’ve sent accounting a request to get you payment. Next up is Diaxsis, the new erectile dysfunction medicine. Details and deadline info attached, if you’re interested.








Not Great job, Becca. Not You’re back, Becca. Not We’ve put you back on our top tier, Becca.


But neither was it You’re fired, Becca, so she’d take it. But Diaxsis? She blew out a breath and hit REPLY:






I’m interested.








The next morning, Becca opened her eyes and let out a happy breath. She’d actually slept, and if there’d been bad dreams, she didn’t remember them. Turning her head, she stared at the curtains where a weak daylight poked in around the edges.


The insulation in her building was either poor or nonexistent. She could hear every single time the back door of the building next to hers opened.


It opened now.


Don’t do it, she told herself. Don’t go look. You’re stronger than this. You don’t need the distraction. . .


But like Pavlov’s dog, she got up and peeked through the curtains.


It was foggy out, but the bigger news was that Sexy Grumpy Surfer was back. It looked chilly, and yet he was in another pair of board shorts and a T-shirt that hugged the width of his shoulders as they flexed enticingly while he dumped the contents of a shop vac into the trash bin.


Sex on a stick.


He didn’t look up this time, and Becca forced herself away from the window. She showered, ate the leftover ranch-flavored popcorn—breakfast of champions—and gave her keyboard a long, hard look. “Today,” she told it. “Today, you give me something better than It works.”


Sitting on the bed, leaning back against the wall, she pulled the keyboard onto her lap.


A year. A year since she’d composed jingles for the best national brands, and the reasons why were complicated. She’d lost her muse, and her footing. On life. That had to change. Hence the across-the-country move. A new venue, a new beginning. But she still needed to prove herself, if only to the woman in the mirror.


Her parents wouldn’t ask her to prove herself, she knew this. Growing up, they’d never asked anything of her, other than to take care of her brother while they worked crazy hours in the jazz clubs of New Orleans. Watch Jase, that’s all they’d ever expected her to do.


Though only two years separated her and her brother, Becca felt far older, always had. She’d done her best to take care of him, succeeding better at some moments than others. But at least the promise of his talent had been fulfilled. He was a wonderful concert pianist.


Now she wanted, needed, to be wonderful at something, too.


And yeah, yeah, being worthy shouldn’t be tied up in financial success—or lack thereof—blah blah. But whoever had said that had clearly never had to pay their rent on time.


Her cell phone vibrated. The screen said Jase calling.


Until recently, they’d been close, and had talked frequently. Except, just like her early—and short-lived—success with jingle writing, this too had turned out to be an illusion. A glossy veneer shown to the world, while the truth was hidden deep inside them both.


She stared at the phone until it went to voice mail.


Two seconds later came a text. You okay?


Completely okay, she texted back. Liar, liar, pants on fire . . .


But hell if she’d give anyone she cared about more stress to deal with. She turned her phone off, ignored the guilt, and spent the rest of the day alternating between nesting in her new place and trying to work a jingle about the male erection.


And maybe, also, looking out her windows a little bit. She told herself it was the ocean that drew her, but mostly her gaze was drawn to the alley. In addition to the pull-ups, she’d now seen Sexy Grumpy Surfer carrying a large duffel bag to the boat moored at the dock, washing down said boat with the same two other guys she’d seen before, and taking a hard, brutally fast run along the beach with yet a third guy.


Seemed like maybe Lucky Harbor was a hot-guy magnet.


By the end of the day, Becca needed sustenance and a change of scenery, so she headed into town. She could’ve gone to the diner Eat Me, but instead she walked a block farther, past the pier, to go back to the Love Shack.


She told herself it was the atmosphere. The place was done up like an Old West saloon, with walls lined with old mining tools, tables made from antique wood doors. Lanterns hung from the exposed beam ceiling, and the air was filled with laughter, talking, and music from the jukebox in the corner.


She ordered a burger and sat by herself to eyeball the real reason she’d come back here—the baby grand piano in the far corner. It was old, and had clearly been around the block decades ago, but it called to her. She stared at it, torn between wanting to stroke it, and wanting to run like hell.


Jase might the real talent of the Thorpe family, but there’d been a time when the two of them had been a duo. Maybe she’d never been quite as good as he was—not that her parents had ever said so, they didn’t have to—but she’d been good enough to boost Jase’s talent. The press latched on to them early, and they’d even become pseudo-celebrities.


Things had been good, until she’d turned seventeen. With that age had come some self-awareness, and a serious case of the awkwards. Besides the headaches and bone aches that had come with a late, fast growth spurt, she’d lost all coordination, including her fingertips. Practically overnight she’d turned into the Graceless Ugly Duckling, exemplified.


The following month, their manager had gotten them invited to compete at the prestigious Walt Disney Concert Hall in Los Angeles. The place had been filled with people—more than two thousand—and all Becca remembered was being struck by sheer, heart-stopping panic.


She’d tanked, and the press had ripped them to shreds.


Shaking off the memory, Becca paid for her food at the bar and took in the sign at the register that said: HELP WANTED. She glanced at the piano and gnawed her lower lip. Then she gestured for the bartender. “Who do I talk to about the job?”


“Me,” he said with a smile as he set aside the glass he’d been drying to shake her hand. “I’m Jax Cullen, one of the owners.”


“Is it a hostess position?” she asked hopefully.


“Waitressing,” he said. “You interested?”


Was she? She glanced at the piano and ached. And she knew she was very interested, skills or not. And there were no skills. None. “I am if you are,” she said.


Jax lost his smile. “Shit. You don’t have any experience.”


“No,” she admitted. “But I’m a real quick learner.”


He studied her, and Becca did her best to look like someone who was one hundred percent capable of doing anything—except, of course, handling her own life. She flashed him her most charming smile, her “showtime” smile, and hoped for the best.


Jax chuckled. “You’re spunky,” he said. “I’ll give you that.”


“I’m more than spunky,” she promised. “I bet you by the end of my first night, you’ll want to keep me.”


He held her gaze a moment, considering. “All right, I’ll take that bet. How about a trial by fire starting now?”


She eyed the room. Not full. Not even close. “Who else is working?”


“Usually on a night like this, two others. But both my girls are out sick tonight and I’m on my own, so you’re looking like good timing to me. If you’re any good.”


The piano in the far corner was still calling to her, making her braver than usual. “I’m in,” she said.


Jax gave her an apron and a quick rundown of what was expected. He told her that here in Lucky Harbor, familiarity was key. Everyone knew everyone, and the trick to good service—and good tips—was friendliness.


Then he threw her to the wolves.


The first half hour remained thankfully slow, but every time she walked by the baby grand, she faltered.


Play me, Becca. . .


At about the twentieth pass, she paused and glanced around. Not a soul was looking at her. She eyed the piano again, sitting there so innocuously, looking gorgeous. Damn. She’d played on her keyboard, but not a piano. Not since two years ago when she’d quit. She’d had a near miss with going back to playing a year ago, but then things had gone to all sorts of hell, reinforcing her stage fright and giving her a wicked case of claustrophobia to boot.


Play me, Becca. . .


Fine. Since fighting the urge was like trying not to need air, she sat. Her heart sped up, but she was still breathing. So far so good. She set her fingertips on the cool keys.


Still good.


And almost before she realized it, she’d begun playing a little piece she’d written for Jase years ago. It flowed out of her with shocking ease, and when she finished, she blinked like she was waking from a trance. Then she looked around.


Jax was smiling at her from behind the bar and when he caught her eye, he gave her a thumbs-up. Oh, God. Breaking out in a sweat, she jumped up and raced into the bathroom to stare at herself in the mirror. Flushed. Shaky. She thought about throwing up, but then someone came in to use the facilities and she decided she couldn’t throw up with an audience. So she splashed cold water on her hot face, told herself she was totally fine, and then got back to work to prove it.


Luckily, the dinner crowd hit and she got too busy to think. She worked the friendliness as best she could. But she quickly discovered it wasn’t a substitute for talent. In the first hour, she spilled a pitcher of beer down herself, mixed up two orders—and in doing so nearly poisoned someone when she gave the cashew-allergic customer a cashew chicken salad—and then undercharged a large group by thirty bucks.


Jax stepped in to help her, but by then she was frazzled beyond repair. “Listen,” he said very kindly, considering, “maybe you should stick with playing. You’re amazing on the piano. Can you sing?”


“No,” she said, and grimaced. “Well, yes.” But she couldn’t stick with playing, because she couldn’t play in front of an audience without having heart failure. “I really can do this waitressing thing,” she said.


Jax shook his head but kept his voice very gentle. “You’re not cut out for this job, Becca. And there’s nothing wrong with that.”


She was beginning to think she wasn’t cut out for her life, but she met his gaze evenly, her own determined. “I bet you, remember? By the end of the night, you’ll see. Please? One more try?”


He looked at her for a long moment and then sighed. “Okay, then. One more try.”


