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Chapter 1

Olivia opened the passenger door of the Jeep and slipped inside. She couldn’t believe she was doing this. And no, it wasn’t the wedding she objected to, though she thought her niece, at twenty-two, was too young to be getting married.

“Stop it.” Her sister Ashley, mother of the bride, gave her a knowing look as she maneuvered the hire car out of the airport car park.

“Stop what?”

Ashley rolled her eyes. “Stop thinking about why you don’t want to be here.”

“Of course I want to be here.” She looked out of the wind-shield. “Blue sky, sun.” She nudged her eldest sister with her elbow. “A chance to spend time with my two big sisters and their families. How could I not be excited to be on Nantucket?”

“Because you think Sophie is making a big mistake,” Ashley said dryly.

“Not true. Just because I believe the secret to living happily ever after is living alone doesn’t mean it’s right for everyone. Sophie’s happy—I’d go as far as to say besottedly happy. That’s all that’s important.”

Ashley glanced sideways at her. “Okay, so the wedding isn’t the reason …” She snapped her fingers. “Of course! It’s the two weeks away from work that’s got you looking like you’re sitting on a nest of ants.”

“Hardly. Look, no wriggling,” she countered, keeping deliberately still.

Ashley darted another glance at her. “You’ve got the body language of a woman who wants to lunge for the door handle and scarper back to the airport.”

“That would be stupid when I’ve only just got here.” It would take her a while before she was ready to climb back into the small propeller plane that had brought her from Boston.

“Stupid would be worrying about whether the office can survive without you for two weeks.” Ashley arched an eyebrow. “Even stupider would be worrying if you can survive without the office.”

Damn—her sister knew exactly how to make her feel small. “Fine, you’ve made your point.” She swallowed. “Yesterday Simon told us he was stepping down. They’re looking to replace him internally and I’m in the running. Me and Stuart.”

“Hot damn, my baby sister’s going to be a chief investment officer.”

“Maybe.” Her heart gave a little jump inside her rib cage. “But I have to beat Stuart.”

Ashley snorted. “Please, you’re not going to let anyone else get this job, especially not Stuart. You’ve been working towards it for too long.”

CIO had been her ambition when she’d joined Techtonic Capital Management fresh out of university. They valued loyalty, and she’d given them that on the understanding she’d be fast-tracked. Now she was within touching distance of the job she wanted, but instead of proving her worth to the board, she was here. For two weeks.

“You deserve a holiday, Liv.” Ashley’s voice broke through her spiraling thoughts. “Rest, enjoy the break, and go back fighting with all guns blazing. If they don’t know your value by now, they never will.”

She wasn’t convinced—this was too big an opportunity not to give it her total and absolute focus—but there was no point getting worked up over a decision that had already been made.

With a resigned sigh, she reached into her bag and turned off her mobile. “There. No more looking at my phone for two weeks.”

Ashley spluttered with laughter. “You won’t even make it two hours.”

“Is that a bet?”

“Absolutely.”

“Have you forgotten how competitive I am?”

“Absolutely not.” Ashley smirked. “But at least this way I’m guaranteed two hours of your undivided attention.”

Well played, sis. She didn’t say the words out loud. Ashley was far too pleased with herself already. “Where’s Jessica?” Jessica was the middle sister, forty-two to Ashley’s forty-six and her thirty-nine.

“She couldn’t be arsed dragging her bum off the sun lounger to pick you up. Her words.”

Olivia smiled, picturing Jessica sunning herself, round pregnant belly proudly on display. “Can’t say I blame her. She’s eight months pregnant. Plus it’s the first time she’s been away from the kids.” Jessica had three children: Mia, eight going on eighteen; Ben, thirteen; and Harry, fifteen. Number four had been unplanned but definitely not unwanted. “She’s going to be a hyped-up hormonal nightmare.”

“She’s going to be a fun-loving aunt, throwing herself into the hen week with gusto.” Ashley slid her a pointed look.

