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A Note to Readers


I have waited years to write about Seth Braden, who you might have met in Bayside Heat, and his virtual assistant, Taylor Nunnally. For safety reasons, Taylor uses a male persona for work, and given her hidden identity, I knew this story was going to be tough to write. But I loved every second of writing it! Seth is the epitome of a Braden hero. He’s loyal to the nth degree, driven by his head but guided by his heart, and he’s the perfect man for Taylor, whom I could describe in much the same way. They both have baggage, as we all do, but together they claw their way to one of my all-time-favorite happily ever afters. I hope you love their funny, sexy, and incredibly emotional journey as much as I do. If this is your first Love in Bloom book, each of my stories is written to stand alone, with no cheating or cliffhangers, so dive in and enjoy the ride.

Be sure to check out my online bookstore for discounted preorders and bundles, early releases, exclusive editions, and fun bookish merchandise and swag. Ebooks can be read on the ereader of your choice, and audiobooks can be listened to on the free and easy-to-use BookFunnel app. shop.​melissafoster.​com

The best way to keep up to date with new releases and sales is to sign up for my newsletter. MelissaFoster.com/news

Join my fan club on Facebook, where I chat with readers often, and follow my social pages for events and giveaways.

FB Fan Club: @MelissaFosterFans

FB: @MelissaFosterAuthor

IG: @MelissaFoster_Author

TikTok: @MelissaFoster_Author

About the Love in Bloom
Big-Family Romance Collection

Love in Bloom is the overarching world in which all of Melissa’s series are set. The Bradens at Ridgeport is just one of the interconnected series in the collection. All Love in Bloom books are written to be enjoyed as standalone novels or as part of the larger series, and characters from each series make appearances in future books, so you never miss an engagement, wedding, or birth.

Download free reading and series checklists, family trees, a map of Silver Island, and more from the Reader Goodies page on my website. MelissaFoster.com/rg

See the collection: MelissaFoster.com


Chapter One


Seth

Icicles cling to street signs and winter-bare branches, glistening in the moonlight as I run along the sidewalks of Manhattan, my footfalls keeping time with my thoughts. I’m on the cusp of expanding my company internationally, and I’m looking at Australia. It’s a big risk, but there’s potential for an even bigger payoff. I’m all about analytics and bottom lines and stand at the helm of BRI Enterprises, a multibillion-dollar retail conglomerate with a dozen companies under its wing and more circling. I pull strings most CEOs can only dream of. Winning has become second nature. Chasing more is in my blood. My parents are wildlife biologists, and my mother is also a renowned wildlife photographer. They raised me and my four siblings primarily off-grid with few material possessions, while climbing to the top of their careers. But I don’t see myself as a chaser. I’m just a challenge-seeking guy cruising through life and enjoying the ride.

My phone vibrates in my armband, and Siri speaks through my earbuds. Call from Victory. Answer it?

“Yes.” When the call clicks through, I say, “Hey, sis. Tell me you’re not still working at this hour.”

Her laugh is light and short. “Says the man who, given your heavy breathing, is either out running or having sex. Please tell me you’re running.”

“Do you really think I’d answer the phone if I were with a woman?”

“Yes. You never ignore my calls. Why are you running at ten thirty on a Monday night when it’s freezing out?”

“It keeps stress at bay,” I say, and slow to jog in place, waiting for a light to change.

“You’re going to run yourself into the ground.”

The light changes, and I run across the street. “You say that like you’re not a recently reformed workaholic,” I tease.

Victory lost her first husband several years ago, and she buried her grief in work until last year, when restaurateur Wells Silver finally got her to give him the time of day. Now they’re engaged, and Wells has partnered with me and my other partner in the restaurant business, Jared Stone. We’re opening a new restaurant together in the spring. After a few complications, we’ve had to push the grand opening off until April, but it’s going to be phenomenal.

“You can thank me later,” she shoots back. “Wells and I set a wedding date. July twenty-fifth. So don’t you dare make plans for that weekend.” Her voice carries the mix of command and softness that has defined our entire sibling relationship.

I dodge a crack in the pavement, my lungs burning. “Do you really think I’d miss your wedding? Even if I’m halfway around the world, I’ll be there.”

“You’d better be.” She pauses, then adds, “Without your phone glued to your hand.”

“Now you’re asking for a miracle.”

She sighs. “You’re impossible. Do you need me to email Taylor and have him put it on your calendar?”

“No. I’ll reach out to my man T after we hang up.” Taylor has been my virtual assistant for years, though I’ve never met him in person or spoken with him on the phone. He keeps all communication to email and texts for clarity and recordkeeping, which suits me fine. He’s efficient, detail-oriented, and sharp enough to cut through the clutter with a single email, and I trust him more than most people I’ve met in person. He’s never let me down, and I’ve been throwing a lot of extra work his way the last few months. Which is why I’ve given him an all-expense-paid, work-free vacation to my home on Saint Aurelle Island in the Caribbean. He leaves on Friday.

“You’re calling him tonight?” Victory says with annoyance. “Leave the poor guy alone.”