A group of three guys walked in the door and took a table. Fortifying her courage, Becca gathered menus and strode over there with a ready-made smile, which congealed when she saw who it was.


Sexy Grumpy Surfer and his two cohorts.


Bolstering herself, she set the menus on the table. “Welcome, gentlemen.”


SGS was sprawled back in his chair, long legs stretched out in front of him crossed at the ankles, his sun-streaked hair unruly as ever, looking like sin personified as he took her in. She did her best to smile, ignoring the butterflies suddenly fluttering low in her belly. “What can I get you to start?”


“Pitcher of beer. And you’re new,” one of them said, the one with the sweetest smile and the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. He had short brown hair he’d forgotten to comb, some scruff on a square jaw, and was wearing cargo pants and a polo shirt with a small screwdriver sticking out of the breast pocket. “I’m Cole,” he told her, “and this big lug here . . .” He gestured to the dark-haired, dark-eyed, darkly dangerously good-looking guy next to him. “Tanner.” Then he jerked his chin toward SGS. “You apparently already know this one.”


“Yes,” Becca said. “SGS.”


They all just looked at her.


“Sexy Grumpy Surfer,” she clarified.


Cole and Tanner burst out laughing.


SGS just gave her a long, steady, paybacks-are-a-bitch smile.


“Or Grandpa,” Cole offered. “That’s what we call him because he always seems to know the weirdest shit.”


“And Grandma works, too,” Tanner said. “When he’s being a chick. No offense.”


Sam sent them each a look that would’ve had Becca peeing her pants, but neither man looked particularly worried.


“And your name?” Cole asked Becca.


She opened her mouth, but before she could answer Sam spoke for her. “Peeper,” he said. “Her name is Peeper.”


His steely but amused gaze held hers as he said this, which is how Becca finally saw him smile. It transformed his face, softening it, and though he was already ridiculously attractive, the smile—trouble-filled as it was—only made him all the more so. It gave her a little quiver in her tummy, which, as she couldn’t attribute it to either hunger or nerves, was not a good sign.


“Peeper,” Tanner repeated slowly, testing it on his tongue. “That’s unusual.”


Still holding Becca’s gaze, Sam said, “It’s a nickname, because she—”


“It’s my big eyes,” Becca broke in with before he could tell his friends that she’d been caught red-handed watching them like a . . . well, peeper. “Yeah,” she said. “I’ve bowled him over with my . . . peepers.”


Sam startled her by laughing, and the sound did something odd and wonderful and horrifying deep inside her, all at the same time. Unbelievably, she could feel herself standing on the precipice of a crush on this guy. She’d been attracted before, of course, plenty of times, but it’d been a while since she’d taken the plunge.


A long while.


She hoped the water was nice, because she could feel the pull of it and knew she was going in.




Chapter 4
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When Becca was called to the bar, Sam watched her go, sass in every step. She was in one of those flimsy, gauzy skirts that flirted with a woman’s thighs, and a stretchy white top. Her hair was piled on top of her head, but strands had escaped, flying around her flushed face and clinging to her neck. She’d clearly had a rough night because she appeared to be wearing both beer and barbecue sauce.


“Cute,” Tanner said, also watching.


“She’s off limits,” Sam said, and when they both looked at him in surprise, he shrugged. “We’re concentrating on business right now.”


Tanner coughed and said “bullshit” at the same time.


“It does feel like Grandma here’s holding out on us,” Cole said, still watching Sam.


Sam didn’t want to get into the real reason, which he told himself was that clearly Becca was trying to get her footing, and yeah, she put off a tough, I’ve-got-this vibe, but there was something about her that told him it was a facade. “She’s new to town,” he said. “Let her settle before you start sniffing around her.”


“I will if you will,” Tanner said with a smile. It faded when he caught Sam’s long look. “Kidding,” he said. “Jesus. Hands off your Peeper, got it.”


The nickname of course had jackshit to do with her eyes—though they were indeed big and luminous. They were also a warm, melted milk chocolate, and filled with more than a little trouble.


Sam wasn’t opposed to trouble. In fact, he was absolutely all for it.


When he was the one causing it.


But this woman was trouble in her own right. He’d been amused at catching her watching him from her window—several times—but it wasn’t amusement he felt now. Because this was the second time he’d been within touching distance, and it was now two for two that she’d sucked him in. It wasn’t her looks, though she was pretty in a girl-next-door way. Nor was it her feistiness and ability to laugh at herself.


Instead it was something else, something he suspected had to do with the singular flash of vulnerability he’d caught in her eyes.


She wasn’t quite as tough as she wanted the world to believe.


And hell. That drew him. Because Sam knew all too well what it was like to not be nearly as tough as you needed to be. Something he didn’t like to think about. “We doing this or what?” he asked the guys. “We have shit to decide.”


“Anyone ever tell you that you’re a fun sucker?” Tanner asked.


Sam slid him a look, and Tanner blew out a breath. “Shit. Yeah, we’re doing this.”


Cole lifted a shoulder and nodded.


Neither of them liked these weekly business meetings, but if they didn’t have them, then all the hard decisions were left to Sam. He was good at making hard decisions in his life—he’d had to be—but this was about the three of them, equal partners. “So we agree,” he said. “We’re hiring someone to take over the crap none of us wants to do.”


“Told you,” Cole said. “Ad’s in the paper.”


“You get any calls yet?”


“Yes,” Cole said. “Lucille.”


Lucille was a thousand years old and the local gossip queen. She had a heart of gold, but a nose made for butting into other people’s business. “No,” Sam said. Hell no.


“Way ahead of you,” Cole told him. “Especially after she said she couldn’t wait to sit on the beach and take pics of us on and off the boat for her Pinterest Sexy Guys page. She thought she could manage our phones and scheduling in between her photography. She said something about hoping we go shirtless, and us signing something that allows her to use our images for—and I’m quoting here—the good of women’s mental health everywhere.”


“Christ,” Tanner muttered.


“I told her we had an age requirement,” Cole said, “and that our new admin had to be under the age of seventy.”


“How did she take that?” Sam asked.


“She was bummed, said even her fake ID showed seventy-five, but that she understood.”


Becca arrived with their pitcher of beer, except it wasn’t beer at all; it looked like . . . strawberry margaritas.


“You all decide on your order?” she asked, setting down three glasses.


“New Orleans,” Cole said, watching Tanner pour himself a strawberry margarita.


Becca looked startled. “What?”


“You’re originally from New Orleans,” Cole said.


She stared at him. “How did you know that?”


“You’re good, but I’m better,” Cole said. “I can hear it real faint in your voice.”


“Ignore him,” Tanner said, toasting her with his glass. “He’s a freak.”


“A freak who knows we didn’t order a chick drink,” Cole said as Tanner sipped at his strawberry margarita.


Becca gasped. “Oh, crap. This isn’t yours.” She nabbed the glass right out of Tanner’s hand. “I’m sorry. Don’t move.”


She snatched the pitcher as well and vanished.


“She is cute,” Cole said. “Not much of a waitress, though.”


“She’s not as bad as Tanya,” Tanner said. “She stole from you.”


“Borrowed,” Cole corrected. “I let her borrow some money for her mom, who was going to lose her home in Atlanta.”


“Did you ever get your money back?” Tanner asked mildly.


Cole pulled out his phone and eyed the dark screen as if wishing for a call.


Tanner rolled his eyes. “You didn’t. You let her walk with three grand of your hard-earned money. Oh, and by the way, I’ve got some land to sell you. Swamp land. It’s on sale, just for you.”


Sam shoved his iPad under their noses before a fight could break out. He didn’t mind a good fight now and then, but Jax and Ford, the owners of the Love Shack, frowned on it happening inside their bar. “If you two idiots are done, we’re in the middle of a financial meeting here.”


“You’re right,” Tanner said, and straightened in his seat. “Give it to us, Grandma.”


Sam gave him a long look. “It’s a good thing I’m too hungry to kick your ass.”


He’d been in charge of their money since their rig days. Back then, there’d been four of them: himself, Tanner, Cole, and Gil, the lot of them pretty much penniless. But thanks to his dad’s unique ability to squander his every last penny, Sam had learned to handle money by the age of ten. He’d been tight-fisted with their earnings, squirreling them away—earning him that Grandma moniker. He’d shut his friends up when, at the end of the first year, he’d shown them their savings balance.


They’d had a goal, their dream—the charter company, and their seven years at sea had been extremely profitable.


And deadly.


They’d lost Gil. Just the thought brought the low, dull ache of his passing back as a fresh knife stab, and Sam drew a breath until it passed.


They’d nearly lost Tanner in that rig fire as well. Tanner still limped and was damn lucky to have his leg at all, something Sam tried not to think about. “We talked about expanding,” he said, “hiring on more people and buying a new boat.”