“Then that’ll make two of us.” She gave her big sister an overly bright smile. “So what is the plan for this week? And since when did these things grow from a night to a whole week?”

Ashley sighed. “Sometimes I wonder which of us is the oldest.”

“Hey, you’re the one with a daughter getting married.” Olivia gave her a smug smile. “That’s another advantage of not having kids. There’s no one to age me.”

“Fine. Well, my very young daughter isn’t in charge of her hen week, her friends are, so I don’t know much about it other than they’ve picked the brains of her future in-laws for the best things to do on the island. I believe we’ll be heading for cocktail bars, beach and spa time, and, in their words, some world-class partying, which I’ve translated as we’ll be doing a lot of drinking and dancing.” Olivia groaned, and Ashley laughed harder. “Thought that might shut you up. Don’t worry, none of your high-flying finance colleagues will see you grinding your drunken arse along with all the hip young things.”

“God, enough.”

“You won’t be saying that when some young stallion has his crotch in your face.”

Olivia didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. This was a million miles away from who she was. “Is Sophie really going to enjoy this?”

“Of course she is, because Sophie is a normal twenty-two-year-old. She can’t wait to let her hair down for a week before she gets married and starts a whole new life with the man she adores.” Olivia opened her mouth to reply, then shut it again, aware that what she’d been about to say was insensitive. “I know marriage didn’t work out for me,” Ashley said quietly, clearly reading Olivia’s mind. “But it has for Jessica, and I have faith that it will for Sophie. Even if it doesn’t, I admire her for being bold and brave enough to take the risk, to dive into life headfirst.”

She knew Ashley was proud of her daughter, but still, the words stung. “You think I’m not doing that?”

Her sister let out a long breath. “Sorry, I don’t want to argue. You love your job, I get that. I just worry that you put too much emphasis on its importance because of Mum.”

“You saw the way she gave up a chance of a career, a life, to look after us all, look after Dad. How can making sure your husband’s dinner is on the table when he swans home late from work be in any way fulfilling?”

“Because she loved him? Loved us?”

“But what about her life? What she wanted to do? She’ll never know what she was capable of.” And it looked like both of Olivia’s sisters were following suit. Both had married young, and both had given up careers to bring up their kids. “I just want more out of my life than wiping bums and cooking meals.” Before Ashley could erupt, she patted her arm. “Sorry, that’s me being glib and unfair. My nieces and nephews are a joy. But equally it isn’t fair to dismiss my decision to focus on my career as boring or say I’m somehow ducking out of life. I’m not. I’m diving into it headfirst, I’m just doing it in a different pool.”

Ashley burst into laughter. “I could argue about heights of diving boards or swimming pools versus flinging yourself off rocks into the sea, but I’m going to let it drop.” She waved a hand toward the windshield. “Take a look at this place, Liv, and tell me you’re not charmed by it.”

For the first time, Olivia took proper notice of her surroundings. Ashley wasn’t wrong. The Jeep trundled down wide, tree-lined cobblestone streets, passing elegant houses with imposing columns, and then cut along the waterfront, where the buildings became more rustic; they were made from a grayed wood but still immaculately maintained, their front gardens alive with color—white roses trailed around porches, vibrant pink and blue hydrangeas sat in pots beneath the windows. Between the houses, flashes of the harbor glistened in the sun. “This is where Sophie’s Steve grew up?”

“No, his family are from Boston, but they holidayed here every summer. Sophie came out with them last year and fell in love with the place, which is why she decided she wanted to get married here.” Ashley turned into the redbrick drive of a sprawling New England–style building and slotted into a parking space. “This is us.”

“Wow.” The gray shingle hotel was a stunning mix of old-style charm and modern elegance.

“Feeling better about coming now?” Ashley grinned as she cut the engine. “The Davies sisters are together again, Liv, and we’re going to have a blast.”

“You know I hate my name shortened,” Olivia grumbled. But when Ashley took her hand and led her to the back of the hotel, her grumpiness vanished. There was no place for it in the presence of such serenity. Her gaze skimmed across the loungers laid out on the pristine lawn, over to the electric-blue hydrangeas, and then beyond, to the rippling water alive with sailboats. “Sod it, you’re right. It feels good to be here.”

