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A Note from Melissa


When I first met Grant Silver, I knew he was going to be one of my favorite heroes. He’s a complicated, strong man, dealing with much more than the loss of his leg, and I wanted desperately to give him his happily ever after. There was no doubt in my mind who his heroine was, because Jules and Grant had been talking in my head for a year. Bringing together a man who resents the hand he’s been dealt and a woman who spends her days grateful for every little thing presented beautiful complications that I thoroughly enjoyed writing. I laughed, I cried, I swooned, and I squealed, and I hope you love Grant and Jules just as much as I do. If this is your first Love in Bloom novel, all Love in Bloom stories are written to stand alone or to be enjoyed as part of the larger series, so dive right in and enjoy the fun, sexy ride. For more information on Love in Bloom titles, visit www.MelissaFoster.com.

I have included a Steele family tree and a map of Silver Island in the front matter of this book for your reference.

I have many more steamy love stories coming soon. Be sure to sign up for my newsletter so you don’t miss them.

www.MelissaFoster.com/Newsletter

FREE Love in Bloom Reader Goodies

If you love funny, sexy, and deeply emotional love stories, be sure to check out the rest of the Love in Bloom big-family romance collection and download your free reader goodies, including publication schedules, series checklists, family trees, and more!

www.MelissaFoster.com/RG

Bookmark my freebies page for periodic first-in-series free ebooks and other great offers!

www.MelissaFoster.com/LIBFree

Be sure to check out my online bookstore for pre-orders, early releases, bundles, and exclusive discounts on ebooks, print, and audiobooks. Ebooks can be sent to the e-reader of your choice and audiobooks can be listened to on the free and easy-to-use BookFunnel app. Shop my store:

shop.melissafoster.com
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Chapter One


“GO, GO, GO!” Bellamy whispered urgently, nudging Jules toward the candy cauldron.

Jules Steele plunged her hands into the well of candy, searching for miniature Almond Joy candy bars, while her bestie-since-birth and coconspirator kept watch.

“God, girl. Flash everyone much?” Bellamy tugged on the skirt of Jules’s sparkly green fairy costume, causing the wings to flap.

“Belly!” Jules swatted Bellamy’s hand away and, careful not to mess up her zombie makeup, shimmied the sparkly costume and fluffy purple underskirt a little lower. “Leave my butt alone and watch for my mom, please. If she catches me, she’ll kill me.” Her mother liked Almond Joys as much as she did.

Bellamy turned around, and Jules went elbow deep in the candy.

The Steele family’s annual Field of Screams Halloween event was in full swing at their winery on Silver Island, off the coast of Cape Cod. Black and orange lights crisscrossed the patio and lit up the trees, which were filled with creepy fake spiders and gauzy webs. Witches and ghouls hung from the back of the building, and zombies crawled out of graves in an eerie mock graveyard between the vineyard and the winery. Tables of refreshments boasted cookies shaped like gnarled fingers and other Halloween-themed goodies. Practically everyone on Silver Island had shown up in costume. Children, dressed as witches, superheroes, and other fun characters collected candy, bobbed for apples, and created mayhem, while adults mingled and danced, awaiting the big event—the haunted walk through the vineyard, when the Steeles hid among the vines and jumped out to scare those who were courageous enough to brave the darkness.

“Are my parents still kissing?” Jules called to Bellamy.

“No,” Bellamy said. “Now Gomez is groping Morticia’s butt.”

Her parents were always kissing and touching each other. Jules had walked in on them making out in the kitchen far too many times. They were so in love she could feel it from across the room. Was it wrong that she was jealous of them? The only man making her tummy tingle these days—or if she was honest with herself, the only man to ever make her feel like a pent-up tigress—was the surliest guy on the island, Bellamy’s oldest brother, Grant Silver. He wasn’t even at the party, and she still couldn’t get the six-plus feet of deliciously muscled hotness out of her head.

“I swear your parents get more action than anyone else on this island,” Bellamy said with a laugh.

Jules cast a deadpan stare over her shoulder at the petite brunette with big brown eyes and cherubic cheeks. Earlier today she’d chopped off six inches of her hair, and her new jagged bob was perfect for her gold-fringed flapper minidress. Bellamy was an up-and-coming lifestyle influencer, and she also worked with Jules at her gift shop, the Happy End.

Bellamy giggled. “Sorry, but it’s true. Well, except for maybe Daphne and Jock. Those two have been sneaking off together all night.”

Jules’s oldest brother, Jock, had recently reconciled with his twin, Archer, after a decade-long feud that had begun after Jock’s pregnant girlfriend, who had also been Archer’s best friend, was killed in a tragic car accident. Jock had just moved back to the island with his fiancée, Daphne, and her three-year-old daughter, Hadley. They were getting married on New Year’s Eve, and Jules couldn’t be happier for them. She was close to all five of her older siblings, but she and Jock had a special relationship. She’d been diagnosed with a Wilms’ tumor when she was three, and she’d had one kidney removed. Jock had sat by her bedside day and night until she was fully recovered.

“Just keep watch.” Jules tucked another candy bar into her bra and began rooting around in the cauldron again.

“Caught ya!” Tara Osten, another bestie, took a picture of Jules elbow deep in the candy cauldron.

Jules snapped upright, clutching an Almond Joy, and shoved it into her bra. “You’re a sneaky little mouse!”

Tara, a pretty blonde, was a year younger than Jules, and she was dressed as a sexy mouse, which was fitting, since her nickname had been Mouse since they were little, thanks to her older sister.

“And you’re a candy thief.” Tara leaned over Jules’s shoulder and whispered, “Do you see any Snickers in there?”

Jules snagged two Snickers and handed them to Tara. She found another Almond Joy and grabbed two Butterfingers for Bellamy, tossing them to her. “There’s plenty more where that came from.”

As Jules and the girls were tearing open their candy, her parents walked over arm in arm. Her friends all called her father, Steve, a silver fox because he was athletically built, with short silver-and-black hair and a neatly trimmed beard. Her mother, Shelley, was effervescent and beautiful and as voluptuous as Jules was petite, with long auburn hair and stylish bangs. They were all about family and madly in love. Jules counted herself lucky to have them. She couldn’t imagine growing up with her parents living in separate homes, like Bellamy had. The Silvers ran the Silver House resort with one of their sons, and they were almost always together. But they had separated when Bellamy was a toddler, and although they’d decided to stay married and still acted like husband and wife, they’d continued living in separate houses.

“Hello, ladies,” Jules’s mother said. “What’s going on over here?”