“When we have the money for it,” Tanner said. He was their resident pessimist. Never met a situation he liked. “We said we’d revisit the issue when we were ready. No loan payments.”


Sam hadn’t been the only one to grow up on the wrong side of the poverty line. “No loans,” he said.


Cole hadn’t taken his eyes off Sam. “You already spend all your time bitching and moaning about not having enough hours in the day to make your boats,” he reminded him. “You’d have heart failure if we expanded our business right now. Have you updated your will? You left everything to me, right?”


“We start with more staff,” Sam said, ignoring him. “Office help first, then hire on an additional crew.” He pointed at both Cole and Tanner. “You guys are in charge of that.”


“Why us?” Tanner asked.


“Because I’m busy making you rich,” Sam said.


Becca was back, with a pitcher of beer this time, and a huge plate of nachos, chicken wings, and pesto chips. “Your order,” she said.


The guys all looked at each other, and Becca paused. “What?” she asked.


“We didn’t order yet,” Sam said.


“Oh for the love of—” She slapped Tanner’s hand before he could snatch a nacho, picked up the platter and the beers, and once again vanished.


She was back a breathless moment later, looking flushed as she held her order pad. “Okay, let’s start over. I’m Becca, your server for tonight.”


“You sure?” Sam asked.


She let out a theatrical sigh. “Listen, I’m not exactly in my natural habitat here.” Suddenly she straightened and gave them a dazzling smile as she spoke out of the corner of her mouth. “Quick, everyone look happy with your service. My hopefully new boss is watching. I made a bet with him that I could handle this job and I have tonight to prove it.”


Sam craned his neck and saw Jax at the bar, watching Becca. “It’d help if you were actually serving,” he said.


“Working on that,” she said, and vanished.


The three of them watched her go for a moment. She went straight to the bar, smiled at Jax, grabbed a tray of drinks, and then brought them to a table. That she had to take drinks right out of a few people’s hand and switch them to someone else’s made Cole and Tanner chuckle.


“She can’t serve worth shit,” Tanner said. “But she does have a great smile. And those eyes. Man, it’s like when she looks at you, you’re the only one she sees.”


Sam watched her take an order from the table. One of the customers said something and she tossed her head back and laughed. Not a fake I-want-your-tips laugh, but a genuine, contagious one that made everyone at the table join her.


Cole and Tanner were right. She was cute. And as he already knew from catching her staring at him several times now, she absolutely had a way of making a guy feel like he was the only one she saw.


She left the table and vanished into the back, coming out a moment later with a tray laden with plates of food. The muscles in her shoulders and arms strained as she moved, and Sam found himself holding his breath. Maybe she did suck as a waitress, but no one could deny that she was working her tail off. She got all the way to the back table before she dumped the tray.


Down the front of herself.


The man closest to her must have gotten sprayed because he flew to his feet and held his shirt out from his body, jaw tight. He said something low and undoubtedly harsh given the look on Becca’s face as she bent to clean up the mess. Grabbing her elbow, he gave her a little shake, and before Sam gave it a second thought, he was on his feet and at Becca’s back.


“You’re the worst waitress I’ve ever seen,” the guy was yelling. “You are nowhere near good enough for this job.”


The barb hit. Sam could tell by the way Becca took a step back as if slapped, bumping right into him.


“You’re going to pay for the dry cleaning of this shirt, do you hear me?” the guy went on.


“Hard not to,” Sam said, steadying Becca. “Since you’re braying like a jackass.”


Becca slid Sam a look that said she could handle this. When he didn’t budge, she made a sound of annoyance and turned back to the pissed-off customer. “I’m sorry,” she said. “And of course I’ll pay for your dry cleaning.” Then she bent again to clean up.


Sam crouched down to help her scoop the fallen plates onto the tray, but she pushed at him. “I’ve got this,” she whispered. But she was trembling, and her breath hitched. “Stop, Sam. I don’t need you to help,” she insisted when he kept doing just that.


He’d disagree with her, but that would only back her into a corner. So he continued on in silence, and then when she vanished into the kitchen, he went back to his table.


Tanner and Cole were grinning at him.


“What?”


“You tell us what,” Cole said.


“I was just helping.”


“No, helping would be going into the kitchen and wrangling us up some burgers,” Tanner said, rubbing his belly. “I’m starving.”


Sam shook his head and turned on his iPad again. “Where were we?”


“You were playing hero,” Tanner said.


Sam ignored this. “Our boat fund will hit its projected mark this year,” he said.


Both Cole and Tanner blinked at him.


“You’re serious,” Tanner finally said. “You really did manage to pay us and save a mint while you were at it.”


“Do I ever joke about money?” Sam asked.


“Holy shit,” Cole said. “Just how much are we making anyway?”


Sam thumbed through the iPad, brought up their receivables, and shoved the screen across the table.


They all stared at the numbers and Tanner let out a low whistle.


“Why the hell are you so surprised?” Sam asked, starting to get insulted. “I send you both weekly updates. Between all the chartering and the profits from the boats I’ve been building, we’re doing good.”


Both Cole and Tanner still just stared at him, and Sam shook his head in disgust. “I could be ripping you guys off, you ever think of that?”


“Yeah,” Cole said. “Except you’re a terrible liar and you’re not nearly greedy enough.”


Needing the beer Becca had taken away, Sam went to the bar for a pitcher. The bar was crazier than usual, and Sam realized he saw only a hungry crowd and no sign of Becca at all. He took the pitcher back to his table and poured.


“To Gil,” Cole said, and as they always did, they drank to Gil’s memory.


A few minutes later, wondering if maybe Becca had gotten her sweet ass fired, Sam stepped into the hall and found her standing there with her back to him, hugging herself with one arm, the other hand holding her cell phone to her ear.


“No, I can’t come play at your concert,” she was saying. “I’m— They’re paying how much?” She paused. “Wow, but no. I can’t— Yeah, I’m fine. In fact, I’ve got my toes in the sand right this very minute, so you just concentrate on you, okay?” She paused. “The noise? Uh . . . it’s the waves. It’s high tide.”


This was when she turned and caught sight of Sam standing there. Flushing a deep red, she held his gaze. “Gotta go, Jase. The whitecaps are kicking up and it’s making my muse kick into gear.” She lowered her voice and covered her mouth and the phone, but Sam heard her whisper, “And don’t come out here. Okay? I’m good. Really, really good. So just stay where you are.” She disconnected and made herself busy stuffing the phone into her pocket before flashing Sam her waitress smile. “I think your order’s almost up.”


“How would you know? You’ve got your toes in the sand.”


She drooped a little. “Yeah. I’m probably going to hell for that one.”


“Jase?” he asked.


“My brother.” She sighed. “You know families.”


Yeah, Sam knew families. He knew families weren’t necessarily worth shit, at least not blood families. He wondered what her story was, but before he could ask, she sent him one last shaky smile and walked away.




Chapter 5
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It was two thirty in the morning when the bar finally got quiet. Becca was cleaning up, or supposed to be, but really she was staring at the piano again.


It was always like this. She’d be drawn by the scent of the gleaming wood, the keys, the beauty of losing herself in the music.


And then she’d sit and the anxiety would nearly suffocate her.


It’d taken her ten years of playing, from age seventeen to twenty-seven, ten years of needing anxiety meds to get on stage, before she’d admitted she didn’t have the heart for that life. She might have said so sooner but her brother had needed her, and her parents had depended on her being there for him. A painful crush on their manager Nathan had only added to the pressure. The crush had eventually evolved into a relationship, but when that had failed, she’d walked away from the life.


That had been two years ago.


She’d been working at an ad agency ever since, writing jingles for commercials. Behind the scenes really worked for her, though about a year ago, Jase had hit rock bottom and Nathan had come to her, pressuring her to give their world another go.


She’d refused, but the aftermath from that confrontation had killed off her muse but good.


Becca had promised herself that she’d never again duet in any capacity. Especially relationships.


Now, at age twenty-nine, she decided she was all the wiser for that decision, and not missing anything.


Play me, Becca. . .


Once again she looked around, and when she saw no one watching, she allowed herself to sit. Before she knew it, her fingers were moving, this time playing one of the first songs she’d ever learned, “Für Elise” by Beethoven. She’d been twelve and had eavesdropped on Jase’s lessons. He’d hated practicing, but not Becca. She’d been happy practicing for hours.


When she finished, she sat there a moment, alone in the bar, and smiled. No urge to throw up! Progress! Getting up, she grabbed her things from the back, turned to go, and found Jax standing there.


“You going to freak out again if I tell you that you’re really good?” he asked quietly.


“At waitressing?” she asked hopefully.


“No, you suck at that.”


She sighed.


He smiled and handed her an envelope. “The night’s pay.”


She looked down at it, then back at his face. “I’m not invited back, am I?”


He gave her a small smile. “Did you really want to be?”


She blew out a breath. “No.”