“He doesn’t mind.”

“It’s too bad you’re not gay. If you two can carry on this bromance long distance for all these years, I bet you’d be good together.”

I hear the tease in her voice. “I think I hear Wells calling you.”

“Whatever. Love you. Don’t catch pneumonia.”

“Love you, too, and you know I don’t do sick.”

The second the call ends, my brain flips back to work.

“Hey, Siri, text Taylor.”

Me: Hey T, let’s move forward with Winston Arlo, the broker in Sydney. Please confirm the meeting for a week from Monday in his office. Tell him I want to see properties in Sydney and in Melbourne. He can hook us up with an associate in his Melbourne office. I can fly out next Saturday and spend a week there. Just rearrange whatever else I’ve got on my calendar. Also, Vic set a wedding date. July twenty-fifth. Better block off that week for me. Thanks.

Taylor’s response rolls in as promptly as ever, and Siri reads it to me.

Taylor: You do realize normal people stop working after dark, right?

I smirk and dictate, “Normal isn’t in my vocabulary. I’m out for a run.”

Taylor: I’d pay good money to see you typing a text while running.

Me: Siri allows me to multitask. He doesn’t care what time it is.

Taylor: News flash. Siri isn’t real.

Me: Don’t dis my bud Siri. We click.

Taylor: I think I’ve just figured out why you’re still single. Have fun with your fake buddy. I’m only doing real-life things until morning.

Chalking up another successful sparring match with my stubborn assistant, who is quite possibly the only person who can keep up with me, I push myself harder, running faster as it starts to rain, and the city blurs around me.


Chapter Two


Taylor

My phone chimes with an email as I climb out of my car in front of my father’s house Thursday afternoon. My pulse quickens when I see my client Seth Braden’s name on the screen.

I used to work for a few high-powered clients, but two years ago, my workload from Seth became too cumbersome to manage alongside the others. I didn’t mind letting my other clients go, as it allowed me a little free time to work on my hobby, doing graphic design for authors, creating stickers, bookmarks, and other swag. Seth was always my favorite client anyway, which is a funny thing to say since we’ve never met in person or spoken on the phone. For safety reasons, I use a male persona for business, Taylor Mitchell, LLC, and limit all communications to email and text. A dual-SIM phone allows work calls to go directly to my professional voicemail, while also allowing texts to be sent from that number. Luckily, I have a unisex name, and I use my father’s middle name as my professional surname. The company is registered through an agent in Delaware, and I live in Port Hudson, New York, giving me complete anonymity.

Seth is absolutely brilliant, and he never fails to be upbeat and appreciative, even when we butt heads. For a billionaire who has been named Forbes’s Most Eligible Bachelor twice, he comes across as laid-back and approachable, unlike some other wealthy clients I’ve worked for. All of which is why working with Seth doesn’t feel like work and why I look forward to his emails.

Except right now, as I read the subject of the notification on my screen—Pack sunscreen. Not your laptop—and reluctantly open the email.

T, have a great time this weekend. The fridge and bar are stocked. Feel free to use the Jet Ski or the boat. If you need a captain, Missick can hook you up. I’ll stay out of your hair until Tuesday. Promise.

Missick is the caretaker for Seth’s property, and that promise to leave me be is a lie. Seth’s brain is always cooking up new ideas, which land in my inbox at all hours of the day and night. Did I mention my favorite client is also generous to a fault? He’s given me a bonus of an all-expense-paid vacation to the Caribbean. I’m supposed to leave tomorrow. Most people would be thrilled with four days in paradise, and I need this vacation more than I care to admit, but I can’t imagine leaving my father for that long without something going wrong.

My father, Frank Nunnally, has always seemed bigger than life. He looks like he was carved from wind and work, all scruff and steel, with terminally messy graying brown hair and a hardened heart that bears the wounds of a man abandoned by his wife for an old flame and left to raise two young daughters on his own, and still his dark eyes dare the world to tell him no. But the man who has never missed a day of work or a risky adventure was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis six years ago, and he fights it with the same stubborn vehemence he fights everything else he doesn’t have the time or patience for.

As if his sheer determination and willpower can outpace a disease.

He hasn’t had that many flare-ups compared to some, but there have been enough to remind me that every time he stumbles or drops something or has trouble reading a label, it could be more than just bad luck. That’s why I can’t imagine getting on a plane tomorrow.

I zip off a quick email thanking Seth and then grab my father’s groceries from the trunk.

With my arms full of enough food to feed an army, or one scatterbrained father who can plan fifteen projects a week but never remember milk, I manage to hook my fingertips around the last bag and close the trunk without catching the bags in it. I swear, if caretaking were a sport, I’d have a freaking gold medal, and I’m probably the only twenty-eight-year-old with permanent frown lines to prove it.

Squinting against the late-afternoon sun, I head up his driveway, stopping cold at a smattered trail of crimson too thin to be paint leading from the yard into the garage. My stomach pitches. Dad, what have you done now?