“Nothing!” Jules shoved the entire Almond Joy in her mouth and immediately gagged. She grabbed a napkin and spit the candy into it. “Ew!”

“What’s wrong, honey?” her mother asked.

“That’s not Almond Joy. It’s Snickers. Someone put the wrong candy in the wrapper. How does that even happen?”

As Jules whipped another Almond Joy from her bra and tore it open, Tara said, “Are you sure? That’s an Almond Joy wrapper in your hand.”

“I think I know the difference between Almond Joy and Snickers.” Jules popped the candy into her mouth and bit into caramel. “Ugh. Gross!” She spit it into a napkin.

Her father laughed and high-fived her mother. “My work here is done, my love.”

Bellamy and Tara cracked up.

“Dad! What did you do—swap out all the Almond Joys for Snickers and glue the wrappers closed?” Her father and brothers were major pranksters. “This is a community event. What if someone is allergic to peanuts?”

“Just making sure my beautiful wife got her fair share of her favorite goodies tonight.” He winked at her mother.

“I always do,” her mother said, patting her father’s butt.

“Mom! I’m being serious,” Jules complained, and her parents laughed.

“Don’t worry, Bug, I took care of our partygoers.” Her father had called her Bug since she was a little girl, because he said she lit up the night like a lightning bug. He slid his hand casually into his pocket and pulled out a small card, handing it to Jules.

She read the bold print. ALLERGY ALERT! WE’RE PRANKING JULES. PLEASE DON’T EAT THE ALMOND JOYS. THEY’RE REALLY SNICKERS.

“You girls have fun,” her father said, and sauntered away, laughing with her mother.

“I can’t believe you did this! You’re supposed to protect me, not prank me!” Jules shouted after them, but she couldn’t help laughing, too.

“I want those Snickers!” Tara went for the candy in Jules’s cleavage.

Jules smacked her hand. “Get out of there!”

“That’s more action than you’ve gotten all year,” Bellamy teased, making them all crack up.

Jules wasn’t a prude, but she was a virgin. She’d dated guys here and there, and she’d fooled around, running the bases, before realizing that most guys were simply unremarkable. She’d never felt the type of explosive chemistry and unstoppable lust their older sisters talked about to make her want to go all the way. Until Grant came back to the island and set her hormones on overdrive. What no one else knew, including Bellamy, was that every time they were in close proximity, sparks flew and she had an unrelenting desire to touch and be touched by him. It didn’t matter that the ex–covert operations specialist was eight years her senior and one of her brothers’ best friends, that he’d been injured last year, resulting in a below-the-knee amputation of his left leg, or that he’d only begrudgingly returned to the island over the summer. She’d known Grant all her life, she liked and trusted him, and he was the only man who had ever lit her body on fire and caused scorching-hot dreams like the ones that had become her nightly companion.

In fact, sparks had flown between them when he’d been home before leaving for his last mission, and that attraction had been simmering inside Jules for almost two years. But while she still felt the heat between them, he’d been gruff, distant, and reclusive since coming home, which she completely understood after all he’d been through. That didn’t change the fact that given the chance, she’d gladly crawl between the sheets with the handsome beast and spend an entire weekend exploring every inch of his glorious body, letting him make all of her dirtiest fantasies come true.

But she kept those steamy thoughts to herself, because she had bigger fish to fry and she didn’t need to make things uncomfortable with Bellamy.

The first few beats of “Thriller” came on, and the girls squealed excitedly. One of Jules’s favorite movies was 13 Going on 30. They’d watched it dozens of times and had practiced the “Thriller” dance for weeks until they knew it by heart.

Tara put down her camera and the candy she’d stolen from Jules, and they fell into line doing the “Thriller” dance. They threw their arms up, swinging them in the same direction as their hips, dancing across the patio. The crowd formed a circle around them. Their family and friends clapped and sang as the girls danced. Jules’s brother Levi, her sister Leni’s twin, took pictures, and her sisters made fun of her for singing the wrong lyrics. It didn’t matter how hard Jules tried; she never got the words to any songs right. But she didn’t care. She loved music, and she loved times like these, when her family and friends were together and happy.

When the song came to an end, the crowd applauded. The girls bowed and hugged each other, giggling as everyone else went back to partying.

“We nailed it!” Jules exclaimed.

“It’s our seventh-grade talent show all over again!” Tara agreed.

“And Grant missed it again.” Bellamy rolled her eyes.

Jules hated that Grant’s unhappiness was tearing apart his family the way Jock and Archer’s rift had torn apart hers.

“Remember how he used to get right in the middle of us when we danced?” Tara asked. “He’d do all the wrong moves and laugh the whole time.”

“I know he’s gone through a lot, and I hate saying this, but it’s like when they amputated his leg, they took the best parts of his personality, too,” Bellamy said sadly.

“They didn’t, Belly,” Jules said adamantly.

She knew Grant would probably never be the life of the party again. Nobody could go through what he had and not come out the other side a changed person. But she also knew he wasn’t destined to be an outsider, either, which was why she’d been trying to get him out of the house to spend time with friends and family. She knew how quickly a life could be taken away, and she wasn’t about to let a man who used to be charming and eager for everything that came at him throw away the future he’d been blessed with. He just needed to find his new happy place, and she was the perfect person to help him.

“Everyone thought Archer would be spiteful and angry forever. Remember?” Jules said. “And look how happy he is now.”

They looked across the courtyard at Archer laughing with his friends and eyeing their sister Leni’s friend Indi.

“If Archer could let go of his anger after all those years,” Jules said, “we can help Grant deal with and move past his struggles, too.”

Tara and Bellamy exchanged a disbelieving glance.

“I know you mean well, and you’ve tried really hard to help Grant,” Bellamy said. “But you know how he is, Jules. He grunts at me more than he talks to me these days. I don’t think he’s going to let any of us help him with anything.”

“I know exactly how he is, keeping himself locked away in the Remingtons’ run-down beach bungalow like a recluse. He’s blocking everyone out of his life like we don’t exist, and you know what? I’m done letting him do that to us and to himself. He needs to see that we care about him. He will be happy again. He just doesn’t realize it yet.” Jules put her hand on her hip. “You know what? I’m going to drag his surly butt to this party and remind him of all the things he loves about this island and everyone on it. But first I need to get Indi’s makeup case.” She headed for Indi, a professional makeup artist who lived in New York like Jules’s sisters Leni and Sutton and had come to the island with them to do their family’s makeup for the party. They were leaving in the morning, as were Levi and his daughter, Joey.

“Makeup?” Bellamy called after her.

