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Author’s Note

Welcome back to Gansett Island! You first met
Grant McCarthy in READY FOR LOVE. I have to admit he was a bit of
an enigma to me because he’s not like a lot of my guys who know
exactly what—and who—they want and go after it (her) with all their
considerable charm. Grant is rather conflicted. His heart is
telling him one thing while his body is sending him a different
message altogether. After READY FOR LOVE, a lot of you were evenly
divided between Team Abby and Team Stephanie. As the architect of
Grant’s story, I had to choose the best woman for him, and I hope
you’ll agree with my decision. In this book, you’ll hear from some
of our old favorites and meet some new friends.

After the earlier trilogy, I asked you to let
me know if you wanted to read more about other members of the
McCarthy family. Wow, did I get some reader mail! Your enthusiasm
for the McCarthy family and their friends has thrilled me, and I’ve
heard your verdict loud and clear. Next up will be Evan’s book,
HOPING FOR LOVE. I also plan to write Tiffany’s book in 2012 (I’ve
got a wild plan for her!), and maybe Adam McCarthy will get his
turn, too.

Writing about
this family and their life on an island so much like my beloved
Block Island has been the most fun I’ve ever had as a writer. Thank
you for embracing my fictional family and for all the lovely
reviews you’ve posted. I appreciate your e-mails and Facebook posts
more than you’ll ever know. I always love to hear from readers. You
can reach me at marie@marieforce.com. If
you’re not yet on my mailing list and wish to be added for
occasional updates on future books, let me know. Also, join us on
Facebook at Marie Force Book Talk (https://www.facebook.com/groups/125194200923880/)
where we talk about my books, other books and lots of stuff that
has nothing to do with books! You can also join the fun at the
McCarthys of Gansett Island Reader Group (https://www.facebook.com/groups/337251382956720/)
where we talk about important topics such as which of the Gansett
Island men we wouldn’t kick out of bed. When each new book is
released, we form a separate group to dish about the new story. You
can find the Falling for Love Reader Group at https://www.facebook.com/groups/184650101633167/.
Come join the fun!

While FALLING FOR LOVE is intended
to be a stand-alone story, you will enjoy it more if you have read
MAID FOR LOVE, FOOL FOR LOVE and READY FOR LOVE first.

Thanks to my brilliant behind-the-scenes
team: Linda Ingmanson edits for me, Jessica Jones and Mike Myers
proofread and Kristina Brinton has taken over the cover design
job.

As of this month (January 2012), I’m
officially a full-time writer. Thanks to all the wonderful readers
who’ve made it possible for me to realize a dream come true!

xoxo

Marie


Chapter 1

This whole thing was Janey’s fault. If she
hadn’t gotten married, Grant wouldn’t have had to watch his
woman, wearing a slinky, sexy bridesmaid gown, prance around at the
wedding with her new fiancé hanging all over her. If it
hadn’t been for Janey and her stupid wedding, Grant wouldn’t have
felt the need to make Abby jealous by dancing with Stephanie from
the marina.

Too bad it hadn’t ended there. No, he’d had
to make sure Abby was truly jealous by leaving with
Stephanie. And now, as the hammer in his head reminded him of how
much alcohol it had taken to get through the nuptials, the warm
body sleeping next to him was an even bigger reminder of what a
disaster last night had been.

Damn Janey and her damned wedding.

Grant was trying frantically to remember just
how far things had gone with Stephanie. He was pretty sure there’d
been some kissing in the cab on the way to his now-married sister’s
place. Janey had traded him the use of her house in exchange for
pet-sitting duties while she and Joe were on their honeymoon. Since
their mother had been driving him crazy with questions about the
mess he’d made of his life, it had seemed like a good deal at the
time because it would get him out of his parents’ house. But now he
was mad with his sister for getting married in the first place, and
the sweet deal didn’t seem so sweet anymore.

He wished he could escape, but he couldn’t
exactly leave his one-night stand in his sister’s bed. What to
do?

Then the warm body stirred.

Grant stayed perfectly still, hoping she
wouldn’t look at him or, God forbid, try to talk to him. He’d been
with Abby so long he’d never had the chance to indulge in one-night
stands. He had no idea what the etiquette was, and with a thousand
hammers at work in his head, he had no desire to figure it out.

Out of the corner of his eye, he watched
Stephanie—oh Jesus, she was totally naked—slide from the bed
and get busy rounding up her clothes. Still pretending to be
asleep, he caught glimpses of small breasts and pretty pink nipples
that quickly had the attention of a part of him that didn’t know
enough to fake sleep. As his cock rubbed against the sheet, he
realized he was naked, too.

He was desperately trying to remember how
he’d ended up naked in bed with Stephanie, but he couldn’t recall a
single thing after being in the cab. Not that being naked with
Stephanie hadn’t crossed his mind far too often in the last few
weeks. . . He’d even bought condoms, just in case his horny body
won the war with his better judgment. But he’d never expected to
actually go through with it. Maybe he hadn’t. Maybe nothing
actually happened. That was possible, right? Naked didn’t
automatically mean sex, did it?

