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      Chapter 1
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         “I chose the path less traveled,
but only because I was lost. Carry a map.”

         PHOEBE TRAEGER

      

      
      Maddie drove the narrow, curvy highway with her past still nipping at her heels after fourteen hundred miles. Not even her dependable Honda had been able to outrun her demons.
      

      
      Or her own failings.

      
      Good thing, then, that she was done with failing. Please be done with failing, she thought.
      

      
      “Come on, listeners,” the disc jockey said jovially on the radio. “Call in with your Christmas hopes and dreams. We’ll be
         picking a random winner and making a wish come true.”
      

      
      “You’re kidding me.” Maddie briefly took her eyes off the mountainous road and flicked a glance at the dash. “It’s one day after Thanksgiving. It’s not time for Christmas.”
      

      
      “Any wish,” the DJ said. “Name it, and it could be yours.”

      
      As if. But she let out a breath and tried for whimsy. Once upon a time, she’d been good at such things. Maddie Moore, you were raised on movie sets—fake the damn whimsy. “Fine. I’ll wish for…” What? That she could’ve had a do-over with her mother before Phoebe Traeger had gone to the ultimate
         Grateful Dead concert in the sky? That Maddie had dumped her ex far sooner than she had? That her boss—may he choke on his
         leftover turkey—had waited until after year-end bonuses to fire her?
      

      
      “The lines are lit up,” the DJ announced. “Best of luck to all of you out there waiting.”

      
      Hey, maybe that’s what she’d wish for—luck. She’d wish for better luck than she’d had: with family, with a job, with men—
      

      
      Well, maybe not men. Men she was giving up entirely. Pausing from that thought, she squinted through the fog to read the first
         road sign she’d seen in a while.
      

      
      
         WELCOME TO LUCKY HARBOR!

         Home to 2,100 lucky people

         And 10,100 shellfish

      

      
      About time. Exercising muscles she hadn’t utilized in too long, she smiled, and in celebration of arriving at her designated
         destination, she dug into the bag of salt and vinegar potato chips at her side. Chips cured just about everything, from the
         I-lost-my-job blues, to the my-boyfriend-was-a-jerk regrets, to the tentatively hopeful celebration of a new beginning.
      

      
      “A new beginning done right,” she said out loud, because everyone knew that saying it out loud made it true. “You hear that,
         karma?” She glanced upward through her slightly leaky sunroof into a dark sky, where storm clouds tumbled together like a dryer full of gray wool blankets.
         “This time, I’m going to be strong.” Like Katharine Hepburn. Like Ingrid Bergman. “So go torture someone else and leave me
         alone.”
      

      
      A bolt of lightning blinded her, followed by a boom of thunder that nearly had her jerking out of her skin. “Okay, so I meant
         pretty please leave me alone.”
      

      
      The highway in front of her wound its way alongside a cliff on her right, which probably hid more wildlife than this affirmed
         city girl wanted to think about. Far below the road on her left, the Pacific Ocean pitched and rolled, fog lingering in long,
         silvery fingers on the frothy water.
      

      
      Gorgeous, all of it, but what registered more than anything was the silence. No horns blaring while jockeying for position
         in the clogged fast lane, no tension-filled offices where producers and directors shouted at each other. No ex-boyfriends
         who yelled to release steam. Or worse.
      

      
      No anger at all, in fact.

      
      Just the sound of the radio and her own breathing. Delicious, glorious silence.
      

      
      As unbelievable as it seemed, she’d never driven through the mountains before. She was here now only because, shockingly,
         her mother’s will had listed property in Washington State. More shockingly, Maddie had been left one-third of that property,
         a place called Lucky Harbor Resort.
      

      
      Raised by her set-designer dad in Los Angeles, Maddie hadn’t seen her mother more than a handful of times since he’d taken
         custody of her at age five, so the will had been a huge surprise. Her dad had been just as shocked as she, and so had her two half-sisters, Tara and Chloe. Since there hadn’t been a memorial service—Phoebe had specifically
         not wanted one—the three sisters had agreed to meet at the resort.
      

      
      It would be the first time they’d seen each other in five years.

      
      Defying probability, the road narrowed yet again. Maddie steered into the sharp left curve and then immediately whipped the
         wheel the other way for the unexpected right. A sign warned her to keep a lookout for river otters, osprey—what the heck were
         osprey?—and bald eagles. Autumn had come extremely late this year for the entire West Coast, and the fallen leaves were strewn across
         the roads like gold coins. It was beautiful, and taking it all in might have caused her to slide a little bit into the next
         hairpin, where she—oh, crap—
      

      
      Barely missed a guy on a motorcycle.

      
      “Oh, my God.” Heart in her throat, she craned her neck, watching as the bike ran off the road and skidded to a stop. With
         a horrified grimace, she started to drive past, then hesitated.
      

      
      But hurrying past a cringe-worthy moment, hoping to avoid a scene, was the old Maddie. The new Maddie stopped the car, though
         she did allow herself a beat to draw a quick, shuddery breath. What was she supposed to say—Sorry I almost killed you, here’s my license, insurance, and last twenty-seven dollars? No, that was too pathetic. Motorcycles are death machines, you idiot, you nearly got yourself killed! Hmm, probably a tad too defensive. Which meant that a simple, heartfelt apology would have to do.
      

      
      Bolstering her courage, she got out of the car clutching her BlackBerry, ready to call 911 if it got ugly. Shivering in the unexpectedly damp ocean air, she moved toward him, her
         arms wrapped around herself as she faced the music.
      

      
      Please don’t be a raging asshole…

      
      He was still straddling the motorcycle, one long leg stretched out, balancing on a battered work boot, and if he was pissed,
         she couldn’t tell yet past his reflective sunglasses. He was leanly muscled and broad shouldered, and his jeans and leather
         jacket were made for a hard body just like his. It was a safe bet that he hadn’t just inhaled an entire bag of salt-and-vinegar chips. “Are you okay?” she asked, annoyed that she sounded breathless
         and nervous.
      

      
      Pulling off his helmet, he revealed wavy, dark brown hair and a day’s worth of stubble on a strong jaw. “I’m good. You?” His
         voice was low and calm, his hair whipping around in the wind.
      

      
      Irritated, most definitely. But not pissed.

      
      Relieved, she dragged in some air. “I’m fine, but I’m not the one who nearly got run off the road by the crazy LA driver.
         I’m sorry, I was driving too fast.”
      

      
      “You probably shouldn’t admit that.”

      
      True. But she was thrown by his gravelly voice, by the fact that he was big and, for all she knew, bad, to boot, and that
         she was alone with him on a deserted, foggy highway.
      

      
      It had all the makings of a horror flick.

      
      “Are you lost?” he asked.

      
      Was she? Probably she was a little lost mentally, and quite possibly emotionally, as well. Not that she’d admit either. “I’m
         heading to Lucky Harbor Resort.”
      

      
      He pushed his sunglasses to the top of his head, and be still her heart, he had eyes the exact color of the caramel in the candy bar she’d consumed for lunch. “Lucky Harbor Resort,” he repeated.
      