I hurry into the garage and find my father standing at the workbench pressing a bloody rag to his forearm while trying to tug a piece of duct tape from the roll with his teeth. I drop the groceries and rush over to him. “Dad, what happened?”

“It’s nothing. Damn gutter got me,” he grumbles, and hands me the duct tape. “Tear off a piece, will ya?”

A familiar dread tightens in my gut. Were his fingers numb? Did his foot slip off the ladder? Is he wearing himself out again? I don’t ask any of those questions, because I know he’ll clam up.

“No, I will not tear off a piece.” I drop the roll of duct tape—his answer for everything from a broken Barbie to a cracked window—onto the workbench. “Why were you messing with the gutter? I told you the repairman was coming tomorrow.”

“And I told you I can do it myself.”

He goes for the tape, and I shove it farther away, earning a snarl.

“You’re unbelievable. Let me see your arm.” I reach for the blood-soaked rag, and he wrenches his arm away.

“It’s just a scratch. I’ll tape it up, and it’ll be fine.”

“No, you won’t. That’ll lead to an infection. Look how much blood there is. You probably need stitches,” I say firmly, and grab his wrist tight enough he can’t pull away.

“Don’t make a federal case out of it,” he warns as I unwrap his arm.

The gash is fairly deep and bloody enough to send chills through me. I quickly rewrap it. “We’re going to the hospital.”

He glares at me. “Doctors just glue you back together and send a bill. Waste of time and money.”

I cross my arms, holding his stare. “Either you get in the car, or I’ll call nine-one-one and let them take you.”

His eyes narrow, but before he can say more, I pull out my phone. We’ve been through this a time or two. He does not like when I call the ambulance.

“Fine,” he relents angrily.

“Good.” I head for the car, knowing that if I slow down to grab the groceries, he’ll change his mind. Then I hear the telltale sounds of grocery bags and spin around. He’s carrying them all toward the house, blood dripping down his arm. “Dad!” I go after him, but he’s already opening the door to the house. “I swear you have a death wish.”

“If I croak tomorrow, at least I’ll have had some fun. You should take a lesson from me.”

Keeping him alive is going to be the death of me.
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“I can’t go, Bec,” I say, wearing a path in my bedroom floor while my sister picks out outfits and packs my suitcase. She’s pushy like that. “If I hadn’t taken him to the hospital, who knows what kind of infection he would have gotten.”

“Dad will be fine. But you won’t if you stick around. I’ll make your life hell.”

I glower at her. “Do you not remember when he had pneumonia and refused to see the doctor until he collapsed? Or when he decided he could move that big-ass boulder from the backyard and wrenched his back for weeks? How about when he went mountain biking with that Wilderness Hogs group and ended up with bruised ribs and two broken fingers?”

When she doesn’t respond, I say, “Did you forget all of that? Or the time he didn’t take his MS meds for two months because he felt fine, and when he had a flare-up, he also insisted he was fine and ended up in the hospital?” Our father takes daily pills to control his symptoms and gives himself a monthly injection to try to keep the disease from progressing. Too worked up to wait for her to respond, I blurt out, “You should go on this trip. I’ll stay here and look after Dad, and everything will be fine.”

“Not happening, sis.” Becca plucks a bikini from my drawer and struts over to the bed in her sixties minidress and white go-go boots. “One hot bikini. Check.” She tosses it into my suitcase and then heads over to my dresser and glances in the mirror.

With the exception of having an impeccable work ethic, Becca is everything I’m not. She is the Katy Perry of Port Hudson, minus the singing talent and dark hair. A brazen, voluptuous blonde with a penchant for dressing outlandishly and a flair for drama and risk, like our father, Becca has a chip on her shoulder bigger than Manhattan. In contrast, I’m a slim, quietly confident brunette who gets enough drama from our father’s antics, and I’d rather eat dirt than argue about anything.

Becca slides a lipstick case out of her dress pocket and paints her lips cherry red. “I’ve got too much going on this weekend. Besides, you haven’t gone anywhere in forever.”

“See?” I snap. “You don’t even have time to watch him.”

“Of course I do. I told you I’d check in on him, and I will. He’s my top priority.” She spins around, pointing the lipstick at me. “Eleanor Taylor Nunnally,” she says in her best, and rarely used, big-sister voice.

I glower at her for using the name she knows I can’t stand. I was Nori Nunnally until my mother left, when I became Taylor in an effort to erase the memories of the woman who kicked my world out from under me.

“You’re going on this trip,” Becca insists, “and I don’t want to hear another word about it.”

I sink down to the edge of my bed with a sigh, watching her blot her lips like a pro.

She pockets her lipstick, smiles like she didn’t just ream me, and says, “What do you think?”

“I think you should go on this trip,” I say flatly.

“Tay.” She plants her hands on her hips. “You’ve been given four days in a mansion on the beach, and you’re acting like it’s a prison sentence. I know that little girl who dreamed of traveling is still in there somewhere.”

I scoff. That girl hasn’t been around since Mom left.

“Come on, Taylor. If Dad weren’t in the picture, would you want to go?”