Shit, shit, shit! If Abby heard about
this, he’d never get her back, not to mention what his father,
who’d taken a special interest in Stephanie since she came to work
for them, would have to say about it.

Stephanie turned her back to the bed to put
on the formfitting black dress she’d worn to the wedding. Her pale
skin was creamy white, and his eyes traveled from her shoulders to
the two dimples at the bottom of her spine, above her firmly
rounded ass. When he first met her, he’d thought she lacked curves.
Boyish was the word he’d used to describe her. But now that he’d
seen her naked, it was clear that her clothes had hidden small but
rather interesting curves.

Not that he was interested in her curves. No,
the only curves he craved were Abby’s, and somehow he had to figure
out a way to get her back. First and foremost, he had to stop
drinking. Booze—and Janey’s damned wedding—had landed him in bed
with the wrong woman, and he couldn’t let that happen again. If he
had any prayer of winning back Abby, he couldn’t get caught with
another woman. Making Abby jealous was one thing, but his plan had
clearly gone awry in a big way.

Stephanie never so much as glanced at the bed
as she hooked her high-heeled sandals around her fingers and
tiptoed from the room, closing the door behind her.

Grant let out a sigh of relief that he’d been
spared the morning-after awkwardness. But then he remembered he was
in charge of the family’s marina while his father recovered from a
recent head injury and his brother tended to his pregnant wife.
With Grant stuck running the docks and Stephanie managing the
restaurant, he’d have to face her in a few short hours.

Groaning, he turned facedown on the bed and
buried his face in the pillow. Something poked his belly, and he
fumbled through the rumpled sheet to see what it was. When his hand
landed on a torn condom wrapper, Grant’s heart nearly stopped
beating.

“Shit, shit, shit!”

 


He’d rocked her world, and Stephanie would
bet he didn’t even remember it. As she shivered in driving wind and
cold rain on her way to McCarthy’s Gansett Island Marina, she
relived the night with Grant McCarthy. Of course she’d figured out
what he’d been up to at the wedding. He’d been using her to make
Abby jealous. She’d also known he was drunk when they left and that
he probably wouldn’t remember much of what happened between
them.

Still, that didn’t stop her from taking full
advantage of the opportunity for one night with the first guy she’d
been attracted to in years. She was under no illusions that this
was the start of something with him. He was in love with Abby and
still hoping to reconcile with her, although Abby and her fiancé
Cal had looked pretty darned cozy at the wedding.

If Stephanie were one to gamble, she’d bet on
Abby being done with Grant, and him being the last one to realize
it. But even knowing that, there was no way Stephanie was going to
get all stupid over a guy who clearly wanted someone else. So
they’d had sex. Big deal. Just because she hadn’t been with anyone
in ages didn’t mean she was going to turn this into something it
wasn’t and would never be.

A tooting horn caught her attention, and she
stopped to find Mr. McCarthy’s best friend Ned Saunders pulling up
to the curb in the beat-up woody station wagon that served as his
cab.

“Jump in, gal. I’ll give ya a ride.”

Since she was soaked to the skin, Stephanie
was thrilled to see the older man who hung around the marina every
day. “Thanks, Ned,” she said as she slid into the front seat. The
floor was littered with coffee cups and old newspapers.

“Sorry ’bout the mess,” he muttered.

“No problem. I’m happy to get out of the
storm.”

“’Tis a doozy of a Nor’easter. Not seeing the
newlyweds makin’ it off-island today.”

“That’s too bad. They’ll miss their flight,
won’t they?”

“Looks that way.”

Stephanie appreciated that Ned didn’t mention
anything about her obvious walk of shame. “How long is the storm
supposed to last?”

“Coupla days at least.”

“The marina will be slow today,” Stephanie
said, dreading a quiet day to spend alone with Grant.

Ned took the final turn that led to North
Harbor. As they passed the McCarthy home, called “The White House”
by locals, Stephanie looked away as memories of the night she’d
spent with their son resurfaced. Mr. McCarthy had been so nice to
her. She’d hate to do anything to mess that up.

“The boy’s confused,” Ned said, breaking the
silence.

“Excuse me?”

“Smartest kid I ever knew,” Ned continued as
if she hadn’t spoken. “From the time he was first able to talk,
he’s been asking questions, studying people, filing stuff away to
use later in his stories. When it comes to people in his own life,
though…well, sometimes he ain’t the sharpest tool in the shed.”

Stephanie’s entire body was on fire with
mortification as she continued to stare out the window. How does
he know? And what will he tell his best buddy, Grant’s dad?

“Don’t think he gets yet that it’s really
over with Abby. When he finally catches a clue, I suspect it’s
gonna hurt.”