Jules spun around. “It’s a Halloween party, and you know Grant won’t have a costume!”

“But you have the haunted walk soon!” Bellamy hollered.

Jules gave Bellamy a thumbs-up and made a beeline for Indi. She’d spent ten years holding her family together when Jock and Archer weren’t getting along. She was not afraid of a challenge, and Grant Silver just might be her biggest challenge yet. She was a woman on a mission, and nobody was going to stop her until that broody bad boy was on his way to being happy again—ideally with her.


Chapter Two


JULES TURNED ONTO the dirt road that led to the bungalow where Grant stayed when he was home between missions. She parked at the bottom of the overgrown driveway, remembering all the times she and Bellamy had sat on the dunes with him, enthralled by his stories. And when he was gone, they’d go to that dune, where they’d felt closest to him, and reminisce about his stories and antics. She’d only recently realized that it wasn’t just his storytelling ability that had mesmerized her. It was Grant himself. He was the bravest, most rugged man she knew, and she loved the way he used to talk about his buddies and his missions, which had sounded terrifying to her, but he’d seemed to thrive on it. He’d light up like he had the best life in the world.

She missed seeing that light in his eyes.

She grabbed the makeup case and traipsed up the hill in her high heels, stepping over dune grass and around thick brush and patches of weeds. Grant’s beat-up Ford Bronco came into view at the top of the driveway. She remembered when he’d first bought the old truck when he was in high school and she and Bellamy would play in the back of it, hoping he’d take them for a ride.

If I hide in it now, will you take me for a ride?

Geez! She felt her cheeks heat. She’d never had such constant, lustful thoughts about a guy before Grant, but as surprising as they were, they were also exciting and enticing.

She tried to push those thoughts away as the one-story, weathered bungalow came into view. She’d been there many times over the past few months to try to coax him out, but he always turned her down—and she’d never gone inside.

She made her way to the screened porch. The screens had holes and tears, and the new wooden railings on the steps that had been added when Grant had moved back to the island looked out of place against the rest of the aged structure. The small deck to the right of the screened porch was missing railings like a gap-toothed mouth, and the trim around the windows and roofline were broken in several places. Spiny brush and thick vines snaked up the sides and back of the bungalow, clinging to the roof like tentacles beneath the leafy limbs of an enormous tree, as if a sea monster were slowly consuming the structure.

Jules had never understood why Grant preferred to stay in the run-down bungalow when he came home to visit, since his family was the wealthiest on the island and he could have stayed in any one of their beautiful houses, or even in their resort. Bellamy had finally told her that Grant’s relationship with their parents had always been tense. That explained it, but she had a feeling that even if his relationship with his parents weren’t strained, he’d still have chosen to stay in the beachfront hideaway this time.

He might as well be a hobbit, the way he hid away out there.

Wind whipped over the dune, rattling the trash bins on the other side of the porch. She crossed her arms over her chest, wishing she’d thought to bring her jacket, and pulled open the creaky door. She heard music as she stepped onto the screened porch. There were no lights on inside, but she knocked anyway. When Grant didn’t answer, she peered through the windows. There was only one main living area, sparsely furnished, with a bookshelf, an old couch, an end table, and a small stone fireplace in the corner. The kitchen consisted of one long counter with nearly empty shelves above it, beside which was a large bay window, the view blocked by those overgrown plants crawling up the back of the house. She saw a blanket bundled up on the couch and wondered if he’d slept there. She didn’t like the thought of him spending so much time alone out there on the dunes.

She followed the sound of music off the porch and peered through another window into Grant’s bedroom. His bed took up most of the space. There was a pair of crutches leaning against the wall beside a wooden chair and a tall dresser next to the closet, but she found no sign of Grant. She went around to the garage and peeked through the door. Grant was lying on a bench press, shirtless, wearing only black sweatpants and sneakers. Her pulse quickened, her eyes riveted to his arms, bulging and flexing as he pushed the loaded weight bar up and then lowered it, repeatedly. He had the sexiest biceps she’d ever seen. Her eyes drifted down his body to the bulge in his sweatpants, causing tingles to race over her skin. She tried to look away, but couldn’t as he put the bar on the rack and sat up, bringing his thick chest and chiseled abs into view. She itched to run her fingers through that perfect dusting of chest hair and, holy hotness, that treasure trail…

Her mind soared through all the sexy things she read about couples doing in romance novels. She longed to feel safe enough with a man to try them out, to feel passion pulsing beneath her skin from his touch, and in her mind, Grant was that man.

He dragged his forearm across his forehead, and she ducked out of sight, plastering her back against the garage, trying to calm her racing heart. Ohgodohgodohgod. Why did she think she could get him to go anywhere with her when that deliciously sexy man did all sorts of crazy things to her body? She could barely think straight. She closed her eyes.

I can do this. I was voted best actress in high school.

But this is a far cry from playing a role.

My feelings are so real.

And dirty…

Ugh! I have to do this. For him. For Bellamy.

For myself.

She pushed past her lustful thoughts and peeked through the window again. Her heart nearly stopped. The room was empty. What the…?

“What’re you doing here?”

She startled at Grant’s baritone voice and bolted upright, stumbling backward into a wall of muscles.

“I said—”

“I heard you!” she snapped as she spun around. “I hope you didn’t break my wings!”

At five one, her eyes hit a peppering of scars over his torso. She felt an ache whisper through her, but her heart was racing too fast to focus on it. “Geez, Grant! Did you just transport out here or something? You’re like a ninja.” She forced her eyes up, drinking in his shaggy brown hair and scruff and those shadowed eyes that held so much sadness behind the sheen of seriousness, she wanted to hug it out of him.

“What do you want, Jules?”

“You, you big oaf.”

The edge of his lips tipped up, and a devilish spark glimmered in his eyes.

“Not you, you.” Liar, liar, pants on fire. “But…Ugh. Go get a shirt on. You’re coming with me to the Halloween party.”

He crossed his arms, his eyes drilling into her. “Not happening.”

“You listen to me, Grant Silver.” She poked his chest, glowering up at him. “Bellamy is my best friend and she misses you. I am not going to let you make the nicest girl on this island sad for another stinking minute. Do you hear me?”

He turned and walked toward the front of the house.

“Oh, no you don’t.” She stomped after him, stepping over clumps of prickly brush. “Grant! You can’t do this to her. You missed her singing and dancing to ‘Thriller’ again.”

Grant stopped, and Jules was so focused on watching where she was stepping, she nearly ran into him. She huffed out a breath and hurried around him so she could see his face. But before she could say anything, he dragged his eyes down the length of her, making her entire body tingle and flame, and her thoughts fractured.