The feeling of contentment grew as she wheeled her case past the rocking chairs on the veranda and through the big wooden double doors into the bright lobby of the hotel. And it exploded into sheer joy when Jessica rushed over to greet her. “Baby sis, you made it!”

At work Olivia was respected; in fact some people were a little afraid of her. With her sisters, though, she’d always be the baby, the one they took care of, looked out for. And as she was wrapped in Jess’s bear hug, she felt not just home but wanted, cherished.

“Aunt Olivia.” Sophie ran across the lobby. Flowing blond hair, lithe slim body, eyes sparkling with happiness—her niece was beautiful inside and out.

“At last, someone who calls me by my proper name.” Feeling emotional, she turned and hugged the bride-to-be. “You look so happy.” She stood back a moment, studied her face. “Please tell me you’re as happy as you look.”

Sophie beamed. “I’m marrying my soulmate next weekend. Before that I have a week on this beautiful island with my family and best friends, where we’re going to party like wild divas. Of course I’m frigging happy.” She grabbed Olivia’s suitcase. “Now let’s get you checked in and go hit the bar.”





Connor weaved his way out of the back of the kitchen and onto the grass, inhaling a lungful of fresh sea air. Fuck, he was shattered. It was the second year he’d come to Nantucket for a temporary stint as chef/occasional barman to help with the summer rush. Had he been this knackered last year?

Undoing the top few buttons of his chef’s whites, he went to sit on one of the wicker chairs. He closed his eyes for a moment and let the warmth of the sun soak through his tired body. Working in a kitchen he was used to; it was his job. Working in the kitchen of a luxury hotel in peak holiday season was another few gears up. Then there was all that drinking until three in the morning. Irresponsible. Yeah, he could picture his dad saying it.

The door opened and a dark-haired guy emerged; he grinned when he saw Connor. “Taking a breather, old man?”

Luca was another temp working the summer on Nantucket before heading back to Italy and life as a student. He worked in the kitchen as a porter, which basically meant he spent a lot of time cutting up vegetables and tidying up after the chefs. Only slightly more of a dogsbody than Connor. Then again, he was also a lot younger. “Twenty-eight isn’t old,” he grumbled, but even as he said it, he felt like there were more than a few years separating him from the guys he’d been partying with last night.

“Come on, man, you disappeared at three like Cinderella.”

“I feel more like one of the ugly sisters.” He drew a hand down his face, trying to wake himself up. “I’m not used to late nights.”

Luca smirked the smirk of a guy who’d been up all night but still looked fresh as a frigging daisy. “You Brits are all tucked up in bed by midnight back home, huh?”

“Not all of us.” Just those with responsibilities. “When are you off?”

Luca checked his watch. “Another couple of hours. Then a short rest before hitting the bars. You out again tonight?”

Connor shook his head, then winced as his brain bounced off the side of his skull. “Working the bar.” He was here to learn to be a better chef, but as a temporary hire, one whose boss back home was good friends with the head chef, Connor worked where he was told. And at least behind the bar, he felt useful, having put in a good few years as a barman back home before transferring to the kitchen. “Maybe after.” Though he had a feeling he’d want to hit the sack more than he’d want to drink.

“Are you doing the hen party the day after tomorrow?” Luca asked as he pulled a battered box of cigarettes from his back pocket. “The boat trip?”

“Yep.” Reluctantly, Connor shook his head at Luca’s proffered cigarette. Much as he needed the nicotine hit, he’d given it up eight years ago. Given up a lot eight years ago, though he wouldn’t change it for the world.

“Me too.” Luca grinned. “Let’s hope the hen has a couple of single friends, eh?”

Connor shook his head. “You know the rule about mixing with guests.” He was definitely up for some female company, though. The chance to mix, flirt if he was lucky, would be one hell of a treat. And if there was sex on the table too, fan-fucking-tastic.