Her mind raced as she hummed with tension. It
was like he could see inside her or something!

“A nice girl like you would wanna watch
herself in the midst of all that hurtin’.”

Her mouth fell open, but damn if she could
find the words. Luckily, their arrival at McCarthy’s saved her from
having to reply.

“Thanks for the ride,” Stephanie muttered,
reaching for her wallet.

Ned’s hand on her arm stopped her from
withdrawing money. “My pleasure, honey.”

Stephanie was mortified all over again when
tears burned her eyes. She made her escape from the car, but the
almost paternal way Ned had treated her stayed with her long after
his car disappeared from view. It’d been a long time since anyone
had showed her that kind of care or concern, and it had felt
good.

 


A ringing cell phone woke Capt. Joe Cantrell
the morning after his wedding. He wanted to grab the phone and toss
it across the suite where he and Janey had spent their wedding
night, but more than that, he wanted his lovely wife to
sleep awhile longer.

After so many years of loving her from afar,
thinking of her as his wife made him smile. He took the phone into
the bathroom and closed the door. Seeing the office number on the
caller ID further irritated him.

“This had better be good,” he grumbled into
the phone.

“So sorry to bother you, Cap,” said Seamus
O’Grady. Joe had hired Seamus to run the Gansett Island Ferry
Company when he and Janey moved to Ohio so she could attend vet
school. “Especially this morning.”

“What do you need?” Joe asked with unusual
brusqueness.

“I wasn’t sure if you’d surfaced yet to take
a look at the weather. Tropical Storm Hailey arrived overnight, and
we’ve got a heck of a blow going on. I’m leaning toward stopping
service for the rest of the day, but I know you and the wife are
planning to take the ten-thirty boat off the island. Didn’t want to
screw you up.”

As Seamus spoke, Joe went to the window and
looked out over South Harbor. The wind and rain had whipped Gansett
Sound into a froth of whitecaps, and the rain beat hard against the
window. It was the kind of day they referred to as a barf-o-rama in
the ferry business because they’d have to hose the vomit from the
boats after each trip. “Go ahead and make the call,” Joe said.

“You sure about that, Cap?”

“Such is the chance we take making travel
plans from an island, right?”

“Right you are. Don’t worry about a thing
here. I gotcha covered. We’ll get you and the wife outta here as
soon as we can. By the way, it was a great wedding.”

“Thanks, Seamus.” Joe ended the call and
crept out of the bathroom.

“What’s wrong?” Janey asked. Her voice was
husky and sleepy—and sexy as hell. She reached out a hand to
him.

Joe tossed the phone into his suitcase and
went to her.

She gave his hand a tug to draw him back into
bed.

Feeling like the luckiest son of a bitch on
the face of the earth to finally be married to the woman he’d loved
for more than half his life, Joe snuggled into her warm
embrace.

“Now tell me what’s wrong,” she said.

“There’s good news and bad news.” He kissed
lips that were puffy and swollen from a night of passion. “The bad
news is they’re shutting the ferries down because of the
storm.”

Janey gasped. She’d been so looking forward
to their honeymoon in Aruba, which they’d chosen because it was
outside the hurricane belt. So much for that logic.

“How can there be good news after that?” she
asked with her lip curling into the same pout she’d sported as a
ten-year-old.

Joe maneuvered her so she was under him and
brushed tangled blonde hair off her face. “The very good news is we
don’t have to leave this bed today.”

Janey smiled up at him and ran her hands from
his shoulders down his back and curved them over his ass, a move
that always drove him crazy, as she well knew. “That’s very good
news indeed.”

“I’ll get you there, baby,” he said as he
dipped his head for a kiss. “Might take a day or two, but I’ll get
you there.”

“Doesn’t matter where we are. As long as it’s
just the two of us, that’s what matters.”

“Have I told you yet today that I love you
love you?” he asked.

“Not yet,” she said, smiling at the reminder
of how he’d once told her he wanted her to love him love
him.

“Well, I do.”

“I think you need to prove it.” Flashing a
coy grin, she lifted her hips against his erection, letting him
know what she wanted.

“Again?” he asked, quirking an eyebrow in
amusement. “No one told me I was marrying an insatiable wench.”

Janey laughed and guided him to exactly where
she wanted him. “Better get used to it, buddy. You’re stuck with me
now.”

He entered her in one smooth thrust. “Thank
God for that.”

 


Driving wind and rain woke Mac McCarthy early
on the morning after his sister’s wedding. His chest tightened with
anxiety when it occurred to him that the storm had probably shut
down the ferries for the day.

He glanced over at his wife, Maddie, sleeping
on her side the way Dr. Cal had instructed to minimize the stress
on the baby. The thought of being unable to get her help if she
needed it made him crazy. A high-risk pregnancy on an island was a
fool’s errand, but he’d had no luck convincing her to move their
family to the mainland until the baby was born.