How many times have I been so stressed out, I fantasized about disappearing? Dropping everything and taking off? The thought brings a wave of guilt so powerful, it nearly knocks me sideways. I am not my mother.

“Yes,” I admit softly. “Sort of.”

Becca’s brows knit. “Are you nervous about traveling alone?”

I shrug, knowing she doesn’t need an answer.

“It’s only scary because you never go anywhere, but you’re Taylor Mitchell. You keep billionaires organized, and you’re great with people. There’s nothing you can’t do. Who cares if you don’t know anyone? You’ll have sun on your face and sand between your toes, and you can meet people. Walk through town, explore the area. You know you’d love it. You can go Jet Skiing or snorkeling or paddleboarding. You just have to get out of your own way. It’ll be an adventure, and if anyone deserves a vacation like this, it’s you.”

Her enthusiasm is contagious. “You’re right. I do deserve an adventure, and checking out an island town would be fun.” I could do any of the other sporty things she mentioned, but those types of adventures are better left for Dad and Becca. Someone has to stay in one piece.

“Checking out island guys could be even cooler.” Becca claps her hands together. “What are we missing?”

“Underwear would be nice.”

“Sexy lingerie, coming up.” She spins around and starts digging through my underwear drawer.

“I don’t need sexy lingerie.”

She tosses me an eye roll. “Don’t give me that. You know you love sexy lingerie.”

“I didn’t say I don’t like it. I said I won’t need it. I’m going to be alone on an island where I don’t know anyone.”

“Hopefully you won’t be alone for long,” she says cheerily. “I’m manifesting a hot island guy for you.” She grabs several pairs of sexy lingerie and dangles them from her fingers. “You’re going to wear these every night, because you’re rocking that bikini during the day. You hear me?”

“Sure,” I say, because it’s easier than arguing.

“Lord knows you need a little romance in your life.” She puts the lingerie in my suitcase. “Now, where’s that green backless dress I bought you for your birthday?”

My phone chimes. As I pull it from my pocket, it chimes two more times.

“Boss man is busy tonight,” Becca teases. “Didn’t he tell you no work, no phones, no computers? It’s after five o’clock. You’re officially on vacation.”

“As if he knows what that means,” I scoff. “I bet he sleeps with his phone under his pillow.”

“Oh my God,” Becca says as she carefully rolls the green dress. “You two must’ve gone to the same school for neurotic businesspeople.”

“As if you don’t jump every time Aubrey beckons you?” Becca is the assistant to Aubrey Stewart, a co-founder of LWW Enterprises, a multimedia conglomerate in Port Hudson.

I scan the emails from Seth, the first two thanking me for work I’ve done and the third asking me to resend documents for his meetings in Florida tomorrow. I zip them off, then get up to pick out tops and shorts. As much as I don’t want to leave my father, I know Becca will truly make my life hell if I don’t go on this trip.

“If I were you,” Becca says as she snags a pair of heels from my closet, “I’d send that gorgeous boss of yours a message saying you’re excited about the trip, but since he’s making you break his no-work-on-vacation rule by texting after normal work hours tonight, he should make it up to you by meeting you there.” She tucks the heels into my suitcase. “Naked. With silk ties.”

“You really need to give that up, Bec. I’d never sleep with the man who pays my bills.” I’ve seen enough pictures of Seth over the last several years to know he’s a godly creature with the fashion sense of a five-year-old, which I find oddly endearing. “Plus, he’s a billionaire and way out of my league.”

“Please. Guys get whiplash every time you walk by. They always have, and under that oh-so-capable facade is a tigress waiting to be unleashed. If I were you, I’d use this weekend to play out a fantasy. Go wild with some guy you’ll never see again.”

I snort-laugh. “Don’t pretend you’d do that. You might like to go out and have fun at bars and events, but you still turn down nearly every guy who asks you out.”

“At least I go out on dates. Your dates are all four-legged and furry.”

I have been volunteering at a local animal shelter for years, and these days I take dogs out on the weekends, and sometimes they spend the night with me.

“Getting down and dirty with a hot guy will do you good,” Becca taunts.

“Maybe, but I haven’t had sex in so long, I think I forgot how.”

“Yeah, but I know how wild you were when you were with Cody, and that shit’s like riding a horse. Your body will remember.”

My chest aches with the mention of the boy I loved so hard from sixteen to twenty, I scared him off, and he left me at the altar. Pushing that painful memory aside, I say, “Let’s hope the next time I have sex, the guy is better at it than he was.”

I eye my sister as she packs more sexy outfits, while I pack the things I know I’ll actually wear. We pack enough clothes for a week, but it’s easier than fighting. “Thanks for talking me into it, and for watching Dad while I’m gone. Will you check on him on your way home?”

“Mm-hm. I’m heading that way anyway. I’ve got to go, or I’ll be late.”

“Okay. Thanks for helping me pack.”

“No prob.”

I walk her out, and she hugs me at the door. Then she holds me by the shoulders and says, “Remember, manifest, and don’t jinx it by thinking negatively. I expect to hear lots of juicy details.”