His smile widened, and he gently tugged at a loose strand of her hair. “Come play piano anytime you want. You’ll make bank in tips.” He looked at her. “Breathe, Becca.”


She sucked in a few breaths. “I’m not ready for that.”


His eyes were warm and understanding. “When you are then.”


She laughed softly, unable to imagine when that might be. “Thanks, Jax.”


“You going to be okay?” he asked.


A lot of people asked that question, but few really wanted to hear an honest answer. She could tell Jax genuinely did. But being okay was her motto, so she mustered a smile. “Always,” she said.


She walked home, let herself into her building, and then stopped short when she realized that the middle apartment, the one next to hers, was open. The front door was thrown wide, and from inside came a bunch of colorful swearing in a frustrated female voice.


Becca tiptoed past her own door and peeked inside the middle unit. There were lights blaring, boxes stacked everywhere, and in the center of the mess stood a young woman about her own age, hands on hips, surveying the chaos.


“Hi,” Becca said, knocking on the doorjamb. “You okay?”


The woman whipped around to face Becca, a baseball bat in her hands before Becca could so much as blink. She took one look at Becca, let out a short breath, and lowered the bat. “Who are you?” she demanded.


Becca let out her own shaky breath. She was good with a bat, too, but it was one thing to have it in your hands, say at a softball game. It was another thing entirely to be in danger of having it wielded at your head. “I’m Becca Thorpe,” she said. “Your neighbor. And I recognize you. You were working at the vintage store where I spent a fortune the other day.”


“Oh. Yeah.” The woman grimaced and set the bat aside. She was petite, with dark hair and dark eyes. Caucasian features but she looked somehow exotic as well. Beautiful. And wary. She was wearing low-slung jeans, a halter top, and a bad attitude as she dropped the bat. “Sorry if I woke you.”


“You didn’t,” Becca said. “I’m just getting home from being fired from my first day on the job at the bar.” She smiled, thinking that she would get one in return, but she didn’t.


“Olivia Bentley,” the woman said. “Sorry about the job, I’ll try to keep it down in here.”


“It’s okay. I just moved in, too. Need some help?”


“No.”


“You sure?” Becca asked. “Because I—”


“No,” Olivia repeated, and then sighed. “But thank you,” she added as she moved toward the door in a not-so-subtle invite for Becca to leave.


“Okay then.” Becca took one step backward, out of the doorway and into the hall. “Well, good—”


The door shut on her face.


“—Night,” she finished. Apparently, she wasn’t the only one having a rough day.


Sam told himself he was too busy to be curious about Becca over the next few days. He and the guys took a client for an overnight deep-sea fishing trip. They also had two scuba trips. They were running ragged, but that was the nature of the beast for the summer season.


Not much of a sleeper, he tended to stay up late, which is when he did the paperwork required for the business, and his boatbuilding. He liked to do both alone. In fact, he liked to be alone.


He’d noticed that there were now curtains on the lower windows of the building kitty-corner to his. And that sometimes, he could hear the strains of a piano playing. The classical music wasn’t something he’d have thought was his type, but he found himself keeping his own music off in order to hear more of it.


He also noted that when he ate at the bar and grill, there were no pretty, curvy, charismatic brunette waitresses spilling beer and mixing up orders.


Telling himself to stop noticing such things at all, he was in the office of his shop working on his laptop on finances. His own, and the few others he took care of. One of those very people walked in about an hour later.


Amelia Donovan had her latest investment statements in hand.


“I need an English translation,” she said, and tossed the statements onto his desk.


Amelia was Cole’s mom. And in some ways, maybe the best of ways, she was also Sam’s. He’d landed with her one of the times that his dad had screwed up enough that social services had stepped in. Once Amelia had gotten him, she’d made sure she was his only foster care after that, which meant that for most of Sam’s trouble-filled teenage years, he’d seesawed between his dad’s place and Cole’s.


Sam hadn’t been easy.


Actually, he’d been the opposite of easy.


But Amelia had accepted him in her house without fuss up until age seventeen, when he’d left to go work on the rigs in the Gulf. She’d even forgiven him when Cole had given up a promising college baseball career to follow him. She was a born caretaker, handling her large family with the perfect mixture of drill-sergeant and mama-bear instincts. She easily kept track of everyone, from their birthdays, to their coming and goings, to whom they were dating. She always knew if her little chicks were bored, happy, upset, or hurting.


What she couldn’t ever seem to do was balance her own checkbook.


Cole’s dad had passed away the previous year from a heart attack, and Sam had been doing the banking for Amelia, handling all her other finances as well. But the reality was, he’d been doing that for years anyway. She’d retired from her high school teaching job and was still doing okay, a feat she attributed entirely to Sam, always saying that she owed him.


She didn’t owe him shit.


Sam didn’t care how much money he’d made her in investments, he could never repay the debt of having her watch out for him and keep him on the straight and narrow.


Or at least as straight and narrow as he got . . .


He picked up the statements and looked at her. “It’s late. You okay?”


“Yes. I just got held up watching The Voice.” A natural beauty, Amelia had turned fifty last year, but looked a decade younger. Cole had gotten all of his charm and easy charisma from her. She was barely five feet tall, of Irish descent, and had the temperament to go with it.


And a backbone of pure steel.


Sam handed her back the statements. “The English version is that you made a shitload of money this quarter, so no worries.”


She nodded, but didn’t smile as he’d intended.


“What?” he asked.


“Nothing.” But she was clearly biting her tongue about something.


He knew her well and braced himself, because that look meant she had something on her mind and there’d be no peace until it came out. “Just say it,” he said.


“I heard that your father called you.” Her sweet blue gaze was filled with worry. “Is it true?”


Well, shit. There was no love lost between Amelia and Mark, mostly because Amelia had always had to clean up Mark’s mess—that mess being Sam. It didn’t matter that he and his dad had lived in Seattle. She’d made the two-hour drive and claimed him whenever he’d needed her.


“Sam,” she said. “Is it true? Did Mark call you?”


“Listen, it’s late,” he said, trying to head off a discussion he didn’t want to have. “Let me walk you out—”


“It’s a simple enough question, Samuel.”


He grimaced at his full name, the one only she used. Pulling in the big guns. “Yeah, he called. I call him, too, you know that.”


Her eyes went from worried mom to very serious mom. “Honey, I need you to tell me you weren’t stupid enough to give him another penny.”


“You know, it lowers a person’s self-esteem to call them stupid,” he said with mock seriousness.


“Damn it!” Amelia stalked to the door that led to a hallway and into the small kitchen.


Against his better judgment, Sam followed, watching as she bypassed the fridge, going straight for the freezer, exclaiming wordlessly when she found it empty.


“You used to always keep vodka around,” she muttered. “Where’s the vodka?” She turned to him, hands on hips. “Sometimes a woman needs a damn vodka, Sam.”


He knew that. He also knew that sometimes a man needed a damn vodka. For a long time after Gil’s death, vodka had soothed his pain. Too much. When he’d realized that, he’d cut it off cold turkey. It’d sucked.


These days, he stuck with the occasional beer and did his best not to think too much. “I’ve got soda,” he said. “Chips. Cookies. Name your poison.”


“Vodka.”


He sighed and strode over to her, shutting the freezer, pulling her from it and enveloping her in his arms. “I’m okay. You know that, right?”


She tipped her head back to look up into his face. “Does it happen often?”


“Me being okay? Yes.”


She smacked him on the chest. “I meant your dad. Does he call you often then?”


“I call him every week,” Sam said.


Her gaze said she got the distinction, and the fact that Sam was usually the instigator didn’t make her any happier. “And do you give him money?” she asked.


“When he needs it.”


She gave a troubled sigh. “Oh, Sam.”


“Look, he’s getting older and he’s feeling his mortality,” he said. “He’s got a silly, frivolous woman, and a baby coming—”


“Which is ridiculous—”


“—And he realizes he fucked up with his first kid.”


“You think?” She cupped his face. “Sam, I don’t like this. I don’t like him taking from you. He’s done nothing but take from you, and I know damn well it affects your relationships. Because of him, you let women in your life here and there, but you don’t let yourself fully rely on anyone, ever. That isn’t healthy, Sam. Is Becca any different?”


He thought of the only woman who’d caught his eye lately. Becca. She certainly wasn’t the type of woman to rely on anyone. “I think she might be,” he said.


“But will you be able to rely on her? That’s what a woman will want, Sam. For you to do the same.”


He gave a short laugh. “You’re way ahead of yourself.”


“Well, I worry about you,” she said. “All of you.”


“Marry off all those crazy daughters of yours, and then we’ll talk,” Sam told her.


“You’re changing the subject on me.”


“Trying.” He sighed at the dark look she shot him. “Look, I don’t like that he’s getting older and feeling regrets. Or that he doesn’t have enough money to support that kid. He’s my dad. What would you have me do?”


Amelia sighed and shook her head. Then she went up on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. “I know better than to argue with you. I’d do better bashing my head up against the wall.”