“What are you wearing?”

She planted a hand on a hip. “I’m a zombie fairy. A pixie. You know, like Tinker Bell in Peter Pan?”

“Figures. Well, guess what, Pixie, you’re not sprinkling your happy dust on me.”

“We’ll see about that.” She grabbed a handful of his chest hair, tugging him toward the house.

“Ow!” He swatted her hand away and rubbed his chest. “What the hell, Jules?”

“Don’t mess with a Steele girl. I’m serious, Grant. How many times do I have to come out here and beg you to spend time with Bellamy? It won’t kill you to spend half an hour at a party with your family and friends who love you.” She softened her tone. “But it just might kill them if you don’t show up.”

He gritted his teeth.

She clasped her hands together under her chin. “Please? For Belly?”

“Damn it, Jules.” He shifted his eyes away.

“Just for a few minutes? It would mean the world to her.”

“Fine,” he barked.

“Yay!” She threw her arms around him. “Thank you! She’s going to be so happy!” She took his hand, hurrying toward the screen porch. “You need a black shirt, and I’ll do your makeup. I’ll make you into a zombie, like me.”

“The hell you will. I’m not wearing makeup.”

“Yes you are.”

“Jules,” he warned.

“It’s a Halloween party and it’s Bellamy’s favorite holiday. Mine, too. Well, next to Christmas, of course. The Christmas tree lighting at Majestic Park is so fun! But turkey and stuffing bring Thanksgiving up to the top of my list, too. Oh, and Valentine’s Day. Although I’ve never had a real Valentine, I still love the holiday. And then there’s—”

“Jesus, Jules. You win. You can put makeup on me. Just don’t make me look like a chick.”

[image: * * *]

GRANT FOLLOWED JULES inside, unable to take his eyes off her in those heels and that sexy little getup with green bows at the waist like she was a gift sent just for him. She had always been pretty, but damn…little Jules Steele had grown into a mighty fine woman. He’d been doing his best not to notice these last few years because he was tight with her brothers. They’d been thick as thieves growing up, along with their buddy Brant Remington. Their parents were best friends, and the three families had always spent a lot of time together. But Jules didn’t make it easy for him to keep himself in check, brightening his doorstep every week trying to sprinkle her freaking happy dust like confetti, reminding him about community events, and inviting him to bonfires and get-togethers, like the freaking island entertainment director.

He definitely shouldn’t be checking her out, but with Jules prancing around in that fantasy-inducing outfit, he couldn’t help himself. Just like before he’d left for his last mission, when he’d caught himself flirting with her. His amputation had shut down that craziness, but now…fuck.

“This is homey,” she said sweetly as he closed the door behind them.

The place was a dump, but he was comfortable there. When he had returned to the island this summer, Brant’s father, Roddy, had handed him the key to his bungalow, just as he had when Grant’s parents had first separated all those years ago, when Roddy had found him wandering on the beach early one morning, too pissed off to be anywhere near home. Back then, Roddy had filled the refrigerator with food, stocked the shelves with books, and had let Grant come and go as he pleased. Grant didn’t find out until years later that Roddy had, of course, let his parents know where he was hiding out for hours each day. It hadn’t come as a shock. That’s how the island worked. It takes a village and all that shit.

Grant looked at Jules sideways.

“What? I like it.” Jules smiled brightly. “If it were me, I’d put up curtains, but you probably don’t get scared out here all alone.”

Her kindness was appreciated, though not necessary. But that was Jules, finding silver linings in everyone and everything.

“It’s a shit hole, but I’m not sure if I’m sticking around. I’m going to grab a shirt.”

He headed into his bedroom and heard the tap, tap, tap of her heels on the hardwood floor. Crash, the stray cat who had shown up in his yard nearly two months ago, thin as a rail and scared as a rat in a snake den, was sleeping on his pillow.

He dug a long-sleeved black shirt out of his drawer, catching sight of the crutches next to his bed, which he used when he wasn’t wearing his prosthesis. His gaze drifted to the bathroom, and his gut knotted. Hopefully, Jules wouldn’t have to use it. A shower chair and handrails didn’t exactly say alpha warrior. When Grant had asked Roddy if he could rent the place for a few months, he’d also asked if it would be all right if he installed the handrails, but when he’d shown up that evening, the job had already been done. Good old Roddy. As necessary as those modifications were, they were constant reminders of how much his life had changed, like the pitying looks he now received from islanders who had known him all his life. He hadn’t told anyone that his leg wasn’t the only thing he’d lost on his last mission. He’d also lost the majority of the hearing in his left ear. He could only imagine how many would think they had to yell in order for him to hear them, and he didn’t need that shit.

He pulled on his shirt as he went into the living room, closing the bedroom door behind him. Jules was standing with her back to him, humming and bopping her head and hips as she folded the blanket he’d used last night when he’d slept on the couch. In that sparkly dress that barely covered her ass, with half her golden-brown hair pinned up on the top of her head like a fountain and the rest tumbling over her shoulders around her fancy wings, she looked about as out of place in the weary old bungalow as he felt on the island—and too damn sexy for her own good. His cock twitched. He looked down at the offending body part that hadn’t seen any action, much less twitched in interest, since he’d lost his leg.

After all this time, you pick my buddies’ little sister to turn you on? The girl who used to pick flowers for anyone who had the flu or a cold and leave them on their doorstep bundled with ribbons? Don’t even think about it.

Jules was too freaking sweet for the likes of him, especially in his current state. Besides, he was in no rush to have any woman see his mangled body.

He cleared his throat, and she spun around, that gorgeous smile hitting him like a dose of sunlight.

“Wow. You look great in black,” she said cheerily. “Your sisters say you should cut your hair, but I like it longer. It suits the new you.”

“The new me? You mean an asshole?”

She shook her head, her smile never faltering. “I know you, Grant Silver. You’re not an a-hole. You’re a guy whose life has been drastically changed. Are you ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.” He felt a stab of guilt for being a jerk. “Where do you want me?”

She laid the blanket over the back of the couch and patted it. “Here is good.”

An image of Jules bent over that couch as he took her from behind flew into his head, and he gritted his teeth. Christ. This was a very bad idea.

He sat down on the couch, and she set the case she’d been carrying on the end table, humming as she unloaded a ton of makeup.

“That’s a lot of shit.”

“Don’t worry. I watched Indi do everyone’s makeup. You’re going to be the best-looking zombie at the party.”

He had a feeling he was already looking at the best-looking zombie on the island.