“Don’t hold your breath.” As she walks out to her car, I call after her. “What are you doing tonight that you’re heading toward Dad’s?”

“Dad and I are going to a mosh pit. Bye!” She climbs into her car and closes the door.

I grab the door to steady my wobbly legs. “Oh my freaking God. You’re both trying to kill me.”


Chapter Three


Taylor

I can’t believe I’m on Saint Aurelle Island.

I’d stacked up a thousand excuses to back out of this trip, but for reasons I’ll never know, I actually went through with it. I called my father and Becca before leaving for the airport to make sure he hadn’t gotten into trouble last night. He was as ornery as ever, claiming to be fine, and basically told me to bug off. As I climb into my rental car, I can’t decide if this is a dream vacation, a mistake of an escape, or both.

Driving away from the airport is a little intimidating at first, since they drive on the opposite side of the road than we do in the States. Apparently, they also have few traffic lights, but once I get over my initial anxiety, I’m fine, as long as I remember not to slide into the right lane when I make a turn. The rest of the drive is like watching a watercolor come to life, with bursts of bright tropical flowers spilling over fences, powdery white beaches giving way to water so blue it looks unreal, and private estates tucked behind gated drives camouflaged with leafy palms and other gorgeous foliage.

When I arrive at Seth’s estate, I input the security code he gave me, and the elaborate iron gates glide open. The driveway cuts a wide path through wild, lush greenery, interspersed with brightly colored flowers and tall palms. The untamed wilderness reminds me of Seth. Not because he seems wild, but because I can’t imagine a man who doesn’t take the time to make sure his shirts are buttoned properly or his clothes match for interviews having any type of manicured yard.

The sun is blinding against the white exterior of the sprawling villa, and blue shutters give it a pop of color. Set against the backdrop of the clear blue sky, it’s absolutely breathtaking.

I carry my luggage inside, and the open layout is every bit as impressive as the outside, with gleaming white walls, high ceilings, and four enormous glass sliders that lead to a terrace with a pool and the kind of views travel magazines promise. Making my way deeper into the living room, I notice a bar to my right and a gorgeous picture of birds flying over the ocean on the wall behind it. I wonder if it’s one of Seth’s mother’s photographs. My gaze is drawn up the wall to an accent strip of sea-colored tiles that runs through the spacious living room, the enormous kitchen, and a sun-filled dining room.

The furniture is tasteful but not over the top. Three leather couches, two white and one brown, are adorned with colorful pillows. A worn seafoam-green armchair sits beneath a reading lamp near the fireplace. Beside it, several books are stacked on an end table. Just as I consider curling up on that chair tonight with my sketchbook or my ereader and a glass of wine, I imagine Seth reading in that chair. I know he’s a big reader because he’ll often ask me to find hotels within walking distance of bookstores, and sometimes late at night I receive random requests from him to have certain books sent to his hotel when he’s traveling. I’ve suggested he buy an ereader, but he acts like the mere suggestion is sacrilegious.

There are several other mismatched pieces of furniture around the room, and a wall of bookshelves by the fireplace. Family photographs are everywhere, decorating the walls, tucked between books and vases on shelves, and atop the mantel. I head over to the mantel to get a better look. I’ve never met any of Seth’s family, but I feel like I have. They email and text when they need things added to Seth’s calendar, and I keep up with their lives on social media and in industry articles.

Seth and his family smile brightly from the mantel as I admire their pictures. A pack of young siblings standing in a river, squinting into the sun, all lanky arms, knobby knees, and messy hair. The boys are shirtless, Seth, with his little glasses and crooked smile, is beaming at the camera, one arm around Clay, who’s holding a football like a prize. Clay recently retired from the NFL as one of the country’s top quarterbacks. Seth’s other arm is around his older sister, Victoria—aka Victory—who now owns an entertainment agency. In the picture, she’s eyeing her brothers, and Flynn, a world-renowned survivalist-turned-program-director for the Discovery Hour show, is holding a net with a fish in it, while Noah peers at the fish with the wide-eyed innocence of the baby of the family. Noah is a marine biologist.

There’s a candid shot of Seth at maybe nine or ten, tall, lean, and shaggy-haired, giving Noah a piggyback ride. They’re both smiling, but there’s something akin to pride in Seth’s eyes that captivates me. I study the picture, wondering what he was thinking, before moving on to another, more recent picture of their parents. Belinda and Charles Braden are windblown and tan, standing by a forest, still looking more like the explorers they once were than suburban retirees. I linger on what looks like a fairly recent picture of Seth, tan and scruffy jawed, sitting on a dock beside Sutton, Flynn’s pretty blond wife. They’re wearing bathing suits and reading. Seth’s dark hair is wet and pushed away from his face, as if he’s raked a hand through it, and he’s wearing the easy grin that’s been captured in nearly every picture I’ve ever seen of him. The grin that makes my pulse quicken.

It’s strange knowing so much, and so little, about a person I’ve never met.

Forcing myself to look away from my mysterious boss, I head into the kitchen.