When his kitchen shift ended, Connor headed out past the dining terrace and toward the footpath that led into town. The hotel was built right on the harbor, and the views across the water … fucking stunning. His English teacher wouldn’t be proud of that description, though she’d probably have expected nothing less from the guy who’d spent most of her lesson larking about at the back. Still, he took a moment to appreciate the deep blue of the water, the boats bobbing up and down on their moorings along the hotel jetty.

His gaze fell on a group of women sunning themselves on wicker loungers facing the harbor. A young blonde was protesting at the sash being put over her tiny pink bikini. The hen party he was in charge of the day after tomorrow, he guessed, given that the sash said Bride-to-Be in large sparkly silver letters. But it wasn’t her or her similarly bikiniclad friends who piqued his interest. It was the brunette in the plain black swimsuit, legs … yeah, exquisitely slender legs stretched out in front of her on the lounger, a large-brimmed hat settled low over her face. Classy. Composed.

At that moment she looked up, and though sunglasses covered her eyes, he felt like she was staring straight at him.

Probably wondering who the perv ogling her is.

Shaking his head at his own lack of class, he set off across the grass to the footpath. It was a short walk to the place he shared with Luca and two other guys who, like Luca, were from overseas and in their early twenties. All of them employed temporarily by the hotel for the busy summer season. The guys were fine to live with, mostly keeping themselves to themselves, but Connor was already fed up with tidying up after them all. And keeping the place stocked with essentials, which they clearly thought magically appeared just when needed. Speaking of which … he diverted to the supermarket to buy milk, bread, eggs, and toilet paper.

Finally, he climbed the steps to the cedarclad house he currently called home. The weathered gray strips were known locally as shingles, and pretty much every building was covered with them. And just like pretty much every building, this one was well maintained, with freshly painted white wood-work around the doors and windows, the tidy garden full of roses and hydrangeas. West London it most definitely wasn’t.

After pushing his purchases into their places, he glanced at his watch. With a smile to himself he headed to his room, a basic double with an old-fashioned wooden bed and a dark wood dresser. He scooted onto the lumpy mattress, dug out his phone, found the right contact, and hit Video Call.

“Hi, Maggie.”

The trim silver-blond woman on the screen smiled. “Good timing. She’s just finished her tea. Hang on a sec.”

His heart swelled as the familiar brown curls came into view a moment later. And almost burst when she shot him a dimpled grin.

“Hi, Dad. I caught eight crabs today. Pops showed me how to hold them so they wouldn’t pinch me.”

Gratitude and a wave of sadness hit at the same time. Gratitude that Ellie looked happy. Sadness that he hadn’t been there to see the delight on her face when she’d caught a crab and hadn’t been the one to show her how to hold it. There weren’t many things he could teach her now, she was growing up too fast, but how to hold a crab … yeah, he could have managed that. “How big were they?”

“Huge.” She grinned again. “Like, as big as my foot.”

“Now I know you’re lying. No crab is that big. You’ve got monster feet.”

Her giggles floated over to him. “No, you have monster feet.” It was a joke between them, ever since she’d tried to walk around in his size 12 trainers when she was four.

“Did you swim today?” He’d taught her that, he reminded himself.

“A bit, but it was too wavy. Pops says tomorrow will be better.”

“And when are you going horse riding?”

“Um.” She turned away and he heard her shout something to Maggie. “Gran says on Sunday,” she answered a moment later. “We went to see the horse I’m gonna ride and she’s really pretty. Brown with a white splodge on her nose. Gran says it’s called a blaze.”

It was thanks to Gran that his daughter was obsessed with horses. Somehow, he now had to find the money to pay for the lessons she was itching for. Not that he’d begrudge her—fuck, he’d do anything for her—but what he earned from this month on Nantucket was only going to go so far. “What’s the horse called?”

“Nutmeg. Am I still gonna have lessons when I’m home?”

“Sure you are.” He just didn’t know how many.

“When are you coming to get me?”