She parted his knees and stood between them. Are you fucking kidding me? You, in fuck-me heels and a minuscule outfit, standing between my legs? How the hell was he going to get through this?

Her brows knitted. “You’re scowling again.” She sighed and reached into the top of her costume, pulling out a miniature Almond Joy candy bar. “Eat this.”

Those words coming out of her sexy mouth…

His eyes were riveted to her cleavage. “What else ya got in there?” came out before he could think to stop it. What the hell was he doing? He couldn’t flirt with Jules.

“Special treats for bad boys.” She handed him the candy, as if she hadn’t sounded like she was offering herself up to him. “Have a Snickers. It’ll make you feel better.”

He looked curiously at the white and blue wrapper. “You mean Almond Joy.”

“Unfortunately, I don’t. My father swapped all the Almond Joys for Snickers because—”

“You’re an Almond Joy thief.” A laugh tumbled from his lips. “I’d forgotten about that until just now. Your old man is a riot.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Yeah, well, I’m going to figure out a way to get back at him, because I didn’t get a single Almond Joy all night.” She made a pouty face, sticking out her lower lip.

He had the urge to kiss that pouty mouth.

With his dick.

If his fucking head kept this up, he’d end up hard as stone.

“Eat quickly, caveman. I’ve got to do the haunted walk soon, and I can’t do your makeup while you’re chewing.”

He popped the candy bar into his mouth.

“What are you doing up here all the time, anyway?” she asked as he ate. “Woodworking? Painting?”

“I haven’t done either in a long time.” Grant had taken a shop class in ninth grade and had fallen in love with working with his hands and building things.

Roddy Remington ran the marina, and as a teenager, Grant had spent summers working there with Brant, repairing boats and fixing docks. Brant was now a sought-after boatbuilder, and he owned a marine equipment supply company. Grant had helped him out whenever he was in town, and now he was working full-time with Brant while he figured out his next step. But woodworking had never been something Grant craved, like painting. He’d learned to paint as a kid from a family friend, and by the time he was a teenager, he’d sold as many paintings as he’d had time to paint. But ever since his accident, most things he used to do made him edgy. Hell, the thought of doing anything other than readying for a mission annoyed the hell out of him, which was just one reason he needed to get off the island before he dragged everyone else down with him.

“Why not? You were so good at both.”

Why do you care? He gritted his teeth. She didn’t deserve that kind of comment. “I’ve been a little busy this past year.”

“Oh, right. Your leg. Sorry.”

Everyone else danced around the topic of his leg, but Jules had a way of accepting other people’s injuries or weaknesses and treating them as if they weren’t differences or deficits, but just another part of who they were, like a scar.

“But you’re not busy now. Tilt your head back a little.” She began putting makeup around his eyes. “I know you’re working with Brant at the marina, so technically you are doing woodworking, but what else are you doing?”

“What is this, an inquisition?”

“No. I just think you should paint. You’re too talented to give it up. Don’t you miss it? I would miss it. I do a bunch of do-it-yourself projects with my customers, and I’d miss that if I stopped. It’s one of my favorite parts of my job. I love any kind of project.” She began applying makeup to his cheeks. “Soon we’re making Thanksgiving wreaths, and then we’re on to Christmas decorations. I can’t wait. This place could be super cute with your paintings on the walls. Can’t you paint for a little while each day?”

“Jesus, Jules. Who am I? Bob Ross? Can we just get on with this makeup shit before I change my mind?”

She pressed her lips into a fine line and pulled the front of her costume away from her body, peering into it. She wrinkled her nose, looking too damn cute. “I was hoping there was more candy in there to take away your grumpiness, but no such luck. Guess you’re stuck with little ol’ me.”

She ran her fingers through his hair, pulling it away from his face, and touched his cheek. “Everyone misses this face. I miss this face. It’s a really nice face,” she said, as if they had the kind of relationship where they complimented each other. “Thank you for saying you’ll come tonight. I know Bellamy will be thrilled, but it makes me happy, too. Now I’ll shut up and make you a frightful zombie.”

Twenty minutes of pure, unadulterated torture.

That’s what having Jules Steele between his legs and her perky breasts in his face was like, made worse when she got sick of bending over and sat on his right leg to finish the zombie makeup job. By the time she was done, he was half-hard, his every muscle corded tight, and she was oblivious, flitting around on those sky-high heels, chattering about how much fun he was going to have at the party.

Before his amputation, his idea of fun involved far less clothing. Their ideas of fun lived at opposite ends of the spectrum.

She stowed the makeup in her case, and her brow furrowed. “Did you hear that?”

“What?” My dirty thoughts?

“A cat. There it goes again. A meow.” She walked toward his bedroom.

Damn it. He strode past her and opened the bedroom door enough for the cat to run out, and he ran headfirst into the couch. He bounced back and darted around to the other side of it.

“You have a cat! Poor thing. Are you okay?” She crouched with her hand out as he closed the bedroom door. “Come here, baby. What’s its name?”

“I call him Crash, but he’s not mine. He’s like a loiterer who refuses to leave.” The cat peered cautiously around the couch, and Jules began making kissing noises and wiggling her fingers. “He showed up one day outside. He was skin and bones, and every time I tried to catch him, he’d run away, and every damn time he ran headfirst into something—the deck post, a tree, the steps.”

Jules inched forward. “Aw. Is he blind? Come on, baby, come here.”

“No. I had him checked out. He’s just a spaz who doesn’t look where he’s going. He won’t come to you. He never does. It took me three weeks of leaving food out to get him to come up on the porch, and then one day he just ran inside the house when I walked in. Now I can’t get him to leave. He races around all the damn time like he’s looking for something, and when he does sleep, it’s on my pillow, but he won’t let me hold him.” As he said it, the cat walked tentatively toward her.

Jules sank down on her butt, and Crash touched her leg with his nose, then stared at her, sniffed her again, and climbed into her lap. Way to make a liar out of me, asshole.

Jules cradled Crash and nuzzled against his head, smiling up at Grant. “It must be my magic pixie spell.”

Grant was learning just how strong her spell was. “You can have him.”

“I’m not taking your cat. You two need each other.”

“Like I need a hole in the head. We ought to go.”

She kissed Crash’s head. “Goodbye, little one. You need a helmet so you don’t end up with brain damage.”

Crash licked Jules’s cheek, and Grant swore he smirked as he sauntered off her lap, then darted into the second bedroom.

Jules pushed to her feet and picked up the makeup case. On their way out the door, he grabbed his leather jacket and draped it around her.