He smiled, as this was true. “So you’ll leave me alone about it?”


“No.” She kissed his other cheek. “But I’ll give you some peace. For now.”


It was nearly midnight when she left, with one last long hug that Sam endured. When he was alone, he shut the laptop and hit the lights. Bed was the smart decision but he was far from tired. Thinking about his dad had dredged up some shit he didn’t want dredged.


He needed to expel his pent-up energy. Usually he did this by running with Ben, a longtime friend from town. Like Sam, Ben appreciated the art of not talking much, which meant they were well suited as running partners, but Ben wasn’t sleeping alone these days, and it was too late to call. So, restless and edgy, Sam hit the beach by himself, pushing himself hard. He tried to clear his mind, but things kept popping into his head.


Love ya, son.


It drove him crazy how his dad threw around the words like they meant nothing. Love, real love, would have protected him from being taken from their home due to neglect. Real love would have forgotten the stupid get-rich-quick schemes that never came through and attempted to keep a job so they had a roof over their heads and food in their kitchen.


Sam shook off the bleak memories and kept running. The past didn’t matter. The here and now mattered. Building boats. Running the charter business. Coming through for Cole and Tanner the way they’d always come through for him.


But the past was a sneaky bitch, and for some reason, tonight he couldn’t escape her. Not even an hour later when he was back where he started, standing on the sand in front of their hut, breathing heavily.


A sliver of a moon cast the beach in a blue glow, allowing him to see the small shadow sitting on the sand a few feet away.


Becca.
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Sam stood still for a beat, thinking that if he was smart, he’d turn and get the hell off the beach without saying a word. Not when he was this wild on the inside, this edgy.


But apparently he wasn’t smart at all because his feet didn’t budge.


She wore an oversized sweatshirt and flannel PJ bottoms, her arms wrapped around her legs, a tiny little gold ring encircling one of her bare toes. Under her tough-girl exterior, she was soft and sweet, and had a smile that moved him.


Her body moved him, too, and again he told himself to keep going and not look back.


And again, he didn’t budge. She looked like a quiet, calm, sexy-as-hell oasis, and she was drawing him in without even trying. “Thought Lucky Harbor was just a pit stop,” he said over the sound of the surf hitting the sand. “But you’re still here.”


Becca tilted her head back and leveled him with those melting dark eyes. “Appears that way.”


“In your PJs,” he noted.


She looked down at herself. “It’s my Man-Repellent. Guaranteed to deflect a guy’s interest with a single glance.”


The PJs were baggy, but there was a breeze plastering the material to her body, which was a complete show-stopper. He laughed softly, and she narrowed her eyes. “What?” she asked.


“Let’s just say they’re not as bad as you think.”


She blinked, then lowered her gaze, taking the time to carefully brush some sand from her feet.


It occurred to him that he was making her nervous by looming over her, so he shifted back a foot or so and crouched low to make himself nonthreatening. He added a smile.


She visibly relaxed. “You probably shouldn’t flash that smile at me too often,” she said.


“Why?”


“It’s . . . attractive,” she admitted. “You’re attractive. Which you damn well know.”


“But I’m wearing my woman-repellent gear,” he said, and she laughed. It was a really great laugh.


He’d felt the pull of their chemistry from the very beginning, and had wondered if she did as well. No need to wonder now; it was all over her, however reluctantly she felt it. He needed to walk away now, before this got any more out of hand.


Instead, he spoke. “Is there a reason you want me to be repelled?” he asked.


“You mean am I crazy, or in a relationship?”


“Yeah,” he said. “Either of those.”


“Not in a relationship.” She smiled a little thinly. “Jury’s still out on the crazy thing, though. You?”


He gave a slow shake of his head. “Negative on both.”


She dropped the eye contact first, instead taking in his body in a way that revved his engines. “Do you always run that hard?” she asked, her voice barely carrying over the sound of the surf hitting the sand.


He shrugged.


“I see you sometimes in the mornings,” she said. “And you do. You always run that hard.”


He smiled. “Peeper to the bone.”


“Can’t seem to help myself,” she admitted.


He dropped to the sand beside her and didn’t miss the fact that she stiffened up at his quick motion. To give her a minute, he stretched out his tired legs. “I worked at sea for seven years. I missed running. I promised myself when I got off the rig, I’d get back to it.”


She took her gaze off his body to look into his eyes. “What was the job?”


“I worked for a consulting firm monitoring the deep drilling rigs. We’d go out for months at a time, no land in sight.”


“We?”


“I had a crew,” he said.


“You were out at sea with a bunch of guys for months at a time?”


“There were a few women too,” he said. Three, to be exact, one of whom had neatly sliced Cole’s heart in two.


“What was your job out there?” Becca asked.


“OIM. Offshore installation manager.” He shrugged again. “Basically just a fancy title for babysitting the operation.”


“All of it?”


“I handled the business side of things,” he said, “the shifts, the tasks, everything.”


“Sam knows everything,” she said softly. “That’s what people keep telling me.”


He didn’t know everything. He didn’t know, for example, why he was so drawn to her. Or what made her so wary.


“Must have been a tough job,” she said.


“The job was hard as hell,” he agreed. He had few good memories of those years, working his way up from grunt worker to manager. After they’d lost Gil, he and Tanner had come back to Lucky Harbor with Cole, who’d wanted to be here to take care of his mom and three sisters. Tanner had needed recovery time. And it’d been as good a place as any to start their charter company.


“So you retired from the rigs and now you run, surf, take people out on charters, and handcraft boats,” she said.


He slid her a look.


“Peeper, remember?” she said. She bit her lip but a sweet, low laugh escaped. “Plus, I looked you up.”


Now it was his turn to narrow his eyes. “Why?”


She squirmed a little, which he found fascinating. Actually he found her fascinating. “I’ve spent the past three mornings at the diner for the free WiFi,” she said. “I’ve been . . . researching.”


“Me?”


“Not just you. But I was curious,” she admitted.


“Yeah? You didn’t get enough information from watching me out the window?”


“Hey,” she said on another laugh. “I can’t help it that you’re pretty to look at.”


At this, he went brows-up. “You said attractive. You didn’t say pretty.”


“Pretty,” she repeated, still smiling.


He loved her smile. “I’m not pretty.” But he was smiling now, too.


“Okay,” she said. “You’re right. Pretty is far too girlie a word for what you are.”


They looked at each other. The air seemed to get all used up then, and his heart beat in tune to the pulsing waves. “What else did you learn about me, in your . . . research?” he asked softly.


Her gaze dropped to his mouth. “That you guys take people deep-sea fishing, scuba diving, that sort of thing. Also, your charter company’s got four and a half stars on Yelp—although I’m pretty sure some of those reviews were written by women who want to date you because there’s lots of mentions of the three hot guys who run the company.”


He winced, making her laugh again.


“Might as well own it,” she said. “Also, did you know that the town of Lucky Harbor has a Pinterest account? The woman who updates it has a board there for her favorite things.”


“Lucille,” he muttered.


“And one of her favorite things,” Becca said, “is you.”


He grimaced. “Lucille’s a nut.”


“She seems very sincere.”


“Okay, so she’s a nice nut,” he said. “A nut’s a nut.”


“People around here seem to look to you as a leader, as someone to turn to,” she said. “If there’s a question, people say Sam’ll know, but I’ve noticed something.” She waited until he met her gaze. “No one seems to really know you except for maybe Cole and Tanner.”


That was just close enough to the dead truth to make him uncomfortable.


“I think it’s because you come off as a lone wolf,” she said, head cocked as she studied him. “And then there’s your approach-at-your-own-risk vibe.”


Hard to deny the truth, so he didn’t bother.


“I mean you’re really good on the fly,” she said quietly, as if talking to herself, trying to figure him out. “And you’re good at helping people, but you’re not readily available to get to know.”


It was a shockingly accurate insight, but he went with humor. “Not seeing the problem,” he said.


“Well, it’s interesting, is all.”


“Interesting?”


“Yeah.” Again she looked at his mouth. “Because your distance is perversely making me curious to know more. And I haven’t been . . . curious in a long time.”


There was another surge of that something between them. Heat. Hunger. At least on his part. Testing, he shifted a little closer, moving slowly because he was learning that fast tripped a switch for her, and not in a good way. As he came in, she dragged her teeth over her lower lip and her eyes went heavy-lidded in invite. Their mouths nearly touched before she suddenly pulled back, jerking to her feet. “Sorry,” she said breathlessly. “I thought I heard something.”


They both listened. Nothing but the waves hitting the rocky sand, and her accelerated breathing.


She grimaced. “I guess not.”


He stood as well and kept things light by giving her some space. “You didn’t keep the waitressing job.”


“Turns out I’m not much of a waitress.”


“What are you?” he asked.


“Well, I’m supposed to be a jingle writer, but that’s not working out so well, either.”