Hoping the weather wasn’t as bad as it
sounded, Mac got up to look out the window. Sure enough, it was
every bit as bad as it sounded. In the distance, he could see the
ocean whipped into a frenzy. Rain was coming down sideways in the
blustery wind. Running a hand over his chest, Mac wondered if he
was having a heart attack. The tightness had been ever-present
since the accident at the marina that left his father injured.

The accident had briefly put him in the
hospital, too, which had stressed out Maddie. After she went into
premature labor and was put on bed rest for the remainder of her
pregnancy, she’d refused to leave their island home. Mac had no
choice but to cede to her wishes.

Mac went to his dresser to retrieve his
phone. A text message from the Gansett Island Ferry Company made it
official: service was temporarily suspended. With the wind gusting
to what sounded like at least fifty miles per hour, the airport
would be closed, too. No way out, Mac thought as the pain in his
chest intensified.

Nightmare scenarios such as this had driven
him crazy for weeks now. Even when the ferries were running, it was
a long hour to the mainland and then more time to get to a
hospital. In the meantime, what if something happened that Cal
couldn’t handle? What if Maddie needed something he couldn’t get
for her? What if something happened to her—

“Mac?”

He turned away from the window and went to
her. “I thought you’d sleep awhile yet,” he said, smoothing a hand
over her caramel-colored hair. “It’s early.”

“Why are you up?”

“The wind woke me.” His chest began to ache
again as he wondered how long they’d be without ferry service. He
turned on the bedside light so he could see her in the early
morning gloom. “How do you feel?”

“Fat. Horrible.” Tears filled her golden
eyes. “Hideous.”

“Aww, baby.” He crawled back into bed and
drew her—as best he could—into his arms. They hadn’t been able to
make love in weeks, which wasn’t doing much to help his
overwhelming anxiety. “Don’t say that. You’re gorgeous, glowing and
radiant.” How would they get through two more months of her being
stuck in bed all day, every day?

“You have to say that. You did this to
me.”

She was so petulant and cute that Mac
laughed, even though he knew she wouldn’t appreciate it.

Fat tears spilled from her eyes and wet her
cheeks. “It’s not funny.”

“I know,” he said, kissing away her tears.
She’d been so happy and content yesterday at the wedding,
surrounded by family and friends. The thought gave him an idea of
how he could lift her spirits a bit before everyone scattered again
after the storm let up.

Just as he was about to share his idea with
her, the bedside light flickered and died.


Chapter 2

The first memory struck Grant while he was in
the shower—the best blowjob of his life. As he stood under the hot
water, images of Stephanie’s lithe body and talented lips working
their way from his chest to his stomach to his straining erection
overwhelmed him. Thinking about it had him hard and ready to go
again in two seconds flat.

“Jesus,” he muttered, closing his eyes to
relive it even as he was filled with guilt. That never had been
Abby’s favorite thing to do in bed, so he’d gone without more often
than not. On the other hand, Stephanie’s enthusiasm had been
apparent as she licked and sucked and stroked.

Moaning, Grant took matters into his own
hand, still thinking about the way it had felt to be engulfed in
the heat of her mouth with her pierced tongue lashing him. The
memory sent him into a heart-pounding climax, and afterward, he
stood panting in the shower until the hot water began to ebb.
Stepping out of the shower on wobbly legs, Grant realized the power
had gone out.

“Great,” he muttered as he reached for a
towel. “This day just gets better and better.”

Disgusted with himself for getting so worked
up over memories of a night that never should’ve happened, Grant
pulled on jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt. The truth was, he’d
gone too long without. That was the only possible explanation for
why he’d responded to Stephanie the way he had. More than a year
ago, Abby had told him if he went back to Los Angeles after a visit
home for Mac’s wedding that things were over between them.

To be honest, Grant hadn’t believed her.
They’d been together so long that he simply couldn’t imagine life
without her at the center of it. He’d tried to tell her then how
close he was to a new deal to write a movie for a big producer. Of
course she’d heard that same story a hundred times before and had
laid down her ultimatum.

“You can write anywhere in the whole wide
world, Grant,” she’d said to him, her big brown eyes pleading with
him to stay with her on the island where she’d established a
successful business after moving home from LA. “Why can’t you write
in the one place where I want to be?”

Grant hadn’t seen any choice but to go and
see things through with the producer. However, like everything else
since he won the Academy Award for best original screenplay, the
deal had fallen through, and he was left with no job, and now no
Abby, either.

In the long year away from her, he’d remained
faithful to her and under the mistaken assumption that she’d done
the same. Until he heard from his mother that not only was Abby
dating again, she was engaged! To someone else! Grant had
played this one all wrong. No doubt about that. But no
swashbuckling cowboy doctor from Texas was going to steal his woman
without a fight.