Worry rose in her eyes. “My wings.”

“They’re fine.”

“But—”

“Jesus, Pix.” The endearment came so easily, it threw him for a loop, but he didn’t have time to give it any thought or Jules would freeze. “It’s cold out there, and you’re running around half-naked. You can take the jacket off in your Jeep, but I’m not letting you get sick because of me. Your brothers would give me hell for that.” And far worse if they knew what has been going through my mind this whole time.

“Chivalry looks good on you.” She allowed him to put the jacket around her.

She took his arm like it was the most natural thing in the world as he walked her down the driveway, and then he climbed into his truck and followed her bright-yellow Jeep to the vineyard.

Yellow…

It was hard not to be in a better mood when he was around Jules, but as he drove to the Halloween party, thoughts about the uncomfortable glances he’d receive and the questions about whether he was finally going to work with his family at the resort buried that good mood down deep.

He’d escaped Silver Island partially because of events like these. Being a Silver came with a lot of pressure. When he was growing up, not only was it expected that he’d join the family business and work at the Silver House with his parents—which, to their grave disappointment, he’d never wanted to do—but as the oldest of five in a family that had to keep up appearances that all was well, the pressure to hold his siblings together and put on a happy face while their family was privately going through hell was monumental.

Grant had been ten when his father had moved out, old enough to feel the difference in every aspect of his life and to realize the ridiculousness of his father’s promise. Nothing will change between us. I’ll be there for everything, the same as I always have. His father had kept the second half of that promise, showing up for everything from school and sporting events to public family dinners, but nothing had ever been the same again. They’d never slept at his father’s house, and that was a surefire way to make a kid feel unwanted. His siblings—Fitz, Wells, Keira, and Bellamy—had been just seven, five, four, and two, and they’d had a hell of a time adjusting for the first few months. But other than Fitz, after those first few months they’d had the added benefit of being too young to remember any other way of life.

What Grant had never told a soul was that as loving and as openly communicative as his parents were, he had always thought their separation, and their subsequent decision to remain married but living separately while acting like newlyweds, had been selfish and confusing. Sure, his parents had fought more when they’d lived in the same house, but at least they’d been together. If they’d moved back in together, he wouldn’t have had to spend months trying to make his sisters and brothers understand what was happening, or watch his parents look sadder than he’d ever seen them.

His relationship with his father had been riddled with tension ever since, and that was where the pressure of being a Silver came in. He’d resented having to put on the facade of being a happy family in a close-knit community where everyone knew the truth during those first few months after his parents had separated. The pitying glances and well-intentioned questions had sucked. It hadn’t helped that his father hadn’t understood his desire to fight for their country and had tried to forbid him from going. Hell, he was still trying to make Grant’s decisions for him.

Grant hated feeling pissed off about all of that, because his parents were good people, even if their family had been built on somewhat of a lie for a while when his parents had first separated. But he could no sooner control his feelings about the situation back then or his father’s need to try to force decisions on Grant than he could control the angst bottled up inside him since he’d lost his leg—or the guilt that weighed him down like concrete boots. He didn’t like hiding away from everyone any more than he’d liked disappointing his family when he’d left the island. But hell if he could figure out another way to keep his sanity intact.

He parked in the crowded lot, and as he climbed out of his truck, the din from the party made his skin crawl. On top of knowing he’d see pitying glances, his hearing deficit brought a host of other issues. It was hard to tell which direction noises were coming from, and it made group settings in which he’d once been comfortable feel overwhelming and frustrating. It was exhausting trying to keep up.

Jules hurried over, looking like a dozen fantasies all wrapped up in one smiley, untouchable, gorgeous woman, his jacket dwarfing her petite frame. She grabbed his arm and said, “Let’s go find Bellamy.”

“Jules, I think this was a mistake.”

Sadness washed away her smile, tugging at something deep inside him. Her hand slid down his arm, and she laced their fingers together. Her hand was as delicate as a baby bird, and that frown looked all kinds of wrong on her beautiful face. Why the hell wasn’t she running in the opposite direction or leaving him alone like everyone else?

“I know you don’t like these parties anymore,” she said softly. “I may not know exactly why, but I respect that you don’t enjoy them. It’s no wonder. You’ve lived a much bigger life than our little island has to offer. But you’ve been through war, Grant. Every day you were gone, your family worried might be the last day you’d be alive.” She squeezed his hand. “I was worried, too.”

Their eyes connected and sparks ignited, but the noise was overwhelming, and he was becoming more frustrated by the second. He wished he could see life the way she did, but while he was on an island with too many do-gooders, he still felt like he was all alone. Nobody understood the full scope of what he’d lost and what he was left with, much less wanted to hear about how fucking lost he was.

“And now you’re home, where everyone loves you. I can’t watch you turn your back on that.” Her voice escalated emphatically. “Friends and family should be cherished, no matter how annoying or overbearing they are. It might not feel like it right now, but what you have waiting for you in there is special. Not everyone is lucky enough to have people who love them and are willing to fight for them.”

He dropped her hand, gritting his teeth against the frustrations simmering inside him and the unexpected emotions her words kicked up. “You have no idea what it’s like for me, Jules.”

“You’re right. I didn’t lose a limb. I can’t even begin to imagine how hard that is for you. But I know what it’s like to be Bellamy. You weren’t here all those years when Jock was gone and Archer was angry at everything and everyone, but I felt like my heart was torn into pieces every single day. Bellamy was there for me. She held me while I cried, drowned my sorrows in ice cream, and stood out on Fortune’s Landing with me while I screamed my heart out. I’ve done the same for her, but I can tell you for a fact that I’m a poor substitute for you, and no amount of ice cream or screaming will fix the emptiness she feels.”

His chest ached at everything she’d said, and the sadness staring back at him twisted his gut into knots. He hated thinking about Jules in such pain, much less that he was causing that same heartache for Bellamy. But he didn’t know how to fix any of it, and he curled his hands into fists, biting his tongue to keep that frustration from coming out.

“She needs you right now, Grant,” Jules said angrily. “Even just a little piece of you would go a long way. Bellamy missed you so much for all those years you were gone, but you always made sure to FaceTime with her when you could. Then you got hurt and you stopped cold turkey. Do you have any idea what that was like for her?” she seethed. “It was hell for her. She and I spent a lot of time on that dune by the bungalow trying to remember the stories you’d told us over the years and praying with everything we had that you were going to be okay. Now you’re here, and it’s like you’re a ghost.” She pointed in the direction of the party. “That trusting, loving sister is the reason for you to set aside your anger and get your butt into that party.”