Now, he thought with a wave of sadness. I want to get you now. “You’ve got three more weeks with Gran and Pops, Turnip.”

She rolled her eyes at the nickname. Probably she was getting too old for it now. For him, though, it was a powerful reminder of the first time he’d seen her, at the eighteen-week scan, when he’d been told she was the size of a turnip. It was the moment his life had changed. When he’d gone from a wild, irresponsible twenty-year-old with no worries beyond pissing his parents off, to doting but grossly unprepared dad in the blink of an eye. He’d vowed in that moment to do anything in his power to give her the upbringing such a precious bundle deserved. He hadn’t realized her mum, Amy, would duck out and he’d be doing it on his own. Well, not quite. His parents had put aside their disappointment in him and chipped in with babysitting when he’d had to work nights at the bar, before he’d changed jobs so he could work around school. And Amy’s parents, who lived in Devon, had put aside their disappointment in their daughter and poured all their love into their granddaughter during the school holidays.

It was Amy’s parents Ellie was with now. And clearly enjoying her own holiday by the sea.

A lump settled in his throat as he said his goodbyes. All part of the roller coaster of being a single parent. He missed her like fuck when they were apart, yet there were times he missed being just a man and not a dad. Missed being able to do what he wanted when he wanted. With whom he wanted.

For these next few weeks he wasn’t a dad, though. He was a single guy here to work hard and party hard. If only his sad, out-of-practice body could keep up.




Chapter 2

She was getting old. There was no other word Olivia could think of to describe how she felt as she sat in the crowded bar watching Sophie and her friends down cocktails like they were smoothies and then crack up with laughter at something one of them said. It might have been funny, but Olivia had no way of telling because the supposed background music was so loud, she couldn’t hear a bloody thing.

Crap, she really did sound like their mother.

Jerkily, she rose to her feet. “Okay, guys, time for another round.” If she couldn’t contribute with conversation, at least she could use her credit card. “Same again?”

They all nodded vigorously.

“I’ll help.” Ashley was clearly trying to keep up, but from the way she staggered to her feet, she seemed to be failing.

Olivia waved her away. “Thanks, but I’m not sure what help you’ll be.”

Jessica smirked. “She’s saying your drunk.”

Ashley pouted. “No way. I can hold my liquor. Better that than someone else holding it for me.”

The pair of them dissolved into giggles. Smiling, Olivia left them to it. She didn’t begrudge them their shared laughter, but it did highlight their differences. Would she have been more carefree if she hadn’t been the youngest? The one stuck at home for four years with only an absent father and a mum who tried to hide her loneliness by keeping an immaculate house and baking for a man who was never around to appreciate it?

Shoving the memories away, she squeezed into position at the heaving bar. It wasn’t often that she minded being average—height five foot four, mousy-brown hair, face nice enough not to scare children but not pretty enough to attract attention. Trying to catch the eye of busy bar staff, though, was one of those times. Not that the stunning blond barmaid was going to look her way. She was far too busy flirting with the guys. The barman, though, the one with the dark hair and easy smile? Once again, he ignored her and swerved to his right, to the olive-skinned brunette with the plunging neckline.

Olivia glanced down at her neatly buttoned black satin shirt and sighed. Almost considered taking it off, until she realized revealing her plain black bra, housing her distinctly below-average B cups, was hardly going to send the man rushing in her direction.

Blondie finished serving her customer and cast her gaze in Olivia’s direction. Finally. But a split second later, she aimed a wide, flirty smile at the guy to Olivia’s right. The one who’d only just walked up to the bar, for fuck’s sake.

“Thanks, Annika, but this lady was before me.”

With a start, Olivia glanced up at him—and it was definitely up. He was tall. And fine, a lot of people were tall compared to her, but she wasn’t used to craning her neck quite so much to see a guy’s face.

Worth the effort, though, she thought with a wry smile. She couldn’t blame Blondie for passing her over to serve him. Must have been hard, once she was snared by those vivid ocean-blue eyes, to look anywhere else. She remembered him from the hotel earlier, where she’d had a hard time dragging her own eyes away from him.