He just wished he had the first clue how to
proceed in his campaign to win her back. Clearly, sleeping with
Stephanie had been a mistake of epic proportions, he thought, as
images of that talented, pierced tongue made their way through the
fog in his brain to torture him once again.

Groaning, he left the bedroom and went in
search of something he could wear to stay dry in this weather.
Luckily, Joe had left some foul-weather gear in Janey’s closet.
Grant put on the jacket and managed to corral Janey’s menagerie of
special-needs pets into the backyard for a quick visit. The weather
scared the heck out of several of them who refused to pee, which
meant he could expect a mess when he got back later. He fed them
and settled them into the room where they stayed when his sister
was out.

The whole time, Riley, the German shepherd
glared at him, as if he knew what a scumbag Grant had been the
night before. Things were pretty bad if a dog could make him feel
guilty.

On his way out the door, he rolled the yellow
foul-weather pants into a ball that he tucked under his arm for the
mad dash to his father’s truck in the driveway.

With his dad still recovering from a head
injury and fractured arm, Grant had commandeered the truck for the
time being. Although, with his brothers Evan and Adam in town for
the wedding—and now stuck here for who knew how long—Grant made a
mental note to hide the keys from his younger siblings the way he
had when they were teenagers.

During the short ride to the marina, he
encountered downed trees and power lines as well as some flooded
side streets. He wondered how Stephanie had gotten back to the
marina where she stayed in a room behind the restaurant and felt
guilty about leaving her to fend for herself in the storm.

The windshield wipers in the truck were no
match for the pouring rain, so Grant cracked the window, trying to
find some added visibility. They hadn’t had a storm like this in
decades. He remembered being without power once for ten days when
all five McCarthy siblings were still living at home. That had been
a long ten days.

Arriving at the marina, the first thing he
saw was Stephanie’s shapely behind sticking out of the toolshed as
she wrestled with something. So much for a nice, easy morning,
sitting around drinking coffee and shooting the bull with anyone
who braved the storm.

Looked like there was real work to be done,
which was about the last thing Grant could handle with a percussion
section still at work in his skull. He got out of the truck and
jogged over to her. The rain had soaked her thin khaki shorts,
which highlighted her dark thong. Grant bit back a curse as his
body responded predictably to the view. “Let me help,” he said,
sounding angrier than he’d intended.

Startled by his sudden appearance, she spun
around, wide-eyed. That’s when the second memory of the night
before decided to show up—the same wide-eyed look she’d given him
as he entered her for the first time.

“For Christ’s sake,” he muttered as he
stepped around her to get to the generator she’d been trying to
remove from the shed.

“What’s your problem?” she asked, wiping the
rain from her face with the sleeve of a windbreaker that was far
less of a jacket than she needed for this storm.

“No problem.” He grunted under the strain of
trying to lift the generator.

“Let me help you before you throw your back
out.” They had to shout to be heard over the roar of the wind.

“You were doing it yourself. Why can’t
I?”

“I couldn’t budge it.”

Grant turned and grabbed the back half while
she took the front. Somehow, they managed to muscle it to the small
deck outside the marina’s kitchen.

“I’ll get the gas can,” she said when it was
in place.

“I will. Where is it?”

“I’m perfectly capable of doing it.”

Grant closed his eyes and counted to ten,
praying for relief from the pounding in his skull and the stubborn
woman. “I said I’ll get it. Just tell me where it is.”

“Figure it out.” She turned and walked away
from him, giving him yet another view of her soaking-wet ass, which
of course his addled brain morphed into the nude version he’d seen
earlier. He’d had more boners in the two hours since he woke up
with her than he normally had in two days, which was absolutely
infuriating.

As he stomped back into the rain to search
for the gas can, he wondered why his body reacted so strongly to
her when he didn’t even like her. She was prickly and mouthy
and stubborn as hell. Usually, she wasn’t much to look at either.
Her hair was always spiky and messy looking; she was skinny, and
she had a pierced tongue—he couldn’t imagine letting someone drill
a hole in his tongue, although he had liked the feel of the stud on
his shaft. Stop it! Stop thinking about that!

Despite his overwhelming desire to forget,
the memory of her pierced tongue working up and down the side of
his cock returned for yet another visit. “Goddamn it,” he
screamed into the roaring wind. “I don’t want her! I
don’t want to think about what happened with her anymore! I
want Abby. I love Abby.”

Feeling somewhat better after the
conversation with the wind, he located the astoundingly heavy gas
can and dragged it to the doorway of the shed, just as a gust of
wind caused the door to slam shut. On his hand. Grant let out an
ungodly scream as pain whipped up his arm. “Son of a
bitch!”

The door swung open. “Bro?” Mac appeared out
of the gloom and rain, his head covered by a navy blue foul-weather
jacket. “Who’re you screaming at?”

Clutching his hand, Grant couldn’t get a word
past the agony.