      
      “Yes.” But before she could ask why he was baffled about that, his gaze dipped down and he took in her favorite long-sleeved
         tee. Reaching out, he picked something off her sleeve.
      

      
      Half a chip.

      
      He took another off her collarbone, and she broke out in goose bumps—and not the scared kind.

      
      “Plain?”

      
      “Salt and vinegar,” she said and shook off the crumbs. She’d muster up some mortification—but she’d used up her entire quota
         when she’d nearly flattened him like a pancake. Not that she cared what he—or any man, for that matter—thought. Because she’d
         given up men.
      

      
      Even tall, built, really good-looking, tousled-haired guys with gravelly voices and piercing eyes.

      
      Especially them.
      

      
      What she needed now was an exit plan. So she put her phone to her ear, pretending it was vibrating. “Hello,” she said to no
         one. “Yes, I’ll be right there.” She smiled, like look at me, so busy, I really have to go, and, turning away, she lifted a hand in a wave, still talking into the phone to avoid an awkward good-bye, except—
      

      
      Her phone rang. And not the pretend kind. Risking a peek at Hot Biker Guy over her shoulder, she found him brows up, looking
         amused.
      

      
      “I think you have a real call,” he said, something new in his voice. Possibly more humor, but most likely sheer disbelief that he’d nearly been killed
         by a socially handicapped LA chick.
      

      
      Face hot, Maddie answered her phone. And then wished she hadn’t, since it was the HR department of the production office from
         which she’d been fired, asking where she’d like her final check mailed. “I have automatic deposit,” she murmured, and listened
         to the end-of-employment spiel and questions, agreeing out loud that yes, she realized being terminated means no references.
         With a sigh, she hung up.
      

      
      He was watching her. “Fired, huh?”

      
      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      
      He accepted that but didn’t move. He just remained still, straddling that bike, sheer testosterone coming off him in waves.
         She realized he was waiting for her to leave first. Either he was being a gentleman, or he didn’t want to risk his life and
         limbs. “Again, sorry. And I’m really glad I didn’t kill you—” She walked backward, right into her own car. Good going. Keeping
         her face averted, she leapt into the driver’s seat. “Really glad I didn’t kill you?” she repeated to herself. Seriously? Well, whatever, it was done. Just don’t look back. Don’t—

      
      She looked.

      
      He was watching her go, and though she couldn’t be certain, she thought maybe he was looking a little bemused.

      
      She got that a lot.

      
      A minute later, she drove through Lucky Harbor. It was everything Google Earth had promised, a picturesque little Washington
         State beach town nestled in a rocky cove with a quirky, eclectic mix of the old and new. The main drag was lined with Victorian
         buildings painted in bright colors, housing the requisite grocery store, post office, gas station, and hardware store. Then
         a turnoff to the beach itself, where a long pier jutted out into the water, lined with more shops and outdoor cafés.
      

      
      And a Ferris wheel.

      
      The sight of it brought an odd yearning. She wanted to buy a ticket and ride it, if only to pretend for four minutes that
         she wasn’t twenty-nine, broke every which way to Sunday, and homeless.
      

      
      Oh, and scared of heights.

      
      She kept driving. Two minutes later, she came to a fork in the road and had no idea which way to turn. Pulling over, she grabbed
         her map, watching as Hot Biker Guy rode past her in those faded jeans that fit perfectly across his equally perfect butt.
      

      
      When the very nice view was gone, she went back to studying her map. Lucky Harbor Resort was supposedly on the water, which
         was still hard to believe, because as far as Maddie knew, the only thing her mother had ever owned was a 1971 wood-paneled
         station wagon and every single Deadhead album ever recorded.
      

      
      According to the lawyer’s papers, the resort was made up of a small marina, an inn, and an owner’s cottage. Filled with anticipation,
         Maddie hit the gas and steered right… only to come to the end of the asphalt.
      

      
      Huh.

      
      She eyed the last building on the left. It was an art gallery. A woman stood in the doorway wearing a bright pink velour sweat
         suit with white piping, white athletic shoes, and a terry-cloth sweatband that held back her equally white hair. She could
         have been fifty or eighty, it was hard to tell, and in direct contrast to the athletic outfit, she had a cigarette dangling
         out the corner of her mouth and skin that looked as if she’d been standing in the sun for decades. “Hello, darling,” she said in a craggy voice when Maddie got out of her car. “You’re either lost, or
         you want to buy a painting.”
      

      
      “A little lost,” Maddie admitted.

      
      “That happens a lot out here. We have all these roads that lead nowhere.”

      
      Great. She was on the road to nowhere. Story of her life. “I’m looking for Lucky Harbor Resort.”

      
      The woman’s white eyebrows jerked upright, vanishing into her hair. “Oh! Oh, finally!” Eyes crinkling when she smiled, she
         clapped her hands in delight. “Which one are you, honey? The Wild Child, the Steel Magnolia, or the Mouse?”
      

      
      Maddie blinked. “Uh…”

      
      “Oh, your momma loved to talk about her girls! Always said how she’d screwed you all up but good, but that someday she’d get you all back here
         to run the inn together as a real family, the three of you.”
      

      
      “You mean the four of us.”

      
      “Nope. Somehow she always knew it’d be just you three girls.” She puffed on her cigarette, then nearly hacked up a lung. “She
         wanted to get the inn renovated first, but that didn’t happen. The pneumonia caught her fast, and then she was gone.” Her
         smile faded some. “Probably God couldn’t resist Pheeb’s company. Christ, she was such a kick.” She cocked her head and studied
         Maddie’s appearance.
      

      
      Self-conscious, Maddie once again brushed at herself, hoping the crumbs were long gone and that maybe her hair wasn’t as bad
         as it felt.
      

      
      The woman smiled. “The Mouse.”

      
      Well, hell. Maddie blew out a breath, telling herself it was silly to be insulted at the truth. “Yes.”

      
      “That’d make you the smart one, then. The one who ran the big, fancy production company in Los Angeles.”
      

      
      “Oh.” Maddie vehemently shook her head. “No, I was just an assistant.” To an assistant. Who sometimes had to buy her boss’s
         underwear and fetch his girlfriend’s presents, as well as actually produce movies and TV shows.
      

      
      “Your momma said you’d say that, but she knew better. Knew your worth ethic. She said you worked very hard.”

      
      Maddie had worked hard. And dammit, she had also pretty much run that company. May it rot in hell. “How do you know all this?”
      

      
      “I’m Lucille.” When this produced no recognition from Maddie, she cackled in laughter. “I actually work for you. You know,
         at the inn? Whenever there’s guests, I come in and clean.”
      

      
      “By yourself?”

      
      “Well, business hasn’t exactly been hopping, has it? Oh! Wait here a second, I have something to show you—”

      
      “Actually, I’m sort of in a hurry…” But Lucille was gone. “Okay, then.”