“Thanks.” Olivia gave him a small smile before rattling her order off to Annika.

“No worries. It pays to be a regular.” He smiled. “And tall.”

She laughed quietly to herself. No way he thought those were the two attributes that had caught the barmaid’s attention. Not with a smile like that, all twinkling eyes, even white teeth, and dimples. Flipping dimples. Like he needed the extra layer of sexy. Unruly chestnut-brown hair completed a look that was too surfer-dude for her taste. He was like a bottle of Coke, all sexy fun vibe, whereas she preferred a smooth, mature claret.

“I recognize a fellow English accent. Here on holiday?” he asked.

“Yes, sort of.” His right eyebrow shot up. “My second week is a holiday—the first week, my niece is getting married,” she clarified.

“Ah.”

He stared back at her, and though she was used to men looking at her, she wasn’t used to them looking the way he was. Like she was a present he was intrigued enough to want to unwrap but couldn’t work out where to start.

“Are we going to ignore the fact you saw me at the hotel?” she asked, feeling a bit unbalanced.

He flashed a grin, wider than his smile, the dimples deeper, his eyes as blue as the hydrangeas she’d been staring at all afternoon. “Wasn’t sure if it was me you were staring at or the view—you know, with you wearing those big sunglasses.”

“I was looking at the view. I saw you out of the corner of my eye.”

Laughter rolled out of him, easy and smooth as caramel. “Neatly put in my place.” Another wide grin. “To be clear, I was looking at you.”

Jesus. When was the last time a guy had made her belly swoop?

Maybe she wasn’t quite as old as she’d thought. But she was too old and frankly too uninterested to carry on the conversation. He was cute, but he knew it. And besides, sex—and he was definitely the poster boy for it—wasn’t worth the hype. She gave him a polite smile that she hoped said Thanks but no, thanks, and focused on watching Annika line the drinks up along the bar. One party bucket—an actual bucket, she had discovered, filled with ice, vodka bottles, shot glasses, and fruit—for the youngsters and three zingy martinis (one non-alcoholic) for the oldies. Damn, she did not like including herself in that category.

“Need any help?” He smiled again, nodding to the display of alcohol.

“Drinking it?”

He let out a low chuckle. “I meant carrying it, but sure, I can do both.”

Crap, had that sounded like a comeon? “I’ve got the drinking part covered.”

“Shame.” He shot her another twinkly smile before grabbing the party bucket. “Where are you sitting?”

Okay, so she noticed the worn leather bracelets on his wrists, the roped veins on his tanned forearms. The impressive flex of his biceps. She could look, couldn’t she? “I don’t want you to lose your place at the bar.”

He shrugged, and, fine, she’d also noticed the breadth of his shoulders and how they strained the soft fabric of his faded blue T-shirt. “It’s okay, Annika will sort me out,” he said.

I bet she will. “Then thanks. We’re outside.” She led the way to their table on the wharf that looked out across the harbor. The sun was setting, and the scene was like something out of a travel brochure. Pink sky, check; calm waters, check. Good-looking young women laughing and drinking shots and cocktails—check. Sexy tanned male looking like he’d just walked off the beach—double check.

“Oh my God, you’ve pulled already, Aunt Olivia!”

The very inebriated bride-to-be grinned over at her, and Olivia died a thousand deaths. “What I’ve pulled is a kind young man to help me carry the drinks.” Damn, she sounded like the great-aunt.

A chorus of “Shame” echoed round the group as the drink carrier, aka Sexy Blue Eyes, placed the bucket on the table.

Olivia shook her head at them. “Please excuse my niece and her friends,” she told him. “They’re young and drunk.”

“Hey, we think it’s a shame too,” Ashley shouted from the end of the table. “And she’s very single, just in case you’re interested.”

This was going from bad to worse. “Please also excuse my sisters. They’re old enough to know better, and the mouthy one is drunk.”