“A jingle writer?”


“I write songs for commercials,” she said. “Nothing nearly as difficult as risking limb and life at sea for seven years, I know, but it presents its own challenges.”


“Would I recognize any of your jingles?” he asked.


“Maybe, but nothing recent. The one I just turned in was for Cushy toilet paper.”


He grinned. “Nice. What are you working on now?”


She hesitated, nibbling on her lower lip again. “Diaxsis.”


“Which is . . .?”


She blew out a sigh. “An erectile dysfunction med.”


He laughed. “And you’re having a . . . hard time?”


“Funny,” she said. “It’s all fun and games—unless you have to write the jingle. At the moment, I’m wishing I had a job serving ranch-flavored popcorn on the pier instead. Or anything.”


“I used to want to be a rock star,” he told her.


“Yeah?” she asked. “What stopped you?”


“I’m completely tone-deaf and can’t sing worth shit.”


She laughed, and he smiled at the sweet sound of it.


“Is that why your music’s so loud that the windows rattle?” she asked. “You’re in there pretending to be a rock star?”


“I work to it,” he said. “Or I did. The past few days I’ve been listening to whatever it is you’re listening to.”


She froze. “You can hear me messing around on my keyboard?” she asked, sounding horrified.


He paused. “That’s you? You’re fantastic.”


She immediately shook her head. “No.”


“Actually, yeah.”


“No, I mean you can’t listen.” There was a new edge to her voice, and she took a step back. “I can’t play if I have an audience.”


“Why not?”


“Because I choke,” she said, sounding genuinely upset.


“Okay,” he said quietly, taking in the fact that she was now pale by moonlight. “I’ll pretend not to listen. How’s that?”


“No.” She didn’t relax or smile. “Because I’ll know you’re only pretending not to listen.”


She wasn’t being coy here, or searching for compliments the way women sometimes did. She was truly unable to bear the thought of him hearing her play. “I could wear earplugs,” he said.


She stared at him, then looked away, to the water. “I sound crazy, I know. But I don’t play for audiences anymore. I’m only playing for myself now, while trying to come up with my next jingle.”


“You used to play for an audience?”


“Oh, God, Becca,” she muttered, “just shut up.” She pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. “I really need a subject change.”


“Is that why you left New Orleans?”


“How is that a subject change?” She dropped her hands and sighed. “I left New Orleans because I needed a break from . . . things. Family, to be honest. It’s hard to explain.”


“Maybe that’s the problem,” he said. “Maybe you’re too focused on the past instead of the here and now.”


She stared at him.


He stared back.


“Maybe,” she finally said softly. “You don’t ever do that? Get stuck in the past?”


Sam didn’t like to think about the past at all, much less try to get back to it. “Hell no.”


“So . . . you’re a little broken, too?” she asked hopefully, her eyes locked on his with great interest.


“I’m not broken.”


She sighed. “Of course not, since you have a penis.”


“What does that mean?”


“Guys don’t admit to being broken,” she said.


He laughed, and she stared at him. “Okay,” she said, “you’ve really got to stop doing that, laugh all sexy-like, Mr. Broken Sexy Grumpy Surfer.”


“I’m not broken,” he said again. Much.


“Well, if you were, I should let you know, I’ve heard of this remedy . . .”


“Yeah?”


Again she dragged her teeth over her lower lip. “Maybe it’s not a remedy so much as a . . . temporary fix. Like a Band-Aid,” she said, tipping her face to his.


There was an intimacy that came with the dark night, and with it came an ache. An ache for a woman. This woman. It’d been a while since he’d held someone, gotten lost in someone. The truth was that no one had tempted him in a while.


Becca did. Becca with the dark, warm eyes, the sweet smile, and the pulse racing at the base of her throat. He wanted to put his mouth there. He wanted to put his mouth to every inch of her, and he reached for her hand, slowly pulling her in so they stood toe-to-toe. “What’s the Band-Aid?”


“Seeing as you’re not broken,” she said, “it doesn’t matter.”


Sam ran a finger along her temple, tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear, and took in the quick tremble that racked her body at his touch. “What matters to me is how you got broken,” he said.


She closed her eyes, and his smile faded. “Someone hurt you,” he said.


“No.” She turned away. “It was a long time ago.”


Yeah. Someone had hurt her. He turned her to face him and waited for her to open those soulful eyes. Whatever had happened to her had cut deep, but she wasn’t down for the count.


He could relate to that.


“I don’t talk about it,” she said.


“Instead, you put a Band-Aid on it.”


“Yes.” She hesitated, and then set her hand on his chest, slowly, lightly dragging her fingers from one pec to the other as if testing herself out for a reaction. He hoped she was getting one because the simple touch stirred anything but simple reactions within him.


“It’s been a while,” she murmured, “but I remember this as a proven effective method for healing all.”


He loved that she wasn’t too shy to speak her mind. And frankly, he also loved that she’d made the first move, hesitant as it was. He’d make the second. And the third. Hell, he’d make whatever moves she was receptive to, and hopefully chase away her demons while he was at it. But when she leaned into him, he slid his hands down her arms, capturing her wrists to stop her. ”I need to take care of something first,” he said.


“Oh.” Some of the light died from her. “I get it.”


“No.” He held on to her when she would have pulled away. “This isn’t a rejection, Becca. I want you.” He dipped down a little to look right into her eyes, wanting to make sure she really got him. “I want you bad, but I’m all sweaty from my run. I need a shower, a quick one, I promise. But my shop doesn’t have one, and my house is ten minutes away, so I need you to be patient while I—”


“I’ve got a shower,” she said. Her gaze dropped to his mouth, her tongue darting out to wet her lips. He groaned and gave in, kissing her.


Fucking perfect.


That was how she tasted. She made a little mewling sound and pressed closer, like she thought maybe he was going to vanish.


Fat chance.


He slanted his head and kissed her the way he liked it, open-mouthed, wet, and deep. He let go of her wrists and things got a whole lot hotter real fast. Their hands bumped into each other as they moved, grappling for purchase, hers running over his chest and arms, his gliding up her sides, inside the bulky sweatshirt she wore.


She moaned into his mouth.


He lost his head a little bit then. Or maybe he’d lost it the moment he’d first laid eyes on her, he didn’t know. She made him so dizzy he couldn’t think straight. “Becca,” he said, and from somewhere, he had no idea where, he found the strength to pull her back.


Their gazes met, and at the heat—and uncertainty—in hers, he kissed her again, soft this time. When she let out a shaky breath and slid her arms around his neck, he held her off again. “Shower first,” he said.


“And then?”


The hopefulness in her voice went straight through him, and he kissed her again, until she moaned into his mouth, her reaction taking away his ability to think clearly. “And then,” he promised, “whatever you want.”




Chapter 7
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It wasn’t often Becca acted recklessly, or with abandon. In fact, it was almost never.


But Sam of the beautiful eyes and sexy voice and surprisingly sharp wit was bringing it out in her. She deserved this, she reminded herself. A night of no strings, a night lost in a man’s arms.


This man’s arms.


She led the way to her front door. She had the very hot and sexy Sam Brody standing at her back, and she was wondering if she was really going to do this.


Could she?


Then Sam leaned in and kissed her neck, and she quivered in arousal.


Oh, God. Yes. Despite her trepidations and unease and the fact that her lady bits might have rusted up and withered from disuse, she was going to do this.


And she was not going to let anything intrude.


She was going to get naked, and she was going to have a good time while she was at it.


Olivia entered the building just then, walking fast, head down. When she looked up, she nearly tripped over her own feet at the sight of Becca and Sam standing there. “Oh,” she said in clear surprise.


Sam nodded at her. “Olivia.”


They knew each other, Becca realized, with an odd pang of something. Jealousy? Nah, that couldn’t be.


Could it?


Olivia nodded back at Sam and started to walk past them, but then she stopped and turned back to Becca. “I know I owe you an apology for the other night.”


“For what?” Becca asked.


Olivia was in another pair of jeans, very cute high-heeled wedges, and a gauzy top that showed off her enviable figure. She was beautiful and aloof, and her expression was hooded as it had been the other night, but she had the good grace to grimace. “Slamming my door on your nose,” she said. “I’m not really a people person.”


“Duly noted,” Becca said drily.


Olivia grimaced again. “I know you were trying to be a nice neighbor, and I was a jerk. I’d like to make it up to you. Seriously,” she said at Becca’s look of surprise. “Food fixes all, right? I make the best homemade pizza out there. So dinner, on me.” She slid Sam a glance. “When you’re not busy.”


Becca swiveled her gaze to Sam, wondering how he stacked up against homemade pizza.


He arched a brow at her.


Olivia shocked Becca by laughing. “Another night,” she said, and vanished inside her place.


“You wanted to give me up for pizza,” Sam said.


“Homemade pizza,” Becca corrected, and put her key in the lock, jerking at the feel of his hot mouth on the back of her neck.