      
      Two minutes later, Lucile reappeared from the gallery carrying a small carved wooden box that said RECIPES, the kind that held 3x5 index cards. “This is for you girls.”
      

      
      Maddie didn’t cook, but it seemed rude not to take it. “Did Phoebe cook?”

      
      “Oh, hell, no,” Lucille said with a cackle. “She could burn water like no other.”

      
      Maddie accepted the box with a baffled “Thanks.”

      
      “Now, you just continue down this road about a mile to the clearing. You can’t miss it. Call me if you need anything. Cleaning, organizing… spider relocation.”
      

      
      This caught Maddie’s attention. “Spider relocation?”

      
      “Your momma wasn’t big on spiders.”

      
      Uh-huh, something they had in common. “Are there a lot of them?”

      
      “Well, that depends on what you consider a lot.”

      
      Oh, God. Any more than one was an infestation. Maddie managed a smile that might have been more a baring of her teeth, gave
         a wave of thanks, and got back into her car, following the dirt road. “The Mouse,” she said with a sigh.
      

      
      That was going to change.
      

      
   
      
      
      Chapter 2
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         “Don’t take life too seriously. After all, none of us
are getting out alive anyway.”

         PHOEBE TRAEGER

      

      
      Turned out Lucille was right, and in exactly one mile, the road opened up to a clearing. The Pacific Ocean was a deep, choppy
         sea of black, dusted with whitecaps that went out as far as Maddie could see. It connected with a metallic gray sky, framed
         by rocky bluffs, misty and breathtaking.
      

      
      She had found the “resort,” and Lucille had gotten something else right, too. The place wasn’t exactly hopping.

      
      Dead was more like it.

      
      Clearly, the inn had seen better days. A woman sat on the front porch steps, a Vespa parked nearby. At the sight of Maddie,
         she stood. She wore cute little hip-hugging army cargoes, a snug, bright red Henley, and matching high-tops. Her glossy dark
         red hair cascaded down her back in an artful disarray that would have taken an entire beauty salon staff to accomplish on Maddie’s uncontrollable curls.
      

      
      Chloe, the twenty-four-year-old Wild Child.

      
      Maddie attempted to pat down her own dark blond hair that had a mind of its own, but it was a waste of time on a good day,
         which this most definitely wasn’t. Before she could say a word, a cab pulled up next to Maddie’s car and a tall, lean, beautiful
         woman got out. Her short brunette hair was layered and effortlessly sexy. She wore an elegant business suit that emphasized
         her fit body and a cool smile.
      

      
      Tara, the Steel Magnolia.

      
      As the cabbie set Tara’s various bags on the porch, the three of them just stared at one another, five years of estrangement
         floating awkwardly between them. The last time they’d all been in one place, Tara and Maddie had met in Montana to bail Chloe
         out of jail for illegally bungee jumping off a bridge. Chloe had thanked them, promised to pay them back, and they’d all gone
         their separate ways.
      

      
      It was just the way it was. They had three different fathers and three very different personalities, and the only thing they
         had in common was a sweet, ditzy, wanderlusting hippie of a mother.
      

      
      “So,” Maddie said, forcing a smile through the uncomfortable silence. “How’s things?”

      
      “Ask me again after we sort out this latest mess,” Tara murmured and eyed their baby sister.

      
      Chloe tossed up her hands. “Hey, I had nothing to do with this one.”

      
      “Which would be a first.” Tara spoke with the very slight southern accent that she denied having, the one she’d gotten from growing up on her paternal grandparents’ horse ranch in Texas.
      

      
      Chloe rolled her eyes and pulled her always-present asthma inhaler from her pocket, looking around without much interest.
         “So this is it? The big reveal?”
      

      
      “I guess so,” Maddie said, also taking in the clearly deserted inn. “There don’t appear to be any guests at the moment.”

      
      “Not good for resale value,” Tara noted.

      
      “Resale?” Maddie asked.

      
      “Selling is the simplest way to get out of here as fast as possible.”

      
      Maddie’s stomach clenched. She didn’t want to get out of here. She wanted a place to stay—to breathe, to lick her wounds,
         to regroup. “What’s the hurry?”
      

      
      “Just being realistic. The place came with a huge mortgage and no liquid assets.”

      
      Chloe shook her head. “Sounds like Mom.”

      
      “There was a large trust fund from her parents,” Maddie said. “The will separated it out from the estate, so I have no idea
         who it went to. I assumed it was one of you.”
      

      
      Chloe shook her head.

      
      They both looked at Tara.

      
      “Sugar, I don’t know any more than y’all. What I do know is that we’d be smart to sell, pay off the loan on the property, and divide what’s left three ways and get back to our
         lives. I’m thinking we can list the place and be out of here in a few days if we play our cards right.”
      

      
      This time Maddie’s stomach plummeted. “So fast?”

      
      “Do you really want to stay in Lucky Harbor a moment longer than necessary?” Tara asked. “Even Mom, bless her heart, didn’t
         stick around.”
      

      
      Chloe shook her inhaler and took a second puff from it. “Selling works for me. I’m due at a friend’s day spa in New Mexico
         next week.”
      

      
      “You have enough money to book yourself at a spa in New Mexico, but not enough to pay me back what you’ve borrowed?” Tara
         asked.
      

      
      “I’m going there to work. I’ve been creating a natural skin care line, and I’m giving a class on it, hoping to sell the line
         to the spa.” Chloe eyed the road. “Think there’s a bar in town? I could use a drink.”
      

      
      “It’s four in the afternoon,” Tara said.

      
      “But it’s five o’clock somewhere.”

      
      Chloe’s eyes narrowed. “What?” she said to Tara’s sound of disappointment.

      
      “I think you know.”

      
      “Why don’t you tell me anyway.”

      
      And here we go, Maddie thought, anxiety tightening like a knot in her throat. “Um, maybe we could all just sit down and—”
      

      
      “No, I want her to say what’s on her mind,” Chloe said.

      
      The static electricity rose in the air until it crackled with violence from both impending storms—Mother Nature’s and the sisters’ fight.
      

      
      “It’s not important what I think,” Tara said coolly.

      
      “Oh, come on, Dixie,” Chloe said. “Lay it on us. You know you want to.”

      
      Maddie stepped between them. She couldn’t help it. It was the middle sister in her, the approval seeker, the office manager
         deep inside. “Look!” she said in desperation. “A puppy!”
      

      
      Chloe swiveled her head to Maddie, amused. “Seriously?”

      
      She shrugged. “Worth a shot.”
      

      
      “Next time say it with more conviction and less panic. You might get somewhere.”

      
      “Well, I don’t give a hoot if there are puppies and rainbows,” Tara said. “As unpleasant as this is, we have to settle it.”
      

      
      Maddie was watching Chloe shake her inhaler again, looking pale. “You okay?”

      
      “Peachy.”

      
      She tried not to take the sarcasm personally. Chloe, a free spirit as Phoebe had been, suffered debilitating asthma and resented
         the hell out of the disability because it hampered her quest for adventure.
      