“What’s wrong with you?” Mac asked, drawing
him out of the shed and into the light.

“Hand,” Grant managed to say. “Door.”

“Shit,” Mac said. “Let me see.”

Grant pulled his other hand away and nearly
passed out at the sight of blood pouring from an open wound in his
palm.

Mac put an arm around Grant to lead him
inside. “Don’t faint.”

“Oh man,” Stephanie said when she saw them
coming. “What happened?”

“From what I can gather,” Mac said, “the door
slammed shut on his hand.”

Stephanie took a close, assessing look.
“Needs stitches.” She unearthed a clean white cloth and wrapped it
around Grant’s injured hand.

“Go easy, will you?” Grant snapped.

She scowled at him and finished wrapping tape
around the cloth.

“Can you take him?” Mac asked her. “I came to
get the other generator for the house, but I need to get back to
Maddie and Thomas.”

“I can take myself,” Grant said, standing and
then swaying when the room tilted.

“Sit your ass down before you pass out and
crack your skull.” Mac pushed his brother back into the chair.
“Dad’s busted skull is enough for one summer.”

“I’ll take him,” Stephanie said. “We need to
get the generator going for the fridge and freezer, though.”

“I’ll take care of that before I split. We
can close up here for the day. I checked last night and all the
boats are tied down tight for the storm. Won’t be anyone coming or
going today.”

“Okay,” Stephanie said.

As they worked out the logistics, Grant held
back the growing need to puke.

“I was going to tell you guys that since Joe
and Janey are stuck here, they’re coming over to open their wedding
gifts tonight. We’re making a tropical storm party out of it, so
come on over.”

Grant moaned, reminding them of his
injury.

“Stop being such a baby,” Stephanie said.
“It’s a scratch.”

Mac laughed and sent Grant a sympathetic
smile. “I’ll leave you in good hands, bro. Let me know how you make
out at the clinic.”

That’s when it hit him that he’d be relying
upon Abby’s fiancé to stitch him up. “Never mind,” Grant said. “I’m
not going there.”

“The hell you aren’t,” his bossy older
brother said. “You want me to call Mom and sic her on you?”

“You wouldn’t do that.”

“Wanna bet? You need stitches and probably a
tetanus shot. Don’t be a fool.”

“I’ve got him.” Stephanie manhandled him out
of the chair and had him on the way to his father’s truck before
Grant even knew what hit him. She was awfully strong for such a
skinny chick. Rummaging around in his shorts pocket for the keys,
she rubbed against his package, startling him.

“Watch what you’re grabbing, will ya?”

“Nothing I haven’t already seen.”

“Don’t remind me,” he muttered and then
wanted to shoot himself for being so flippant as a flash of pain
darted across her face. It was gone as fast as it came.

She slammed the car door, narrowly missing
his foot. The wind and rain followed her into the driver’s
seat.

“Just take me back to Janey’s. I don’t need
to go to the clinic. I can take care of it at home.”

Stephanie didn’t say a word as she started
the truck, adjusted all the mirrors and cautiously shifted the
truck into drive.

“You do have a license, don’t you?”

“Of course I do.”

“Then why’re you driving like an
eighty-year-old?”

“Because we’re in the midst of a tropical
storm, in case you failed to notice, and this is your father’s
truck. I don’t want anything to happen to it.”

“He’s used to things happening to his trucks.
He had five kids driving them at one point or another.”

“Nothing will happen to it while I’m driving.
Now be quiet so I can concentrate.”

Grant wanted to remind her that his family
employed her, but since he’d already acted like enough of a jerk
around her, he kept his silence—until she took a right toward the
clinic rather than a left toward Janey’s. “Wait a minute! I said I
want to go home!”

“And I said you need stitches.”

“You’re not the boss of me!”

“What’re you? Three? Did Thomas teach you
that?” She referred to Mac and Maddie’s three-year-old son. “I
heard him say that to his father at the wedding.”

Fuming, Grant had to force himself to stay
calm. “I’m not going in the clinic.”

“I’ll call your mother.”

He spun around in the seat to stare at her.
“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Try me. I love Linda. I have her number on
speed dial.”

“You’re the devil.”

“Sticks and stones…”

Grant had never had a more ridiculous
conversation. He was about to make a second attempt to talk her out
of going to the clinic when the wound bled through the cloth and
quickly turned the white fabric red.

Stephanie noticed and pressed harder on the
accelerator.

“Easy does it. I think you’re going thirty
now.”

“Shut up.”

“You shut up.”

She shook her head, seeming regretful. “I
told you it was a bad idea to sleep together.”

“When did you tell me that?” Of course
he had no recollection of that but had plenty of other vivid
memories torturing him all morning.

“Before we slept together. We got along just
fine before.”

“We did not. We’ve never gotten along.”

“We got along pretty well in your sister’s
bed last night, but you probably don’t remember that.”

“I remember it,” he snapped.