A bowl of papaya, mango, bananas, and a pineapple sits on the island, along with a stack of menus and brochures about the island, as if someone staged it for a photo shoot. The refrigerator is chock-full of food and drinks. There’s a separate wine fridge with several bottles chilling on racks. I peek in the freezer and see a variety of ice cream and ice pops.

Thank you, Seth. I know what I’ll be eating tonight.

I head down the hall and find a bathroom, closets, and what is probably the master bedroom. I should walk away, but curiosity draws me in. Sun spills over a massive bed layered with crisp white sheets and fluffy pillows. A blue blanket is folded across the foot of the bed, and there’s an inviting sitting area with a circular couch and to-die-for views of the ocean. I peer into the master bathroom, a spectacular vision of marble and windows, with a shower big enough to host a party, and several shower heads. There’s body wash and shampoo in the shower, toiletries, lotions, and cologne on the counter. It appears my boss likes to pamper himself. I can’t resist opening the cologne and spraying it on my wrist, smelling it as I head back into the bedroom.

Mm. It smells dangerous and sensual, like warm cedar and leather. The scent must be rattling my brain, because I stand there staring at the bed, picturing Seth stretched across it, his broad chest bare, his blue eyes beckoning me to join him, silk tie in hand.

Heat sparks in my chest, spreading up my neck and face, jerking me from my reverie.

What am I doing? This is beyond inappropriate.

It’s one thing to fantasize about my boss when his life is completely separate from mine, but being here in his house? Standing in his bedroom? This is all Becca’s fault for putting thoughts about silk ties and Seth Braden together in my head.

Now I know I’ve made a mistake coming here. I drag my ridiculous ass out of his bedroom, swearing I will not step foot in it again, and head back to the living room to get my head on straight. I snap a few pictures of the house, then head out to the terrace.

The sun instantly warms my skin, and my breath catches at the beauty before me. The horizon looks seamless where blue sky meets bluer water. In the distance a boat sits idle in the sea, while others glide along serenely or race by leaving wakes of white.

The terrace and views are so lavish, it feels like a resort. In addition to the pool, there’s a lounge area with oversize lounge chairs, couches decked out with plush cushions beneath white umbrellas, and a table for eight. A gazebo anchors the right side of the terrace, and there are two smaller terraces off each wing of the house. I peer over the railing and see stone steps leading down the hill to a patio tucked into the lush landscape with another table and chairs. Farther down by the water, there’s a pergola with a lounger the size of an enormous bed with colorful pillows, and beside it, several more lounge chairs and steps that lead down to the water.

I take several pictures, unable to believe I’m really standing on this slice of paradise. I feel a little guilty as I thumb out a text to Dad and Becca, even though I doubt my father cares about palm trees and turquoise seas. It feels weird being someplace so luxurious while they’re back home, but I can’t help my excitement. I’m only human, after all.

Me: I made it! This place is insane. Look at the view! Becca, thanks for pushing me to come. How is everything there? Dad, how’s your arm?

Dad: We’re fine. Glad you’re safe. Now throw away your phone and go have some fun.

I send a private text to Becca.

Me: How is Dad? He says he’s fine, but after your mosh pit outing, he might be sore and not telling me. Have you checked his arm today?

Becca (group thread): That looks amazing! Like Dad said, all is well. Toss the phone and go get into trouble.

Becca (private thread): He’s FINE. I checked his arm last night and I will check it again when I see him this afternoon. Stop worrying. Put on your bikini and strut down the beach like you own it.

Me: Strut. Right. Got it.

I’ve never strutted anywhere, whereas my sexy sister has that maneuver down pat. But I do plan to spend the day down by the water.

Becca (private thread): Remember, we’re manifesting a hot guy and wild sex!

Me: As if I’d jump into bed with a guy I just met.

I send an eye roll emoji.

Becca (private thread): You only live once! Remember, NO WORK! Be safe, be dirty, and send details.

I shake my head, knowing I won’t do any of those things, but I’m smiling as I head back inside. I grab my bags and head down a hall at the opposite end of the house from the master bedroom in search of another bedroom. I find a second master suite, exactly like the first, save for the body wash, toiletries, and cologne, and there are beach towels on the bed. Perfect.

After unpacking, I change into my bikini and put my sketchbook, colored pencils, ereader, phone, sunscreen, and a towel in my beach bag. I head into the kitchen to make a sandwich and snag a bottle of iced tea and a piece of fruit while I’m there. Then I put on my sunglasses and wander down to the lounge area by the water.

As I stretch out in the sun on one of the loungers with my ereader, guilt and worry creep in. In an effort to push those unwanted companions away, I remind myself that everyone deserves a vacation and that reading and relaxing are what normal people do on vacation. Then I try to focus on my book.

Ten minutes later, my brain is still circling my father. In all of the anxiety and excitement of getting here, I forgot to make sure he took his medication. I zip off a quick text.

Me: Did you remember to take your meds?

Dad: Yes. I told you to put the phone away.

Me: Putting it away now[image: :)]Love you.