Sexy Blue Eyes let out another deep rumble of laughter. “No apologies needed.” He turned to her, and God, those eyes were the prettiest she’d ever seen. “I’m Connor, by the way. And I’m guessing you’re Livvy.”

“Olivia,” she countered automatically, though for once the name sounded stiff and starchy on her tongue. Like it belonged to the career woman she was back home, not this holidaymaker on Nantucket whose belly was now doing a strange flutter as his eyes skimmed over her face.

“I prefer Livvy. Makes you seem more approachable.” Those twin blue orbs found hers, his gaze steady. “Your family aren’t wrong, Livvy. I am interested.” He winked. “You have pulled.”

With that, he turned and walked back into the bar. No, walked was not the right description for the way his hips rolled in a long-legged stride that wasn’t quite a swagger but definitely hit both confident and sexy.

And that was before her gaze landed on the way his well-worn jeans hugged his …

“Oh my God, what a spectacular arse.” Ashley fanned herself.

“It is the bum to beat all bums.” Chloe, Sophie’s best friend and chief bridesmaid, agreed. “A firm peach I want to put my hands on and squeeze. Before biting into the succulent flesh.”

The table erupted with laughter.

“And Aunt Livvy has a shot at doing just that.” Sophie grinned and swiveled to look at her. “He just said he’s yours for the taking. Go get him!”

Olivia went to sit down, her legs feeling distinctly wobbly. Too many martinis. “He was being kind to make up for you lot embarrassing me.”

“Nope.” Jessica had her eyes on the door to the bar. “He’s looking over here right now. And I can tell you, it’s not me he’s hoping will glance back at him.”

She wasn’t going to look, yet her eyes refused to obey her brain. As her gaze found his, her heart began to race and that place between her legs, the one she’d almost forgotten existed? It clenched. “You were giving us a rundown of what you’ve got planned,” she reminded Chloe, so desperate not to think of hot young men, of sex, she even preferred to discuss the hen week.

Chloe fanned herself. “Yeah, sorry, got a bit distracted there.” She picked up her list. “We’ve got a boat trip—especially for the oldies,” she added with a wink at Olivia and her sisters. “Lots of cocktail bars to visit, a seventies-themed dinner, then dancing at the nightclub.” Olivia couldn’t contain her groan and Chloe giggled. “It’s gonna be a right laugh, trust me. But maybe not as much fun as tomorrow.” She drummed on the table. “Because what’s happening tomorrow, girls?”

“Strippers!” the table shrieked.

Olivia groaned again, this time putting her head in her hands.

Shit, it was going to be a long week.





“Hey, Connor, good to see you made it, man. You want a beer?”

Connor reluctantly dragged his gaze away from the woman with the almond-shaped hazel eyes and back to Luca, who appeared to have abandoned the group of women he’d been talking to when Connor arrived and was now sitting at the bar. “Thanks.”

What he really wanted was to go and sit next to Olivia/ Livvy. He’d been here a week and could confidently say that Nantucket heaved with attractive women. But it didn’t heave with women like her. Understated, dressed not to attract the opposite sex but almost to deter them, he thought, remembering her plain black swimsuit from earlier. Tonight’s choice of black blouse, neat cropped white trousers, an almost makeup-free face, and brown hair scrunched into a simple ponytail made her look like she was dressed for work, not a party. In the midst of a sea of tightly fitting outfits in bold summery colors showing ample amounts of flesh, she stood out. She might be hiding her body, but she couldn’t hide her killer cheekbones, her pale, flawless smooth skin, and the full, soft lips that were a pretty pink even without lipstick.

He sighed as he settled onto the bar stool. She was a guest, and hadn’t he reminded Luca earlier about the no-fraternizing-with-the-guests rule? Besides, he could usually tell when a woman was interested, and she wasn’t. Hadn’t stopped him making a twat of himself and telling her he was. Yet with only three weeks left of being a carefree, single bloke, he’d be mad to waste an opportunity. It was the reason he’d ignored the unlikely appeal of his lumpy bed and instead thrown a couple of painkillers down his throat (to help with the pounding headache) and come to join Luca after his bar shift. “Live for now” was his motto. Life could change in the blink of an eye.