      
      And for arguing.

      
      Together all three sisters walked across the creaky porch and into the inn. Like most of the other buildings in Lucky Harbor,
         it was Victorian. The blue and white paint had long ago faded, and the window shutters were mostly gone or falling off, but
         Maddie could picture how it’d once looked: new and clean, radiating character and charm.
      

      
      They’d each been mailed a set of keys. Tara used hers to unlock and open the front door, and she let out a long-suffering
         sigh.
      

      
      The front room was a shrine to a country-style house circa 1980. Just about everything was blue and white, from the checkered
         window coverings to the duck-and-cow accent wallpaper peeling off the walls. The paint was chipped and the furniture not old
         enough to be antique and yet at least thirty years on the wrong side of new.
      

      
      “Holy asphyxiation,” Chloe said with her nose wrinkled at the dust. “I won’t be able to stay here. I’ll suffocate.”
      

      
      Tara shook her head, half horrified, half amused. “It looks like Laura Ingalls Wilder threw up in here.”

      
      “You know, your accent gets thicker and thicker,” Chloe said.

      
      “I don’t have an accent.”

      
      “Okay. Except you do.”

      
      “It’s not that bad,” Maddie said quickly when Tara opened her mouth.

      
      “Oh, it’s bad,” Chloe said. “You sounds like Susan Sarandon in Bull Durham.”
      

      
      “The inn,” Maddie clarified. “I meant the inn isn’t so bad.”
      

      
      “I’ve stayed in hostels in Bolivia that looked like the Ritz compared to this,” Chloe said.

      
      “Mom’s mom and her third husband ran this place.” Tara ran a finger along the banister, then eyed the dust on the pad of her
         finger. “Years and years ago.”
      

      
      “So Grandma ran through men, too?” Chloe asked. “Jeez, it’s like we’re destined to be man-eaters.”

      
      “Speak for yourself,” Tara murmured, indeed sounding like Susan Sarandon.

      
      Chloe grinned. “Admit it, our gene pool could use some chlorine.”

      
      “As I was saying,” Tara said when Maddie laughed. “Grandma worked here, and when she died, Mom attempted to take over but
         got overwhelmed.”
      

      
      Maddie was mesmerized by this piece of her past. She’d never even heard of this place. As far as she knew, none of them had
         kept in regular contact with Phoebe. This was mostly because their mother had spent much of her life out of contact with anything other than her own whimsy.
      

      
      Not that she’d been a bad person. By all accounts, she’d been a sweet, free-loving flower child. But she hadn’t been the greatest
         at taking care of things like cars, bank accounts… her daughters. “I wasn’t even aware that Mom had been close to her parents.”
      

      
      “They died a long time ago.” Tara turned back, watching Chloe climb the stairs. “Don’t go up there, sugar. It’s far too dusty;
         you’ll aggravate your asthma.”
      

      
      “I’m already aggravated, and not by my asthma.” But Chloe pulled the neckline of her shirt over her mouth. She also kept going
         up the stairs, and Tara just shook her head.
      

      
      “Why do I bother?” Tara moved into the kitchen and went still at the condition of it. “Formica countertops,” she said as if
         she’d discovered asbestos.
      

      
      Okay, true, the Formica countertops weren’t pretty, but the country blue and white tile floor was cute in a retro sort of
         way. And yes, the appliances were old, but there was something innately homey and warm about the setup, including the rooster
         wallpaper trim. Maddie could see guests in here at the big wooden block table against the large picture window, which had
         a lovely view of… the dilapidated marina.
      

      
      So fine, they could call it a blast from the past. Certainly there were people out there looking for an escape to a quaint,
         homey inn and willing to pay for it.
      

      
      “We need elbow grease, and lots of it,” Chloe said, walking into the kitchen, her shirt still over her nose and mouth.

      
      Maddie wasn’t afraid of hard work. It was all she knew. And envisioning this place all fixed up with a roaring fire in the woodstove and a hot, delicious meal on the stovetop,
         with cuteness spilling from every nook and cranny, made her smile. Without thinking, she pulled out the BlackBerry she could
         no longer afford and started a list, her thumbs a blur of action. “New paint, new countertops, new appliances…” Hmm, what
         else? She hit the light switch for a better look, and nothing happened.
      

      
      Tara sighed.

      
      Maddie added that to the list. “Faulty wiring—”

      
      “And leaky roof.” Tara pointed upward.

      
      “There’s a bathroom above this,” Chloe told them. “It’s got a plumbing issue. Roof’s probably leaking, too.”

      
      Tara came closer and peered over Maddie’s shoulder at her list. “Are you a compulsive organizer?”

      
      At the production studios, she’d had to be. There’d been five producers—and her. They’d gotten the glory, and she’d done the
         work.
      

      
      All of it.

      
      And until last week, she’d thrived on it. “Yes. Hi, my name is Maddie, and I am addicted to my BlackBerry, office supplies,
         and organization.” She waited for a smart-ass comment.
      

      
      But Tara merely shrugged. “You’ll come in handy.” She was halfway out of the room before Maddie found her voice.

      
      “Did you know Mom didn’t want to sell?” she asked Tara’s back. “That she planned on us running the place as a family?”

      
      Tara turned around. “She knew better than that.”

      
      “No, really. She wanted to use the inn to bring us together.”

      
      “I loved Mom,” Chloe said. “But she didn’t do ‘together.’ ”
      

      
      “She didn’t,” Maddie agreed. “But we could. If we wanted.”

      
      Both sisters gaped at her.

      
      “You’ve lost your ever-lovin’ marbles,” Tara finally said. “We’re selling.”

      
      No longer a mouse, Maddie told herself. Going from mouse to tough girl, like… Rachel from Friends. Without the wishy-washyness. And without Ross. She didn’t like Ross. “What if I don’t want to sell?”
      

      
      “I don’t give a coon’s ass whether you want to or not. It doesn’t matter,” Tara said. “We have to sell.”
      

      
      “A coon’s ass?” Chloe repeated with a laugh. “Is that farm ghetto slang or something? And what does that even mean?”

      
      Tara ignored her and ticked reasons off on her fingers. “There’s no money. We have a payment due to the note holder in two
         weeks. Not to mention, I have a life to get back to in Dallas. I took a week off, that’s it.”
      

      
      Maddie knew Tara had a sexy NASCAR husband named Logan and a high-profile managerial job. Maddie could understand wanting
         to get back to both.
      

      
      “And maybe I have a date with an Arabian prince,” Chloe said. “We all have lives to get back to, Tara.”
      

      
      Well, not all of us, Maddie thought.
      

      
      In uneasy silence, they checked out the rest of the inn. There was a den and a small bed and bath off the kitchen, and four
         bedrooms and two community bathrooms upstairs, all shabby chic minus the chic.
      

      
      Next, they walked out to the marina. The small metal building was half equipment storage and half office—and one giant mess. Kayaks and tools and oars and supplies vied for space. In the good-news department, four of the eight boat
         slips were filled. “Rent,” Maddie said, thrilled, making more notes.
      