“You don’t get it. You think everyone can just be happy, turn it on like a switch,” he snapped, angry at himself for spewing his venomous frustration at Jules, mad at Jules for pushing him, and livid at the fucking IED that blew his leg away and annihilated his future. He strode toward her, stopping inches away, teeth clenched. “Well, guess what, Jules, life doesn’t work that way.”

She looked like she was going to cry, and that brought a world of guilt crashing down on him.

“I know life doesn’t work that way! But you have to start somewhere, and then maybe, eventually, you’ll find your way again.” She stepped closer, their bodies touching, her eyes pleading. “Otherwise where does that leave you?” she asked softly. “Where does it leave your family and friends? You’re not meant to be this angry, unhappy guy, Grant. You’re just stuck.”

“No shit, I’m stuck. I’m meant to be on a mission with a gun in my hand, fighting for my country, saving lives.” Anger roared out before he could rein it in. “That’s the life and the future I was supposed to have. But I’m stuck on this fucking island, unable to fight, living in a body I resent, with everyone telling me I’m a goddamn hero. Well, guess what, Jules? I’m no hero, and all the happy dust in the world isn’t going to fix me.”

“I’m not trying to fix you! I’m trying to help you see what you’re missing!”

“Jules?” her sister Leni hollered from the edge of the parking lot. “Is that you?”

“Yes,” she shouted, her voice cracking.

“Hurry up! We’re going into the vines!”

“I’m coming!” Jules crossed and uncrossed her arms, holding Grant’s stare, her chest rising with every heavy breath, anger rolling over her in waves. “I know you think I’m ridiculous, but I don’t care. I survived cancer for a reason, and maybe that reason is to help other people gain perspective, or maybe I am ridiculous for wanting everyone to be as happy as I am. All I know is that while I’m past the riskiest years for another type of cancer to develop, cancer is a fickle beast, and it could come for me or anyone else tomorrow, next year, or in a decade. But at least I’ll know that I enjoyed every minute I was given. You have lost a heck of a lot, Grant, and I’m not trying to minimize that. But you’re still here, and I’m not going to let you bury yourself alive.”

“Don’t waste your energy on me, Pix,” he warned. “I’ll only ruin you.”

“We’ll see about that.”

She managed the sweetest smile despite his arrogance, and that cut him to his core.

“I know you want to get back in your truck and drive away, but I hope you won’t.” She threw her shoulders back and lifted her chin. “I’m going to enjoy the party. I hope to see you there.”

He watched her storm away in that barely there costume and high heels and ground out, “Fuck.”

He damn well wanted to get in the truck and drive away, but Jules was right. He owed it to Bellamy to make an appearance. He headed across the grass toward the party, noises pummeling him from all directions, tension mounting as partygoers began looking over.

“Grant!” Bellamy ran toward him in a gold-fringed minidress with a short fake-fur wrap around her shoulders. She threw her arms around him. “I’m so glad you’re here!”

She beamed up at him, and that smile made the shit he was dealing with worth the discomfort. He guessed he owed it to her to try to have a good time, despite feeling like hell for yelling at Jules. “Hey, squirt. Your haircut looks cute.”

“Thanks! I just cut it today. I love your zombie makeup.” She led him toward the patio. “Jules is the best, isn’t she? I can’t believe she got you to come.”

He could think of about ten ways he’d like Jules to make him come. It suddenly struck him that Bellamy was the same age as Jules, twenty-five to his thirty-three.

He clenched his teeth. Fucking Jules in that cock-hardening outfit, sitting on his lap like she belonged there, looking at him all starry-eyed, making him think and feel things he shouldn’t.

“She always knows what to do and say,” Bellamy said excitedly. “I’m sure you made her night. She was determined to get you here.”

After the way he’d treated her, he had a feeling Jules was regretting her efforts.

Keira marched over in a too-damn-short leather-like minidress with a thick leather belt and fur boots. Her light-brown hair was tangled and messy, and she had dark makeup around her eyes, fake blood dripping from her mouth, and several big red slashes on her neck. “Nice of you to grace us with your presence.” She was feisty, always giving him hell for something.

“Yeah, yeah. What are you supposed to be, and why is your skirt so short?”

Keira pointed to the blood on her neck. “I’m a barbarian who got gashed by a bear’s claws. If you ever came out of your dune shack, you’d know that my girlfriends and I are dressed up as barbarians, and some of our guy friends are dressed up as wild animals.”

After spending years navigating life-and-death missions, Grant had little patience for talking about nonsense, which in the past he’d thought of as sports and who was dating whom. Now he added Halloween costumes to the list.

His sisters dragged him around the party, and it was like a freaking island reunion. Everyone was dressed in costumes. There were couples dancing and little kids darting around. He spotted his parents on the dance floor beside Brant’s parents. His father nodded toward him seconds before Bellamy pulled him in another direction. He said hello as people asked how he was like they were afraid of his answer. He knew they meant well, but their careful inquiries amplified the differences that already consumed him. It was impossible to miss the glances at his leg. He should have come as a peg-legged pirate and exposed his prosthesis. He was so damn sick of people dancing around the topic.

Brant came through the crowd dressed as Dracula, his thick dark hair slicked back from his face. Wells, the joker of Grant’s family, was right behind him. Like Grant, Wells took after their father, athletically built with dark hair and eyes, and he’d clearly lost his mind. He was wearing chaps over jeans, a leather vest with no shirt under it, a red bandanna around his neck, and a leather cowboy hat.

Grant scoffed. “You’ve got to be freezing your ass off.”

“I’ll be hot later. The ladies are eating this shit up, and I hear there’s a yacht full of hot chicks at the Silver Harbor Marina. I might have to check them out.” Wells handed him a beer.

“Thanks.” Grant took a swig of the beer.

“All right, girls, you’ve had your fun,” Wells said. “Grant needs some guy time.”

Grant needs to go the fuck home.

“Fine.” Bellamy hugged Grant. “Thanks for coming. I know they’ll monopolize you for the rest of the night.”

“Who are you kidding? He’ll ditch them in ten minutes and go home.” Keira kissed Grant’s cheek. “I’m glad you showed up. I love you, butthead.”

“You too, sis.” The girls disappeared into the crowd, and Grant said, “Where’s Fitz?”

“Your guess is as good as mine. Maybe he got lured into the vines by a sexy zombie.” Wells waggled his brows.

Grant’s mind went to Jules and how much he’d like to be alone in the vines with her, but he glowered at Wells. “Stop that gossipy shit.”