“I’m going to make you forget about the pizza,” he whispered against her skin.


She shivered, having underestimated the power of a man’s kiss on her neck. “Are you sure you want to make a promise you might not be able to keep?” she managed.


“I always keep my promises.”


She hoped so. God, she hoped so.


Five minutes later, Becca stood outside her bathroom, hands and forehead on the door, body thrumming with emotions she almost didn’t recognize.


Desire.


Need.


From the other side came the sound of her shower running.


She had a man in her shower.


Good Lord, she had a man in her shower. Picturing Sam in there all hot and naked, using her soap, rubbing his hands over his body, was making her good parts tingle. And she had a lot of good parts, many more than she remembered . . .


She smiled in relief, then shook her head at herself. Why was she fantasizing about the naked man in her shower instead of being in the shower with the naked man?


She chewed on her thumbnail another moment, giving brief thought to being shy, but then quickly discarded that as it hadn’t gotten her anywhere all year.


Open the door, Becca.


She opened the door.


Steam rolled over her as the water beat against the tile floor. Taking a deep breath, she fixed her eyes on the sight before her. The glass door was fogged over but she could see the faint outline of Sam’s body. She had a side view, and it was a good one. He had one hand braced on the wall in front of him, his head hanging low as he let the water pound between his shoulder blades.


Becca’s gaze followed the trail of water down his sleek back, over the perfect, succulent curve of his ass, and down the backs of his legs to his feet.


He was gorgeous.


Sweating now, she had to strip off her bulky sweatshirt. At the movement, he glanced over. Seeing her there, his gaze went fiery and suggestive. Teeming with raw passion, he reached for the soap, running his hands with perfunctory speed and precision over himself.


Becca stared. She started to say something, but then he wrapped his hand around himself. Eyes locked on hers, he held on but didn’t stroke, and she got all hot and bothered from wishing he would. “You didn’t lock the door,” she managed. “So I, um. . .”


He smiled a very dangerous, alluring smile.


She stood there, her entire body vibrating with need, but trying desperately to be cool, like having a man in her shower was no big deal. In truth, it was a big deal. A huge big deal. Her heart was just about racing right out of her chest.


Her terms, she reminded herself. This was on her terms and she was in control. She could stop this at any time.


But she already knew she wasn’t going to want to stop.


Sam lifted his hands and shoved his hair back from his face.


Her body tingled. And though he was the one in the shower, she was the one getting damp. Reaching over to a drawer, she pulled out the sole condom she had. She’d gotten it as a party favor a few years back, and because it was blue, and blueberry-flavored to boot, and an “extra, extra” large, she’d kept it for laughs. It’d been a while since she’d had use for a condom, and she sort of wished it wasn’t blue, but it was better than nothing.


Water and suds continued to sluice down Sam’s body, and, even hotter now, Becca pulled off another item of clothing—her long-sleeved tee.


Sam swiped at the fogged-up glass on the shower, presumably to better see her, and smiled. “You’ve got a lot of layers on.”


She flushed. “I was cold earlier.”


“I’ll keep you warm.”


She utterly believed him. She pushed off her flannel PJ bottoms next, which left her in a thin cotton cami and an equally thin pair of cotton panties.


Given the fire in Sam’s eyes, he approved, but she hesitated, because whatever came off next was going to reveal more of her than had been seen by another human being in a while.


“Keep going,” he said, voice husky.


Erotic.


When she didn’t move, he gave her a come-here finger crook.


Her legs took her the last few steps, and then she was in the shower, the water plastering her cami and panties to her body.


Sam groaned at the sight and hooked an arm around her, settling a hand low on her back, pulling her into him. He did this slowly, giving her plenty of time to stop him.


She didn’t.


Not only didn’t she stop him, she reached up and slid her fingers into his wet hair and pulled him down, hoping for a mindless kiss.


“You’re shaking,” he murmured. “Still cold?”


“No.”


He met her gaze. “You’re nervous.”


“Aren’t you?”


He gave her a heart-melting smile. “It’s going to be good, Becca, I promise.”


Another promise. She could have told him she didn’t believe in them, but there was something so absolute about his voice, something so sure in his eyes. “Okay,” she whispered.


He smiled against her lips, and then brought his other hand up, tilting her face to suit him as he kissed her. Soft at first, then serious and demanding, and though she’d hoped he’d take her out of her own head for a while. He did even better than that, and an utterly unexpected wave of desire washed over her. She sank her fingers into his thick, unruly hair and held on.


He was right so far. It was good.


So good she lost herself in the sensations of being held, the barrage of heat and need, and a hunger so strong it made her weak in the knees.


When was the last time a man had made her weak in the knees?


A long time.


Too long.


His tongue swept along hers, and she moaned into his mouth. At the sound, Sam pulled back and gave her a very hot look. She tugged him in again because he was a good kisser. The best kisser. In fact, he was the king of all kissers, so much so that when he ended the next kiss, she’d have slithered to the shower floor in a boneless heap of arousal if he wasn’t holding her up with a strong arm around her back. The fingers of his other hand unpeeled hers to see what she still held fisted. When he caught sight of the extra-large blueberry condom, he smiled.


“I was planning ahead,” she whispered.


“Love a woman who plans ahead.” He set the condom on the soap rack, and then nudged a wet cami strap off her shoulder. Lowering his head, his lips grazed her jaw, her throat, across her collarbone. “Mmm,” he murmured against her skin, then pulled back a fraction of an inch to meet her gaze, his own hot as fire and intense. “Tell me this is what you want, Becca.”


She opened her mouth but nothing came out. Why was nothing coming out?


“If I stay,” he said very gently but with utter steel, “I’m going to take you to your bed and make you feel so good that you forget whatever is putting that hollow look in your eyes. I promise you that.”


Another promise, but this one seemed as irresistible as the last one, so in answer to his very alpha-man statement, she mustered up some courage and pressed up against him, running her hands over sleek, hot, wet, male skin. God. God, he felt good.


His hands went to her hair, releasing it from her ponytail so that his fingers could run through the wavy, wet mess. “Becca?”


He wanted the words. “Stay,” she said.


He peeled her out of her cami and panties and groaned at the sight of her bared before him, kissing her long and hard and wet and deep. He grabbed the soap, and with a dark, heavy-lidded smile, started with her arms. Her stomach and chest were next. Slowly and deliberately, his hands stroked upward, teasing the heavy undersides of her breasts until she sighed with pleasure, her head falling back to thunk against the tile. “Sam.”


“Learning what you like,” he said, and then kept teasing her until she said his name again, not so soft, and finally, oh God finally, his thumbs brushed over her nipples.


She sucked in a breath and trembled from head to toe. So long. So long since she’d felt this way.


He let his fingers come into play then, meeting up with his thumbs, gently rolling. “Well, you like that.”


She couldn’t talk, but if she could have, she’d have said she loved it. Luckily he didn’t seem to need words because he dropped to his knees and soaped up her legs next, running his hands up the backs of them, cupping her ass, squeezing, before stroking back down. Then he began again with the front of her, up her shins, her thighs. And then between.


She gasped. “Sam—”


“Open, babe.”


“Um—” she started, thinking she was in way over her head, but he took over, his hands urging her to spread her feet. She did, and found herself wide open in every possible way, but there wasn’t any space in the shower or her head for self-consciousness, not with his hands on her.


And his mouth. And God, his mouth . . .


He took his sweet time about it, too, stroking, touching, kissing, licking every single inch of her so that she was breathing like a lunatic, worked up into a near frenzy. “Sam,” she gasped again. “Sam, I’m going to—”


“Do it,” he said, mouth still on her. “Come.”


She flew apart, but he was right there to put her back together again, holding her, slowly bringing her back. When she could, she blinked her eyes open and caught his slow, sexy-as-hell smile.


He’d watched her lose it, and she realized she badly wanted to do the same for him. Pulling him upright, she admired his gorgeous, tough, hard-muscled body with her hands first, and that was so good that she had to taste, too. She slid to her knees to do just that.


Pressing her mouth low on a very sexy spot just beneath his hip, she watched in pleasure and fascination as the muscles in his abs jerked. She wasn’t too sure of her skills in this arena, but he looked good enough to lick. So she did. And then again.


And then she took him into her mouth.


He made a low, rough noise, and she looked up at him through her lashes. His head was tipped back, eyes closed, the water flowing over his face and down his chest. His fingers slid in her hair and held on. She tensed, but his hold remained gentle, not guiding or pushing her. It was more like he needed the grip just to hold on, which actually made her feel powerful, and sexy. So sexy . . .


All good signs, she figured, and continued on, absorbing the groan that came from above her and echoed against the tiled walls when she experimented a little bit.


“Sweet Jesus,” he muttered, his body as tense as a tightly coiled spring ready to snap. After a few moments, he swore and roughly hauled her up.


“What’s wrong?” she asked.