      
      “Hmm,” was all Tara said.

      
      Chloe was eyeing the sole motorboat. “Hey, we should take that out for a joyride and—”

      
      “No!” Maddie and Tara said in unison.

      
      Chloe rolled her eyes. “Jeez, a girl gets arrested once and no one ever lets her forget it.”

      
      “Twice,” Tara said. “And you still owe me the bail money for that San Diego jet ski debacle.”

      
      Maddie had no idea what had happened in San Diego. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know. They moved outside again and faced
         the last section of the “resort,” the small owner’s cottage. And actually, small was too kind. Postage-stamp-sized was too kind. It had a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it kitchen-and-living-room combo and a single bedroom and bath.
      

      
      And lots of dust.

      
      “It’s really not that bad,” Maddie said into the stunned silence. They stood there another beat, taking in the decor, which
         was—surprise, surprise—done in blue and white with lots of stenciled ducks and cows and roosters, oh, my. “Mostly cosmetic.
         I just think—”
      

      
      “No,” Tara said firmly. “Bless your heart, but please, please don’t think.”
      

      
      Chloe choked out a laugh. “Love how you say ‘bless your heart’ just before you insult someone. Classy.”

      
      Tara ignored Chloe entirely and kept her voice soft and steely calm. “Majority rules here. And majority says we should sell
         ASAP, assuming that in this economy we don’t have to actually pay someone to take this place off our hands.”
      

      
      Maddie looked at Chloe. “You really want to sell, too?”

      
      Chloe hesitated.

      
      “Be honest with her,” Tara said.

      
      “I can’t.” Chloe covered her face. “She has Bambi eyes. You know what?” She headed for the door. “I’m not in the mood to be
         the swing vote.”
      

      
      “Where are you going?” Tara demanded.

      
      “For a ride.”

      
      “But we need your decision—”

      
      The door shut, hard.

      
      Tara tossed up her hands. “Selfish as ever.” She looked around in disgust. “I’m going into town for supplies to see us through
         the next couple of days. We need food and cleaning supplies—and possibly a fire accelerant.” She glanced at Maddie and caught
         her horror. “Kidding! Can I borrow your car?”
      

      
      Maddie handed over her keys. “Get chips, lots of chips.”

      
      When she was alone, she sat on the steps and pulled Lucille’s recipe box from her bag. With nothing else to do, she lifted
         the lid, prepared to be bored by countless recipes she’d never use.
      

      
      The joke was on her. Literally. The 3x5 cards had been written on, but instead of recipes for food, she found recipes for…

      
      Life.

      
      They were all handwritten by Phoebe and labeled Advice for My Girls. The first one read:
      

      
      
         Always be in love.

      

      
      Maddie stared at it for a moment, then had to smile. Years ago, she’d gotten the birds-and-bees speech from her father. He’d
         rambled off the facts quickly, not meeting her eyes, trying to do his best by her. He was so damned uncomfortable, and all
         because a boy had called her.
      

      
      Boys are like drugs, her father had said. Just say no.

      
      Her mother and father had definitely not subscribed to the same philosophies. Not quite up to seeing what other advice Phoebe
         had deemed critical, Maddie slipped the box back into her bag. She zipped up her sweatshirt and headed out herself, needing
         a walk. The wind had picked up. The clouds were even darker now, hanging low above her head.
      

      
      At the end of the clearing, she stopped and looked back at the desolate inn. It hadn’t been what she’d hoped for. She had
         no memories here with her mother. The place wasn’t home in any way. And yet… and yet she didn’t want to turn her back on it.
         She wanted to stay.
      

      
      And not just because she was homeless.

      
      Okay, a little bit because she was homeless.

      
      With a sigh, she started walking again. About a mile from the inn, she passed the art gallery, waving at Lucille when the
         older woman stuck her head out and smiled. Snowflakes hovered in the air. Not many, and they didn’t seem to stick once they
         hit the ground. But the way they floated lazily around her as the day faded into dusk kept her entertained until she found
         herself in town.
      

      
      She suddenly realized that she was standing in front of a bar. She stepped back to read the sign on the door, tripped off
         the curb, and stumbled backward into something big, toppling with it to the ground.
      

      
      A motorcycle. “Crap,” she whispered, sprawled over the big, heavy bike. “Crap, crap.” Heart in her throat, she leapt to her feet, rubbing her sore butt and ribs and mentally calculating the cost of damages
         against the low funds she had in her checking account.
      

      
      It was too awful to contemplate, which meant that the motorcycle had to be okay. Had to be. Reaching out, she tried to right the huge thing, but it outweighed her. She was still struggling with it when the
         door to the bar suddenly burst open and two men appeared.
      

      
      One was dressed in a tan business suit, tie flapping, mouth flapping, too. “Hey,” he was saying. “She was asking for it…”

      
      The second man wasn’t speaking, but Maddie recognized him anyway. Hot Biker from earlier, which meant—Oh, God. It was his motorcycle she’d knocked over.
      

      
      Karma was such a bitch.

      
      At least he hadn’t seen her yet. He was busy physically escorting Smarmy Suit Guy with his hand fisted in the back of the
         guy’s jacket as he marched him out of the bar.
      

      
      Smarmy Suit pulled free and whirled, fists raised.

      
      Hot Biker just stood there, stance easy, looking laid-back but absolutely battle ready. “Go home, Parker.”

      
      “You can’t kick me out.”

      
      “Can, and did. And you’re not welcome back until you learn no is no.”

      
      “I’m telling you, she wanted me!”

      
      Hot Biker shook his head.

      
      Smarmy Suit put a little distance between them then yelled, “Fuck you, then!” before stalking off into the night.

      
      Maddie just stared, her heart pounding. She wasn’t sure if it was the volatile situation, ringing far too close to home, or
         if it was because any second now, he was going to notice her and what she’d done. With renewed panic, she struggled with his bike.
      

      
      Then two big hands closed around her upper arms and pulled her back from it.

      
      With an inward wince, she turned to face him. He was bigger than she’d realized, and she took a step backward, out of his
         reach.
      

      
      His dark hair was finger-combed at best, a lock of it falling over his forehead. He had a strong jaw, and cheekbones to die
         for, and disbelief swimming in those melted caramel eyes. “Mind telling me why you have it in for my bike?”
      

      
      “Okay, this looks bad,” she admitted. “But I swear I have nothing against you or your motorcycle.”

      
      “Hmm. Prove it.”

      
      Her gut clenched. “I—”

      
      “With a drink.” He gestured with his head to the bar.

      
      “With you?”

      
      “Or by yourself, if you’d rather. But you look like you could use a little pick-me-up.”

      
      He had no idea.

      
      He righted his bike with annoying ease and held out a hand.

      
      She stared at it but didn’t take it. “Look, nothing personal, but I’ve just seen how you deal with people who irritate you,
         so…”
      

      
      He looked in the direction that Smarmy Suit had vanished. “Parker was hitting on a good friend of mine and making an ass of
         himself. Yeah, he irritated me. You haven’t. Yet.”
      