“It could happen. The Steele girls are hot, and Fitz is always horny.” Wells laughed.

Fitz was the golden boy, having followed in their father’s footsteps, and helped run Silver House. But Grant would still kick his ass if he was hitting on Jules.

Brant clapped a hand on Grant’s shoulder. “Come on, we’re going to check out the haunted walk. My sisters said it was ten times scarier this year.”

“I think I’ll skip it.” He didn’t need to run into Jules and ruin her night even more.

“Is the big, bad soldier afraid of the dark?” Wells goaded him.

“Hardly.” Grant guzzled his beer and went to toss his empty bottle into a trash barrel beside one of the tables. There was a cauldron of candy on the table, and his mind went straight to Jules. He had the urge to look for an Almond Joy, which was really messed up.

“Go ahead, grab a handful of candy,” Brant said. “Did you hear about Mr. Steele’s prank?”

“Yeah, I heard.”

“Mr. S is the bomb,” Wells said. “They’ve already taken all of the fake Almond Joys out of the cauldrons.”

“Where are the real ones?” As the question left his lips, he wondered where the hell it’d come from.

“Who knows,” Wells said. “Ready to hit the haunted walk, or do I have to call you chickenshit from now on?”

Grant narrowed his eyes. “You call me that, and you’ll be hoping chicks dig a toothless cowboy.”

They headed for the haunted walk at the far side of the vineyard. Some of the rows of vines were pitch-black, others were dimly lit, and a few were illuminated by flashes of strobe lights. Screams rang out, both real and from hidden speakers playing eerie music with howls and evil laughter. A pack of teenage girls came sprinting out of one of the rows giggling and clinging to one another. The Steeles knew how to put on a show. They’d been doing it for years. Grant used to run around the vineyard at night with Jules’s brothers and about half the other teenagers in town, popping out and scaring each other. Rather than trying to chase the kids away, the Steeles had made an event out of it, and thus the Field of Screams had been born. They were always thinking of their kids above all else. Grant wished his family had done the same.

Wells stopped at the head of a row, and Brant stopped at the next one. Grant kept walking to the very last row, hoping to get far away from the noise.

Wells hollered, “See you on the flip side,” and in they went.

As Grant walked down the row, squinting to see in the darkness, bursts of light seeped in through the other rows. Fake ghouls and scary masks peered out from the vines. He listened to the screams ringing out around him, remembering the fun he’d had there as a kid. Hell, he’d had a good time a few years ago, but when he’d lost his leg, it had slapped him with perspective. He’d seen enough real-life scary shit for a lifetime. This was kids’ stuff.

He passed the parts where flashing lights seeped in and was now in total darkness. Shrieks and laughter sounded in the distance, and he focused on the pitch-blackness ahead of him. He didn’t remember the rows being so damn long. He heard a noise and looked behind him, darkness stretching out so far, he couldn’t see the end of the row. He turned around as a shriek rang out and someone lunged from the vines. His instincts kicked in, and in the space of a breath, he had them trapped against his chest, his forearm around their neck.

“Grant,” Jules said, breathy and urgent.

“Jules?” Holy hell.

She turned in his arms, clinging to his shirt, those gorgeous eyes glittering up at him. Her soft curves pressed against his body, causing his temperature to rise, along with a very greedy body part that had no business rising to the occasion.

“Why, Mr. Silver,” she said tauntingly. “If you’d wanted me in your arms, all you had to do was ask.”

“Christ, Jules. I could have hurt you.”

“You’d never hurt me.” She flattened her hands against his chest, heat blazing in all the places their bodies touched. “Your heart is beating so fast. Feel mine.”

She took his hand and pressed his palm on the swell of her breast, their eyes glued to each other. Her heart was thundering, and the longer she held his hand there, the harder his beat and the more he wanted to see if she tasted as sweet and sinful as she acted. He opened his mouth to tell her he was sorry for getting mad earlier and that she didn’t deserve it, but he was too busy trying to tamp down the electricity sizzling between them, and all that came out was a warning—“Jules”—and not the one he needed to say. Back away before I kiss you.

A seductive smile curved her tempting lips, and she said, “See what you do to me?”

Could she feel what she did to him?

“Grant! Where are you, buddy?” Brant’s voice and rapid footsteps approaching snapped him from his trance, and as he took a step back, Jules disappeared into the vines.


Chapter Three


“MY SISTERS WERE pissed that they didn’t get a chance to hang out with you last night,” Brant said as he walked into the boathouse where Grant was working Monday afternoon.

Grant lowered the electric sander from the hull of the boat and pulled down his face mask, struggling to push aside thoughts of Jules. He could still see her alluring eyes drawing him in between the vines. It was bad enough that he couldn’t stop thinking about what she’d said, the way she’d felt in his arms, and the wicked thoughts she’d conjured. But to add insult to injury, the stupid cat had found a sparkly green bow that must have fallen off Jules’s outfit last night and he’d carried it around like a boasting peacock. He’d slept on Grant’s pillow with that fucking bow beneath his paw, and this morning he’d carried it out to the kitchen when Grant had fed him.

Fucking traitor.

Remembering that Brant was waiting for an answer, Grant forced his thoughts to his sisters, a surefire way to quell the heat thoughts of Jules had caused, and said, “I’m pretty good at pissing off sisters. You might as well get used to it.” Keira had given him grief when he’d gone to her coffee shop, the Sweet Barista, on his way into work. She’d tried to wrangle him into having dinner with her and her girlfriends tonight. He loved his sister, but making small talk with a bunch of twentysomethings he had nothing in common with didn’t sound like a good time. He’d taken a rain check, and when he’d picked up his coffee, Keira had written Troll on the side of his cup instead of his name and had blown him a kiss on his way out the door. The pest.

“Why’d you take off so early?” Brant flashed a grin, revealing the dimples that Keira and her friends talked about like they were God’s gift to women. “Did you hit up the yacht full of hot chicks Wells told us about?”

Because I’d been seconds away from kissing Jules when you interrupted us. He’d had to get the hell out of there before he got himself in trouble. “Nah. I just had shit to take care of.”

“You missed a good time. We all went down to Rock Bottom after the party.” Wells owned Rock Bottom Bar and Grill, on the other side of the marina. “But I get it, and for what it’s worth, everyone was really glad you showed up.” Brant ran his hand along the hull of the boat. “She’s coming along nicely.”

“Yeah. She should be ready to paint in a day or two.”

“Great. Listen, Grant, I know you’re just biding your time while you figure out what you want to do for work, but it’s nice having you around.”

“Thanks, man
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