Nuzzling his face in her neck, he shook his head. “Gotta slow down or I’m gonna come.”


“Wouldn’t that be only fair?”


He groaned again, kissed her, and then said against her lips as he hoisted her up, “I want to be inside you when I come, when we both come.”


The words nearly sent her up in flames, but she needed to tell him—


“Hold on to me,” he said. Leaning her into the tile wall, he slapped a hand out for the condom. “Magnum blueberry,” he read with a lip twitch.


She’d had her hands around him. And her lips. So she was speaking on good authority. “At least the size is right.”


He snorted and, holding her pinned against the wall, seared his mouth to hers. She parted her lips for him and garnered herself a low, sexy growl from the back of Sam’s throat as their tongues touched. She’d been doing her best to stay lost in his gaze, in his kisses and touches, and not let Real Life intercede, but she still had to tell him. “Sam.”


He sucked at the sweet spot right beneath her ear and her eyes nearly crossed in ecstasy. “Sam,” she said again, but he wasn’t listening. She tapped his chest. “Sam, I need to—”


“Anything,” he murmured and kept kissing her, his hot mouth robbing her of cognitive thought.


“I—” She blinked. “Anything? You can’t offer me anything.”


“Why not?”


She paused and appeared to process this question very seriously. “Well. . .I could take advantage for one.”


“Go for it,” he said hotly, letting out a slow, absolutely wicked bad-boy smile. “Just remember, paybacks are a bitch.”


She shivered, not in fear but in arousal. Good Lord, he was potent. “I’m trying to tell you something.”


“Okay, babe,” he murmured, and kissed his way along her jaw toward her mouth. “You tell me whatever you want while I—”


“Sam!”


At the seriousness in her voice, he again lifted his head, giving her his full attention. Which she’d totally and completely underestimated, because Sam’s full attention made it difficult if not impossible to think. “I don’t want to disappoint you, but—”


“Becca.” His features immediately softened. “You won’t. You couldn’t—”


“I won’t come with you inside me,” she blurted out.


He went still for a beat. “No?”


“I. . .can’t.” Oh, God, this was embarrassing. Why had she thought this a good idea? She should have faked it. But she wasn’t good at faking it. “I want to, I try to, but it just doesn’t happen for me. And sometimes that can be . . . upsetting for a guy, I know, and I just really don’t want you to be upset.”


Something passed across his eyes, and it wasn’t pity or she’d have shriveled into a tiny ball and died. She couldn’t put her finger on it because he kissed her, softly at first, then not so softly, and before she knew it she was panting for air and whimpering with need, gripping him like he was her lifeline.


“Becca.”


“Huh?” she asked dimly.


“Open your eyes.”


She did with difficulty and met his very intense gaze.


“You couldn’t disappoint me if you tried,” he said, and with that, he turned off the water, grabbed a towel, and dried her.


She was so lost in the pleasure of him running the towel over her body, and the way he then tossed aside the towel to use his hands—and mouth—deliciously rough, demanding, and thorough, that she didn’t even realize they were moving until they fell together on her bed.


There he began all over again from the beginning, with long drugging kisses and teasing touches that had her rocking into him, desperate for release. He made her come twice like that, once with his fingers, and then again with his mouth, so that she was still thrumming with adrenaline and shuddering with it when he finally rolled on the blue condom and pushed inside her. His hands slid beneath her bottom and pulled her into him, grinding the two of them together with every stroke. Her eyes drifted shut but he nipped at her lower lip until she opened them again.


His gaze was intently fierce, so much so that she quivered. “Stay with me,” he said. He had one arm wrapped around her; the other slid down the back of her thigh, further opening her up for him as he thrust long and hard and deep, holding her gaze captive in his the entire time. The muscles in his arms and shoulders strained with the effort of holding himself back, keeping the pace slow.


Heaven.


She was close, so shockingly, desperately close, her nerves were screaming. “Please,” she gasped, unable to say more. Luckily for her Sam didn’t need additional instruction. It took only a few more of those hard, masterful strokes for him to bring her to the very edge of sanity, and then his arms pulled her in even closer, so that they touched in every way possible, skin on skin, and the exquisite slow sliding of friction sending her flying. As the surprise orgasm rippled through her, she clenched tight around him, absorbing his low, rough groan. With one more thrust, he came right along with her.


It was a long few moments before she regained control of her limbs and could loosen the arms she had in a death grip around his neck. “Sorry,” she murmured and tried to pull back.


But Sam was having none of it. “Stay with me,” he said again, and then brushed a kiss over her damp temple. Lifting his head, he studied her. “You okay?”


“I— You—” Words failed.


He huffed a soft laugh and kissed her. “Yeah, you’re okay,” he said, and slid out of her. She made a sound of helpless regret at the loss, and he kissed her again. “Don’t move,” he commanded, and vanished into her bathroom.


He was back in less than two minutes, sliding beneath her covers and hauling her in tight against him. He’d made good on his promises, proving that when he warned her about something, it was best to listen. It’d been good, and he’d indeed made her forget about the pizza.


He held her for a while, certainly long beyond what she’d have deemed the polite amount of cuddle time, his cheek resting lightly on top of her head, his arms around her. She had her face plastered to his bare chest and was listening to his steady heartbeat beneath her, waiting for him to extract himself.


He never did.


Finally, exhausted, she fell into a coma-like sleep and woke with a smile on her face to the sun streaming in her windows.


And an empty bed.




Chapter 8


[image: image]


Sam might have left Becca’s bed as surprisingly as he’d arrived in it, but the bigger surprise had been what had happened in it.


She smiled every time she thought about it, which was often enough to prompt Olivia to stop in the hallway the next day and ask Becca what was so damn wonderful.


Becca had laughed but shaken her head. She wasn’t going to share, but it turned out that despite Sam’s silent departure, having crazy hot sex was good for a person’s frame of mind.


Real good.


Becca didn’t come up with a jingle for Diaxsis over the next few days, but she felt infinitely relaxed about it. She felt infinitely relaxed about everything, including the fact that it was time to supplement her jingle income. The only thing that could have improved her mood was a Sexy Grumpy Surfer sighting.


But she didn’t get that. Not from her window, not on the beach, not from his boat, not anywhere Sam I am . . .


She did get pizza with Olivia. And as promised, it was homemade, and out of this world. Becca learned that Olivia not only ran the vintage store but owned it, which explained her fabulous clothes. She also made a mean chocolate chip cookie, and if Sam hadn’t already rocked her world, Becca might have said the cookies were better than orgasms. As it was, the cookies were a close second.


But though they’d spent several hours together, Olivia didn’t open up much, and her eyes stayed hooded.


Olivia had secrets.


As Becca had her own, she hadn’t pushed.


She spent a few days perusing the want ads and cleaning up her space, making it a home. She realized that said a lot about Lucky Harbor being more than a so-called pit stop, but she wasn’t going to feel bad for loving it here.


Three days after her night with Sam, she’d unwrapped a new—to her—lamp and couch she’d bought from Olivia’s shop and was lugging the paper the lamp had been wrapped in to the Dumpster when she realized Sam was there with his shop vac. He was emptying the bag when he caught her staring. He stared right back like maybe he liked what he saw. He did that, she’d noticed, showed his appreciation in nonverbal ways. With his eyes. His slow, sexy smile. The sound he made deep in his throat when he—


“Hey,” he said.


Wherever he’d been, he’d gotten some sun and, as usual, looked good enough to eat. “Hey yourself.” She turned to go.


“About the other night,” he said to her back. “I didn’t mean to vanish on you. I got called out on a job that took me away for a few days. And out of cell range.”


She had to admit that she’d wondered if he’d disappeared to distance himself from what had proven to be an explosive chemistry between them. At the realization that this wasn’t what had happened, something loosened in her chest. Relief. She hadn’t scared him off. “You’re covered in sawdust,” she said inanely.


He looked down. “Got home late last night and went right to work on a boat I’m building for another client.” He shifted closer and stroked a thumb over her jaw. “You okay?”


Something about his proximity made her a little speechless, so she nodded.


His eyes never left hers as he appeared to search for the truth in this statement. He sifted his fingers through her hair, gently gliding his thumb beneath her eye. “Your bruise is gone.”


“Yes, and I’ve grounded myself from reading my e-reader at night.”


He flashed that dangerous smile, which faded some when his cell buzzed. “Talk,” he said into it, and then listened a moment. “Cole already left? Shit. Did you flush out the engine? Check the water pump? Yeah? It’s got good water flow? The water hot or warm?” He listened some more. “Sounds like something’s stuck in the outflow tube. Shut it down, I’ll be there in ten.” He ended the call.


“Problem?” she asked.


“There always is.”


“And you’re the go-to guy?”


“At the moment,” he said, master of short sentences. He looked at her then. Like really looked at her, in a way no one else ever seemed to. “How’s the jingle writing going?”
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