      
      “Even though I’ve tried to kill your bike twice?”

      
      “Even though.” His mouth quirked slightly, as if she were amusing him. Which was good, right? Amused at her klutziness was better than being pissed.
      

      
      “And anyway, the bike’s going to live,” he said, directing her to the door, the one whose sign read THE LOVE SHACK.
      

      
      “This is a bad idea.”

      
      He flashed her a smile, and holy mother of God, it was wickedly sexy. It might even have been contagious if she hadn’t been
         so damn worried that any second now he was going to morph into an angry, uptight, aggressive LA attorney who didn’t know how
         to control his temper.
      

      
      No, wait. That’d been her ex, Alex. “Honestly,” she said. “Bad idea.”

      
      “Honestly?”

      
      “What, don’t people tell the truth around here?”

      
      “Oh, the locals tell the truth. It’s just that they tell all the truth, even when they shouldn’t. It’s called gossip. Lucky Harbor natives specialize in it. You can keep a pile of money
         in the back seat of your unlocked car and it’d be safe, but you can’t keep a secret.”
      

      
      “Good thing I don’t have any.”

      
      He smiled. “We all have secrets. Come on, I know the bartender. It’ll help you relax, trust me.”

      
      Yes, but she was in the red on trust. Way overdrawn. In fact, the Bank Of Trust had folded. “I don’t know.”

      
      Except he’d nudged her inside already, and her feet were going willingly. The place snagged her interest immediately. It was
         like entering an old western saloon. The walls were a deep sinful bordello red and lined with old mining tools. The ceiling
         was all exposed beams. Lanterns hung over the scarred bench-style tables, and the bar itself was a series of old wood doors
         attached end to end. Someone had already decorated for Christmas and huge silvery balls hung from everything, as did endless streams of tinsel.
      

      
      Hot Biker had her hand in his bigger, warmer one and was pulling her past the tables full with the dinner crowd. The air was
         filled with busy chattering, loud laughter, and music blaring out of the jukebox on the far wall. She didn’t recognize the
         song because it was country, and country music wasn’t on her radar, but some guy was singing about how Santa was doing his
         momma beneath the tree.
      

      
      Shaking her head, Maddie let herself be led to the bar, where she noticed that nobody was here to drink their problems away.

      
      Everyone seemed… happy.

      
      Hoping it was contagious, she sat on the barstool that he patted for her, right next to a woman wearing sprayed-on jeans and
         a halter top that revealed she was either chilly or having a really, really good time. Her makeup was overdone, but somehow
         the look really worked for her. She was cheerfully flirting with a huge mountain of a guy on her other side, who was grinning
         from ear to ear and looking like maybe he’d just won the lottery.
      

      
      Hot Biker greeted them both as if they were all close friends, then moved behind the bar, brushing that leanly muscled body
         alongside of Maddie’s as he did.
      

      
      She shivered.

      
      “Cold?” he asked.

      
      When she shook her head, he smiled again, and the sexiness of it went straight through her, causing another shiver.

      
      Yeah, he really needed to stop doing that.

      
      Immediately, several people at the bar tossed out orders to him, but he just shook his head, eyes locked on Maddie. “I’m done helping out for the night, guys. I’m just getting the lady a drink.”
      

      
      The other bartender, another big, good-looking guy—wow, they sure grew them damn fine up here in Lucky Harbor—asked, “What
         kind of wing man just takes off without proper clearance? Never mind.” He slapped an opened sudoku puzzle in front of Hot
         Biker. “Just do this puzzle in three minutes or less.”
      

      
      “Why?”

      
      “There’s a woman at the end of the bar, the one with the fuck-me heels—Jesus, don’t look! What, are you an amateur? She said
         she’d do things to me that are illegal in thirteen states if I did the puzzle in less than five minutes. So for all that is
         holy, hurry the fuck up. Just don’t let her see you doing it.”
      

      
      Hot Biker looked at Maddie and smiled. “Trying to impress a woman here, Ford.”

      
      Ford turned to Maddie speculatively. “I suppose you already know that this guy here has got some charm. But did he tell you
         that in our freshman year we nicknamed him Hugh because his stash of porn was legendary? Yeah, he had more back issues than
         eBay. And maybe he mentioned that he can’t pee his name in the snow anymore because the last time he did, he gave himself
         a hernia trying to cross the X at the end of his name?” Ford turned back to Hot Biker and slapped him on the back. “There.
         Now you have no hope of impressing her, so get cranking on that puzzle—you owe me.”
      

      
      Hot Biker grimaced, and Maddie did something she hadn’t in weeks.

      
      She laughed.

      
   
      
      
      Chapter 3
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         “A glass of wine is always the solution.
Even if you aren’t sure of the problem.”

         PHOEBE TRAEGER

      

      
      “So you collect porn.”
      

      
      Jax Cullen took in the genuine amusement on the woman’s face and shook his head. Fucking Ford. “Past tense,” he corrected.
         “I sold the collection to an incoming freshman when I left for college.”
      

      
      “Uh-huh. That’s what they all say.”

      
      Liking the way the worry had faded from her eyes, which were now lit with good humor, he leaned over the bar and whispered
         near her ear, “Want to swap stories, Speed Racer?”
      

      
      She composed herself enough to grimace. “I’m just glad you can laugh about me almost killing you.”

      
      “As opposed to?”

      
      “I don’t know. Yelling.”

      
      Jax studied her face before she turned away from him, purposely eyeing the bottles of alcohol lining the back of the bar, trying to conceal her discomfort. “Not much of a yeller,” he murmured and reached out to play with one of her dark
         blond curls. He couldn’t help himself—they were irresistible.
      

      
      So was she.

      
      “I’ve heard that LA women are pretty aggressive in their pickup tactics. But this just might be one for the record books.
         You should probably just save us both some trouble and ask me out directly.”
      

      
      “Hey, I didn’t nearly run you over on purpose. And I tripped on the bike trying to read the sign.”

      
      “Ah, but you don’t deny the attempting to pick-me-up part.” He nodded. “You want me bad.”

      
      She laughed and then shook her head as if surprised at herself. “If you plan to keep stalking me like this, we should be on
         a first-name basis. I’m Jax.” He held out his hand. “Jax Cullen.”
      

      
      She slid her smaller, chilled-to-the-bone hand in his. “Maddie Moore.”

      
      He knew the name, more than he wanted to. She was Phoebe’s middle daughter. Giving himself a moment, he rubbed her hands between
         his, trying to warm them up. Earlier when she’d been using the highway—and nearly his body—for offensive-driving practice,
         he’d gotten the impression of a sweet, warm, and very stressed-out woman, and that hadn’t changed. He loved the wild, curly
         hair which was barely contained in a ponytail, but her long side bangs brushed across one eye and the side of her jaw, nearly
         hiding her eyes and her pretty face.
      

      
      She’d dressed to hide her body, as well. Watching her squirm on her barstool under his scrutiny, he wondered why. “What’s
         your poison?”
      