“You don’t need to bite my head off just
because you’re pissed with yourself.” Before Grant could begin to
process that audacious statement, she let out a curse.

He looked out the windshield and saw a tree
down across the road that led to the clinic. “See? Wasn’t meant to
be. Hang a Uey and let’s get out of here.”

The words weren’t even out of his mouth when
she was marching around to his side of the truck. She yanked open
the door, grabbed his arm, and pulled him out. “Walk.”

“In case you haven’t noticed, there’s a huge
tree in the way.”

“No, really?” She clamped down on his arm and
propelled him toward the fallen tree. Her thin jacket was no match
for the icy rain and whipping wind. In no time at all, her lips
were blue, but she pressed on until they had no choice but to climb
over the tree. “Let’s go.”

Grant was about to protest when she gave him
a little shove that sent him stumbling toward the tree. His foot
got hooked around hers just as they hit a slick patch of mud. They
flew over the tree and landed with a thump in a mud puddle on the
other side. Somehow, she ended up on top of him, both of them
dripping in mud.

She looked down at him and burst into
laughter.

As he watched the laughter transform her
face, the tight ball of tension he’d carried around all morning
uncoiled, and he realized he didn’t dislike her at all. Rather, it
was quite possible he could end up liking her far too much.

 



Chapter 3

Laura McCarthy stood on the sidewalk outside
the Sand & Surf Hotel, letting the wind and rain pummel her as
she studied the weathered Victorian structure. The old gray lady
had gotten tired since the last time Laura visited the island. Her
gray shingles were worn and stained, the windows dingy from salt
water and the white paint on the trim was peeling in places.

Located across the street from the
Beachcomber, the Sand & Surf had been closed for a couple of
years now as the owners looked for someone to buy the place. It
overlooked downtown on one side, and the Atlantic Ocean on the
other with beach access and a sweeping porch made for watching
sunsets. Laura wished she had an extra thirteen million in the bank
so she could take it off their hands.

The thought made her laugh softly to herself.
Ever since the first time she’d come to the island as a child to
see her aunt, uncle and cousins, the sprawling hotel had called to
her. She could picture high tea in the salon, cocktails on the
porch and rooms filled with guests who returned year after
year.

Pipe dreams.

Laura drew her coat tighter around her as
rain seeped inside and her hair escaped from the hood.

“Not exactly a sightseeing kind of day.”

Startled, Laura spun around to find a tall
man wearing oilskin and a wry smile. Wet dirty blond hair stuck to
his forehead, but he didn’t seem to notice. Something about him was
familiar, but she couldn’t place him.

He sized her up with gray eyes full of
amusement, as if he was in on a joke and trying to decide if he was
willing to share it. “You were at the wedding last night.”

“Did we meet?”

“I was the entertainment.” He extended his
hand. “Owen Lawry.”

Laura reached out to shake hands. “Oh! Of
course. You and Evan were so awesome!”

“Thanks. We haven’t jammed together in ages.
Felt good.”

“Sounded good, too.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed it. Friend of the bride
or the groom?”

“Cousin—of the bride.”

“Is that right?” He took a closer look. “Now
that you mention it, I can see the resemblance.”

Laura laughed. “Sure, you can. Janey is
petite and perky, and I’m tall and gawky.”

“That’s not true. Don’t forget I had a
front-row view of the dancing last night.”

Despite the wind and icy rain, a rush of heat
settled in her face. Was he flirting with her? And then
reality returned to remind her she had no business flirting with
anyone. A shiver traveled through her, and suddenly she wanted to
be warm and dry again.

“Do you have a name, or should I call you
Janey’s cousin?”

His teasing tone confirmed her suspicions
that he was indeed flirting—that and the fact he continued to hold
her hand.

“Sorry,” she said, withdrawing her hand. “I’m
Laura McCarthy.”

“You like the Sand & Surf, Laura
McCarthy?” he asked, gesturing to the hotel.

She shifted her gaze to the hotel and nodded.
“It’s nice to play pretend.”

“It’s a great place.”

Even though she was more than ready to get
out of the elements, curiosity got the better of her. “Have you
been inside?”

“Yeah. You?”

She shook her head wistfully as she took in
the grand old hotel. “Never.”

“Would you like to?”

Laura drew in a breath of surprise.
“Now?”

“If you want.”

She hesitated, aware that she was about to
step into an abandoned hotel with a man she’d only seen for the
first time the night before.

“I’d understand if you wanted to call your
cousin Evan to vouch for me. I’ve known him since I was ten.” He
withdrew his cell phone and held it out to her.

Laura contemplated the phone as she
remembered the genuine friendship she’d witnessed between this man
and her cousin the night before. And even though she’d vowed never
to trust another man for the rest of her life, her desire to see
the inside of the Sand & Surf won out.

“I’ll trust you,” she said.