A red heart pops up.

My father never types out I love you. He says it sparingly, but heartfelt words are not his love language. Being a curmudgeon is.

Turning back to my book, I read the same paragraph three times before giving up. My brain keeps darting toward home. I reach for my phone out of habit but stop myself from picking it up. Instead, I close my eyes, focusing on the smell of the sea, the feel of the salty air on my skin, and the sound of the waves lapping against the shore, but I still can’t quite relax enough to enjoy it.

Most people would give anything to be lounging on a beautiful island, with no work and nobody to look after, yet here I am in paradise, and I have absolutely no idea what to do with it.

I sit up and reach for the one thing that always brings me comfort. My sketchbook and colored pencils. It doesn’t take long for me to disappear into the world I’m creating.

[image: * * *]

I stay down by the water until my stomach begs to be fed. As I gather my things, I’m surprised to see it’s almost six, and I’m shocked that I haven’t heard from Seth. I usually have a full inbox by now. I guess he really meant what he said about not working this weekend.

I zip off another text to Becca to check on Dad, and her response rolls in as I’m shouldering my bag. She swears all is well and admonishes me for checking in again. She has no idea the sheer will it took me to keep from texting earlier.

Slipping my feet into my flip-flops, I put my phone in my bag and pat myself on the back for semi-relaxing. As I head up to the villa, I vow to be better at relaxing tonight.

By the time I step inside, I’ve decided on a simple dinner of cheese and crackers, a little fruit, and a glass of wine or two on the terrace as the sun goes down. I kick off my flip-flops by the patio door and head into the kitchen for a snack to tide me over until after I shower. I reach for a banana but stop myself. I’m on vacation. Why not live a little? I grab a pint of chocolate ice cream and a spoon and lean against the counter to take a few bites.

Fifteen minutes later, it turns out my good intentions were no match for my taste buds. I ate half the pint. I’m heading out of the kitchen when the front door opens. I spin around, startled, and my lungs stall as Seth Braden walks in. He drops a suitcase on the floor and closes the door. Clearly not having spotted me yet, he pulls out his phone and thumbs out a message.

Shitshitshit.

I quickly and silently snag my phone from my bag and silence it as he thumbs out a text. It’s stupid to think he’d text Taylor when he thinks Taylor is here. My pulse skyrockets, the gravity of my predicament hitting me full-on. Seth Braden is here, and Lord help me, he’s even more handsome in person. He’s bigger, broader, his dark hair even thicker than it looks in pictures, his jaw stronger and scruffier.

He pockets his phone and looks around, those piercing blue eyes landing on me. I freeze like a deer in headlights. Please don’t let me look like a deer in headlights.

A warm smile curves his lips, and his gaze sweeps down the length of me. If my heart hasn’t already forgotten how to beat, it surely will now as I remember I’m wearing nothing but my bikini, and my traitorous nipples rise to greet him. Embarrassment burns my cheeks, despite the glow of appreciation on his face.

“Hi,” he says as if I belong there. His voice is impossibly deeper and richer than it sounds in interviews, and his eyes hold a mesmerizing glimmer of warmth and an unfair amount of seductive mystery. “I’m Seth. Is Taylor around?”

I think fast, the words tumbling out before I can second-guess them. “Taylor couldn’t make it. He wasn’t feeling well. I’m his sister, Eleanor.” What the hell am I saying?

His brows lift in mild surprise, but his expression turns into one of piqued interest. “That’s too bad. I was hoping I’d finally get to meet my buddy and share a few beers.”

Buddy? That’s what I am to him? A buddy in his inbox? That makes sense, since he thinks Taylor is a man, but wow does it make me feel funny for fantasizing about him.

“I hope it’s okay that he let me come,” I manage with a smile. “I assumed he’d mentioned it. He said you were going to be traveling, but I can leave—”

“No. It’s absolutely fine. I didn’t know Taylor had a sister, but I’m glad you’re here. My afternoon meetings got cut short, so I grabbed a flight. I probably should have texted to give him a heads-up or knocked before barging in. Sorry about that. It all happened pretty fast.” He closes the distance between us and offers his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Eleanor.”

“You, too,” I say, as his hand engulfs mine in warmth, and he holds it a beat longer than necessary, causing my nerves to flame.

He glances around before his gaze returns to mine, careful, measured. “Are you here alone, or did you bring your husband or boyfriend?”

The question is harmless, and he didn’t ask like a man on the prowl, but that doesn’t stop my pulse from tangling with my nerves. I remind myself that this is his house, and he has a right to know who is here.

“It’s just me. Single as can be.” Single as can be? Ugh. Shoot me now.

He laughs. “Me too. Don’t worry. I won’t be in your way. I’ll grab a room at the resort for the weekend.”

I should tell him I planned to leave, pack my stuff, and head home, but when I open my mouth, “Don’t be silly. This is your house, and it’s big enough for both of us” comes out. I have no idea who I am right now, taking risks and living a lie, but it’s kind of freeing not to be careful, over-worrier Taylor.