      
      “A beer, please.”
      

      
      Jax grabbed two Coronas, lifted the walk-through, and took the barstool next to her. Ford, who was a coowner of the place—and
         until about two minutes ago also one of his best friends—came back and jabbed a finger at the sudoku book. “You haven’t even
         started it? Killing me, Clark.”
      

      
      Maddie frowned. “Thought your name was Jax.”

      
      “It is, but Leno-wannabe here thinks he’s being funny when he calls me Clark. As in Superman,” he clarified, making Ford snort.

      
      “As in Clark Kent,” Ford corrected. “See him squint at the puzzle? Yeah, that’s because he needs reading glasses and he won’t wear them. He
         thinks he won’t ever get laid again if he does. Because apparently squinting is sexier than admitting his vision sucks.”
      

      
      “Thanks, man,” Jax said.

      
      Ford clapped him on the shoulder. “Just keeping it real.”

      
      Maddie was looking at him. “Actually, you do sort of look like Clark Kent, if he were really fit. And tough. And edgy. What’s
         your superpower?”
      

      
      Ford grinned in approval at her and opened his mouth to answer, but Jax reached across the bar, put a hand on Ford’s face,
         and shoved. “I try to keep the superpower on the downlow,” he said. “Because the people here like to gossip.”
      

      
      Even with Jax’s hand on his face, Ford managed another snort and tapped the sudoku book in front of Jax. “If he’s a superhero,
         ask him why the puzzle’s still blank. Tick-tock, bro. Tick-tock.”
      

      
      “Forget it. And maybe you could actually be the bartender and serve us.” Jax looked at Maddie. “Food?”

      
      She was too nervous to eat and shook her head.

      
      “That’s all right,” Ford said. “This guy’ll eat me out of house and home all on his own.” He leaned over the bar, smiling at her, pouring on the charm that got him laid so regularly.
      

      
      “Hey,” Jax said.

      
      Ford grinned at Maddie. “He doesn’t like to share. It’s because I’m hotter than he is.”

      
      Maddie was smiling again. “You always make fun of your friends?”

      
      “Hey, you can’t make fun of your own brother, who can you make fun of?”

      
      Maddie took a long pull on her beer, set it down, then once again turned to face Jax, eyeing him for a long beat. “You’re
         brothers?”
      

      
      Jax understood the question. Ford had lighter hair, lighter eyes, and more bulk to his muscle, like a football player. He
         mostly sailed these days and was, in fact, a world-class pro. When on the water, he moved with easy, natural grace, not that
         you could tell by looking at the big lug. “Not by blood.”
      

      
      “Yeah, by blood,” Ford said. “We cut each other’s palms and spit on them in the third grade, remember? Misfits unite.”

      
      Maddie was still dividing her gaze between them. “Neither of you look like misfits.”

      
      “Ah, but you didn’t see us back then,” Ford said. “Two scrawny, bony-ass kids. The best that could be said of us was we knew
         how to take a beating.”
      

      
      “And run fast,” Jax reminded him.

      
      Maddie looked horrified. “How awful.”

      
      “It wasn’t so bad.” Ford lifted a shoulder. “We had Sawyer.”

      
      “Sawyer?”

      
      “Our secret weapon. He’d been wrestling with his older brothers since before he could walk. It’s why we let him hang out with
         us.”
      

      
      Maddie finished her beer and set the empty down, looking infinitely more relaxed. “Another, please.”

      
      Ford obliged. “So is this a social second round or a get-shit-faced one?”

      
      She pondered that with careful consideration. “Does it matter?”

      
      “Only if I have to peel you off the floor and call you a ride.”

      
      She shook her head. “No floor peeling.”

      
      Ford nodded and smiled, then turned to Jax and pointed at the puzzle before moving off to serve his other customers.

      
      Maddie sipped her second beer. “So you and Ford are close.”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “Do you two fight?”

      
      “Occasionally.”

      
      “And how do you settle these arguments?”

      
      “Depends. Fight night in town square usually works.”

      
      At that she gave him a long look, and he smiled, making her shake her head at herself. “You’d think LA would have beaten the
         gullible out of me,” she murmured.
      

      
      “Nah. I’m just good at pulling legs.”

      
      “So what do you and Ford argue about? Women?”

      
      “We try to avoid that.”

      
      “Okay, not a woman. Something else. Would you solve it with, say, a diplomatic coin toss?”

      
      “Probably not,” he admitted. “Loudest usually wins. A well-placed punch is always a bonus.”

      
      When she narrowed her eyes in blatant disbelief, he smiled again. “See, you’re catching on to me already.”
      

      
      “Actually,” she murmured, “it’s not a bad idea. But I’d lose a fight against my oldest sister. Tara’s got some serious pent-up-aggression issues.” She considered her beer for a minute, her fingers stroking up and down over the condensation,
         drawing Jax’s full attention.
      

      
      “Probably I could take Chloe on account of her asthma,” she said. “But that’d be mean. Plus I’m out of shape, so…”

      
      At that, he gave her a slow once-over, fully appreciating her real curves, and shook his head. “Not from where I’m sitting.”

      
      She blinked. Compliments obviously flustered her, which only stirred his curiosity all the more. “You could challenge your
         sisters to a street race in your Honda,” he said. “My money’s on you.”
      

      
      She choked out a little laugh, set down her beer, and pointed at the opened puzzle book. “Four.”

      
      “Excuse me?”

      
      “Four goes there. And six goes there.” Leaning in, she took his pencil and filled in the two spots while he found his mouth
         so close to her ear he could have taken a nibble. Instead, he inhaled her scent. Soft. Subtle. Nice.

      
      She cocked her head sideways, concentrating, and he just breathed her in. Which was how she filled in the rest of the puzzle
         before he realized it. “Damn.”
      

      
      “Don’t be impressed,” she said. “I’ve got a little compulsive problem. I can’t stand to leave anything unfinished.” She hopped
         off the barstool. “Unfortunately, they don’t have a twelve-step program for such things.”
      

      
      “Ford’s going to owe you,” he said, snagging her wrist to halt her getaway.
      

      
      “You could have done it if you’d worn your glasses.” She pulled free. “It was only a moderately hard one. Oh and FYI? Women
         think glasses are a sign of brains, and also, they’re sexy.”
      

      
      Cocking his head, he took in the slight flush to her cheeks, the humor in her gaze, and felt something stir within him. She
         might be struggling with some demons, but she was sweet and sharp as hell and a breath of fresh air. “Are you flirting with
         me?”
      

      
      “No. The porn thing was a dealbreaker.”

      
      That made him laugh, and even better, so did she, and something flickered between them.

      
      Chemistry.

      
      A shocking amount of it. Clearly she felt it, too, because suddenly she was a flurry of movement, pulling some cash from the
         depths of her pockets, setting it on the bar for Ford, and turning for the door like she had a fire on her ass.
      

      
      “Maddie.”