He flashed a satisfied—and extremely
engaging—grin and gestured for her to follow him up to the porch
where he reached into the mail slot, rooted around and pulled out a
key.

Astounded, Laura stared at him. “How’d you
know that was there?”

“I know the owners.” Using the key, he pushed
open the main door and ushered her inside.

Walking past him into the musty interior, she
cast him a suspicious glance, wondering just how well he knew the
owners.

 


Ned Saunders made a complete loop around the
island in his cab and concluded not much of anything was going on
beyond wind, rain, high surf and downed trees. With the ferries
stopped for the day, the taxi business would be deader than a
doornail. No reason he couldn’t take a rare summer day off to spend
some time with his lady. Elated by the idea, he drove over to the
Sturgil place where Francine lived in an apartment behind her
daughter Tiffany’s house.

Things had been tense lately between Tiffany
and her husband, Jim Sturgil, and Francine had been doing a lot of
babysitting for their daughter Ashleigh. Poor Francine had been
distressed by her daughter’s marital troubles, but he’d had no luck
convincing her to come stay with him while her daughter and
son-in-law tried to work things out.

In fact, he’d had no luck whatsoever
convincing her to do anything more than kiss him once in a great
while. Maybe he’d been fooling himself when he tried to rekindle an
old love earlier in the summer. The first time around—more than
thirty years ago—she’d walked away without a word when
sweet-talking Bobby Chester came to Gansett Island for a bachelor
party weekend and caught her eye. A couple of years of marriage and
two daughters later, Bobby got on a ferry to the mainland and never
looked back. As far as Ned knew, none of them had ever heard from
Bobby again.

Foolish pride had kept Ned away from Francine
until his young friend Luke Harris had reconnected with his old
love Sydney Donovan and put ideas in Ned’s head. But Luke wasn’t an
old fool. No, he was a young handsome guy who had everything in the
world to offer his lady.

“Yer bein’ an ass,” Ned muttered. “Ya got
plenty ta offer her. Ya got a nice house and plentya room. Hell, ya
got a bunch of houses on the derned island. She can pick out
whatever one she wants.”

He drove into Tiffany’s driveway and went
past her house, grateful to see that things seemed quiet there for
once. Parking at the foot of Francine’s stairs, he pulled up the
hood on his raincoat and dashed into the storm. At the top of the
stairs, he knocked on the door and waited, his heart doing that
happy, skipping thing it did whenever he was about to see her.

Wearing a robe with her hair wrapped up in a
towel, she gasped when she saw him. “I thought you were
Tiffany!”

While he could tell she was dismayed to be
caught unprepared to greet him, Ned was dumbstruck by how pretty
she was with her hair pulled back off her face. It brought back
memories of a fresh-faced girl just off the ferry to work the
summer at the Beachcomber, reminding him of the day he’d rushed to
help with her bags and lost his heart in the process. Despite her
obvious discomfort, he stepped inside and closed the door.

The hand she raised to cover where her robe
came together over full breasts trembled ever so slightly, but Ned
saw it. She was nervous. For some reason, that pleased him. He took
another step toward her.

She retreated until her back met the wall.
“What…what’re you doing?”

He reached up to caress her face. “Saying a
proper hello.” Leaning in, he touched his lips to hers. “Kiss me,
Francine.” Only for her would he have shaved off the beard he’d
worn his entire adult life and trimmed back the mustache that she’d
called prickly the first time he kissed her. Hell, he’d even
started combing his hair once in a while—also for her.

Her lips closed and puckered, which made him
laugh.

Brows narrowed over green eyes. “What’s so
funny?”

“You are.” Raising his other hand, he framed
her face and held her in place for a better kiss—a much better
kiss. “Mmm, that’s more like it.” When he drew back, he noticed her
face was flushed, her eyes were wide and she was breathing funny.
Maybe he was pushing his luck, but he kissed her again.

This time, he felt her hand in his hair,
seeming to want to keep him there.

Encouraged, he tipped his head and brought
her in tighter against him. “Do ya remember,” he asked, as he
shifted his focus to her neck, “how it was between us all those
years ago?”

“No.”

Chuckling, Ned rested his hands on her hips
and continued to kiss her neck. “Ya do, too. Ya can’t fool me.”
They’d only just begun to sleep together when Bobby came along and
ruined everything.

Her hand on his chest stopped him cold.
“Please don’t.”

He was surprised to see tears in her eyes.
“Aww, honey, what’s a matter?”

“Nothing.” She stepped around him. Over her
shoulder, she said, “I’m going to get dressed.”

“Not on my account, I hope. I kinda like ya
the way ya are.”

She scurried away, but not before he caught
the blush that flamed her cheeks.

Frustrated by the walls she’d built up around
her heart, he flopped into a chair to wait. Fifteen minutes later,
she emerged made up and put together—even though her red hair was
still wet—and displeased to see him still there.

“What’s going on here, Francine?”
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