“Great.” He flashes the easy smile that now feels dangerously disarming. “In that case, do you have dinner plans?”

“Not really.”

“Then let me take you out,” he says earnestly. “We can get to know each other, and you can tell me all of Taylor’s secrets.”

That’s not going to happen, but even with my nerves pinging like bees stuck in a jar, I’m enjoying pretending to be a woman not overburdened with worry too much to pull back. “Dinner sounds great, but the only way you’re getting Taylor’s secrets is if you tell me yours.”

He grins. “Now I see the family resemblance.”

“What do you mean?” I ask nervously, worried I somehow showed my hand.

“Just that your brother challenges me, too.”

Relief washes over me, but then I wonder if I’ve ever emailed or texted anything too pushy. “Bossiness runs in our family. Does that bother you? Because I can tell Taylor to back off.”

“No. T’s great. My brothers and sister give me hell all the time. I’m used to it.” He rakes a hand through his hair and says, “Well, I guess I’ll get settled in and cleaned up for dinner.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“Take your time.” He heads for his bag. “No rush on my end. I’ve got some work to take care of before we leave, anyway.”

As he heads down the hall toward the master bedroom, I cringe inwardly, remembering that I sprayed his cologne on my wrist, and hope he didn’t smell it on me. When I hear his bedroom door close, the air rushes from my lungs like I’ve been holding my breath, and I feel like I have.

I definitely should have stayed home. Being trapped in paradise with Seth Braden is an unfair temptation. One that apparently has the power to chip away at the armor I’ve worn since I was left at the altar.

Temptation that hot should be illegal.


Chapter Four


Seth

Any other time, the forecasts and profit margins on the screen would be enough to hold my attention, but I’ve been sitting on the terrace trying to get some work done before dinner, and I can’t stop replaying the moment I saw Taylor’s sister standing in my villa. I had hoped to finally shake hands with the man I’ve worked with for years, and instead, I was met with a brunette goddess in a bikini who obliterated every rational thought in my head, steadying herself like she hadn’t expected me either.

I should have known Taylor had a sister. It bothers me that I didn’t. I don’t like what that says about me, but I can’t dwell on it, because Eleanor’s beautiful face is front and center in my mind, her hazel eyes, as keen as they were warm, tracking my every move, as if she were memorizing me while I was trying not to stare at her. That was a problem. Clearly it still is, which explains why my screen is on the same report I’d opened almost an hour ago.

Eleanor Mitchell is a variable I hadn’t factored in.

I reach for my phone to text Taylor, but I promised to leave him alone this weekend, and I’m a man of my word. And then I showed up and crashed his weekend, hoping to steal a few minutes of his time. Way to keep your word, Braden.

Can’t blame a guy for being excited to meet his assistant.

The sound of the glass door sliding open draws my attention. I turn as Eleanor steps outside, her hair tumbling in soft waves over the halter straps of her emerald-green dress. A breeze toys with the hem just above her knees, teasing me with glimpses of her long, tan legs. She’s wearing flat sandals, and a single thin silver bracelet circles her wrist like a secret. I’ve been around enough glittery fundraisers and galas to know manufactured beauty when I see it, and this isn’t that. She’s not polished within an inch of her life. Her dress is simple, her beauty natural. She’s a woman who doesn’t have to try. Maybe that’s what undoes me most, that she didn’t strut out here begging for my attention, and yet she has every inch of it.

Her eyes catch mine, quick and searching, like she’s tallying me up and undecided on the sum, as I close my laptop and push to my feet. My chest tightens, equal parts surprise and hunger, as reality dawns on me. For the first time in as long as I can remember, I fooled myself. I wasn’t trying to work. I was waiting, eagerly, to see her again.

“Well, damn,” I say as I close the distance between us. “You look beautiful, Eleanor. Stunning, actually.”

She smiles, nervously touching the small purse hanging against her hip. “Thank you.”

Those pretty eyes trail down my yellow shirt with a pink flamingo pattern, plaid rust pants, and sandals. I’m used to catching shit for the way I dress. Mostly from family, but after a couple of dates, women tend to make it their mission to teach me about fashion. What they don’t get is that I don’t dress for others. I dress in clothes that feel good. Clothes that remind me of people or places that make me happy. Tonight I’m wearing the shirt Clay gave me as a joke for Christmas, pants I bought in Europe when I met my parents there last year, and sandals that were made by one of Missick’s cousins.

A flash of sass and a spark of defiance glints in her eyes, and she arches a brow. “Bold choice.”

“Thanks. I’m glad you like it. Ready to go?”

“Sure.” She nods to my laptop. “Don’t you want to bring your laptop inside?”

“No. It’ll be fine.” I motion to the door. “Shall we?”

She eyes me skeptically. “Are you sure?”

She’s adorably concerned, asking like she didn’t want to question me but couldn’t help herself. “Would you feel better if I brought it inside?”

“Only about one hundred percent,” she says sweetly.

I laugh. “A’right. Inside it goes.” That earns a smile that reaches her eyes, and for a split second, something about her feels familiar.

I
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