      
      She turned back, looking a little frenzied again, a little panicked, much as she had when he’d first seen her across the expanse
         of highway. He wondered why.
      

      
      “I have to go,” she said.

      
      “Puzzles to solve?”

      
      “Something like that.”

      
      “It’s not really a puzzle-solving night,” he said, slipping her money back into her front jeans pocket, his knuckles grazing
         her midriff. She went stock-still while he pulled his own money out to cover the drinks. “It’s more of a make-new-friends
         night,” he said. “And Ford’s putting out peanuts. We can throw them at him. He hates that.”
      

      
      She closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, emotion flickered there. “I’d really like that, but tonight I have to
         have that fight with my sisters.”
      

      
      She was clearly vulnerable as hell, and he needed to get away from her before he took advantage of that. But then her bright
         blue gaze dropped and homed in on his mouth, and all his good intentions flew out the window.
      

      
      “I’m working on a new beginning here,” she said.

      
      “New beginnings are good.”

      
      “Yeah.” Her tongue came out and dampened her lips, an unconscious gesture that said maybe she was thinking of his mouth on
         hers. Seemed fitting. He’d been thinking about her mouth on his since he’d seen her outside the bar.
      

      
      It’d been a hell of a long time since he’d let himself feel something, far too long. That it was for this woman, here, now,
         was going to make things difficult, but he was good at difficult and wouldn’t let that stop him.
      

      
      Reaching for her hand, he pulled her in, lowering his head. His jaw brushed her hair, and a strand of it stuck to his stubble.
         He was close enough now to watch in fascination as her eyes dilated. Her lips parted, and—
      

      
      “You two need a hotel room?”

      
      Ford, the resident nosey-body.

      
      Maddie jumped and pulled free. “I’ve really got to go. Thanks for the drinks.” She whirled around and stumbled into a table.
         With a soft exclamation, she righted the spilled drinks, apologizing profusely. Then she hightailed it for the door, not looking
         back.
      

      
      “You’re an ass,” Jax said to Ford, watching her.

      
      “No doubt. So, you going to collect her, too?”
      

      
      Jax slid him a look.

      
      “Come on. Try to deny that out of guilt you collect the needy: the homeless dog, friends who need loans, the chick with the
         sweet eyes and even sweeter ass—”
      

      
      “You know I’m not interested in a relationship.” It wasn’t that he didn’t believe in the concept. In spite of his parents’
         failed marriage and Jax’s own close call with his ex, he understood wanting someone, the right someone, in his life. But he
         wasn’t sure he trusted himself. After all, his past was freely littered with the debris of his many, many mistakes.
      

      
      “You don’t have to have a relationship to get… involved,” Ford said. “Not the naked variety of involved, anyway. But she did run out of here pretty darn quick. Maybe she wasn’t feeling
         it.”
      

      
      No, that hadn’t been the problem. There’d been chemistry, so much that they could have lit all of Lucky Harbor’s Christmas
         lights from the electricity. And that chemistry had scared her. She’d been hurt, that was plain as day. Knowing it, hating
         it, Jax headed for the door, because bad idea or not, he felt compelled to get to know more about her.
      

      
      “Hey, what about my tip?” Ford called after him.

      
      “You want a tip? Learn to keep your big trap shut.” And Jax stepped out into the night.

      
      “Rule number one of drinking without a wing man,” Maddie chided herself as she walked away from the Love Shack. “Don’t do
         anything stupid.”
      

      
      She walked faster and found herself at the beginning of the pier, pushed around by the wind. But she hardly felt it. Nope, she was still all warm and tingly thanks to a certain gorgeous guy with a mischievous, bad-boy smile and an
         even better body—
      

      
      You gave up men!

      
      She had no idea why she kept forgetting that. She wasn’t ready to let one near her. Not after leaving Alex six months ago
         now. She hadn’t looked back. Hadn’t looked forward, either, to be honest.
      

      
      And yet she’d let Jax near enough to touch her.

      
      Since going into the bar, dark had fallen. The main street was lit up like a Christmas card, and the quaint historical architecture
         was a great distraction.
      

      
      She passed a beauty shop. It was open, the front chair filled with a client, the hairdresser behind her, and the two of them
         talking and laughing together like old friends. On the corner, where the pier met the street, came the delicious, mouth-watering
         scent of burgers from a little restaurant.
      

      
      The Eat Me Café.

      
      Her stomach rumbled. With good reason, as all she’d given it in the last few hours were chips and beer. She thought about
         a loaded burger, fries, and maybe a pie…
      

      
      Instead, she had to go back and face her sisters.

      
      Past the lights of the town stood a set of craggy bluffs, nothing but a dark, shadowy outline in the night sky now, most likely
         teeming with coyotes and bears. With a shiver, she turned and took in the coast, lined with impressive ancient rock formations
         and granite outcrops.
      

      
      She hoped those coyotes and bears stayed up there and kept away from the beach. The pier was lit up by twinkling white lights
         strung on the railings. Someone had added red bows and mistletoe at regular intervals.
      

      
      It could have been a movie set. Well, except for the realistic icy wind. Waves slapped at the pylons beneath her, far more
         real than any sound effect. She shivered in just her sweatshirt, but she shoved her hands into her pockets and kept walking
         because she needed another moment.
      

      
      Maybe two.

      
      She stopped at the base of the Ferris wheel and looked up. And up. Just thinking about riding it, sitting on top of the world,
         had the bottom falling out of her stomach.
      

      
      Stupid fear of heights.

      
      One of these days she’d conquer that fear, but it would have to get in line behind all the others, the ones she was letting
         rule her life—like her fear of being a mouse forever.
      

      
      She passed the arcade and came to an ice cream shop. Just what the doctor ordered, she decided, and in spite of the chilly
         night, she requested a chocolate shake.
      

      
      “How about a chocolate-vanilla swirl?” the guy behind the counter asked. He was young, early twenties, and had a smile that
         said he knew how cute he was. “It’s our bestseller.”
      

      
      “Okay.” But as soon as he turned away to make it, she smacked her forehead. “Don’t let people make decisions for you! Dig
         deep and be like… Thelma. No, wait. Louise. I want to be Louise.” Crap. Which one had Susan Sarandon played? And did it matter? If she couldn’t be strong, she was going to have to fake it
         until it sank in. “I’m Louise.”
      

      
      “Ah, a fantasy. I like fantasies.”

      
      Heart in her throat, she whirled around and came face to face with Jax, looking dark and delicious, and instead of fear, something else entirely quivered low in her belly.
      

      
      “But probably we should wait until after our first date to role-play,” he said.

      
      Jax and fantasy in the same sentence made her shiver. Jax slipped out of his jacket and offered it to her, leaving him in just a long-sleeved
         black shirt. She opened her mouth to tell him she wasn’t cold, but then he drew the ends closed around her and her nipples
         pebbled as if he’d touched them, and she promptly forgot what she was going to say.
      

      
      The leather held his body heat, wrapping her in it like a cocoon, and she murmured her thanks. “When I first heard
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