“Where did your friends go?” Connor asked Luca.

“You mean the girls? Said I might catch up with them later.” He grinned. “Thought I’d keep my options open, you know? See if I get any better offers.”

Behind the bar, Annika smiled, her eyes drifting to Connor. “Me too.”

Annika, a stunning Swede, had been flirting with him since he’d arrived. A year ago, he’d have taken her up on the offer. He wasn’t sure why he hadn’t, except that, though sex was still definitely on his Nantucket wish list, it wasn’t all he wanted. He was after conversation, a connection. Sure, a connection between the sheets, but also over a lazy lunch, a beer while watching the sunset. A companion to explore the island with.

Maybe he was finally growing up—yeah, he could hear his parents laughing in disbelief.

An image of Olivia popped into his mind, those intelligent eyes, the cool keep-your-distance manner that, bizarrely, made him want to do the opposite.

“Yo, Connor, where have you gone?”

He shook himself. “Sorry, spaced out for a moment. Still waiting for last night’s hangover to get lost.” He took a cautious sip of the beer in front of him.

“I was saying, I think you’ve got an admirer.”

His head turned so fast in the direction Luca was looking, he almost saw stars. But when his brain settled back in his skull, it wasn’t a cool brunette’s eyes his connected with but a bouncy, smiling young blonde’s. She gave him a little wave. He tried not to look too disappointed as he nodded.

Luca smirked. “If you take her back to ours tonight, make sure you’re not too loud. Those walls are paper-thin.”

Didn’t he know it, especially as all he’d been doing in his room was sleep. Then an attractive girl with wide dark eyes and deep brown skin walked up to the bar and smiled at Luca, and it was all the encouragement the man needed. Connor almost laughed at how quickly he’d been dumped.

He was about to down the rest of his beer and give tonight up when he spotted Olivia hovering in the doorway, staring at him. A moment later she drew back her shoulders and marched up to the bar.

“I’m here to order more drinks.”

He blinked at her abrupt announcement. “Well, you’ve come to the right place.”

She let out a sharp-sounding breath. “Sorry. I just wanted to make it clear I’m not here for you.”

Well, okay. That put a pin in his ego. “Let me guess, your well-meaning niece and sisters volunteered you to get another round.”

“Yep.”

He studied her, wondering why he was so drawn. “Is it me you’re not attracted to or the idea of a holiday fling?”

It was her turn to blink. She’d probably hoped he could be dismissed quietly, but quiet wasn’t his style. He liked to know where he stood and wasn’t afraid of a bit of confrontation to find out. “Can it be both?” she asked.

“Sure.” He was a second from sliding off the stool and leaving—he didn’t push against closed doors, at least not where women were concerned—when she spoke again.

“How old are you?”

“Old enough to know what I want.” He looked her straight in the eye. “I’m twenty-eight.”

“You realize I’m a lot older than you.”

That got a laugh out of him. “You realize I don’t give a fuck.”

Clearly not unnerved by his vulgar language, she gave him a small smile. “Well, maybe I do.”

“Why?”

Instead of answering his question, she asked one of her own. “Why are you hitting on me?”

“Because you intrigue me. Because you’re by far the most attractive woman I’ve seen in a long time. Because I know I’d enjoy getting to know you, and I think you’d find I’m not as awful as you’re expecting. Because if I can get a woman as smart, as sophisticated as you to spend an evening with me, it would be the highlight of my time here.” And maybe mean I’m not such a fuckup after all.

“I’m not expecting awful.” A small frown appeared between her eyes. “That’s the wrong word.”

“What’s the right word, then? Shallow? Dull? Immature?”

“You make me sound very judgmental.”

“Sorry. I’m just trying to understand your objections so I can work round them or plow through them.”

She shook her head. “I’m really not worth all that effort.”

“Because you’re totally uninterested? To be clear, any other interpretation is bullshit. If I thought there was the remotest chance you’d go to dinner with me, I’d spend however long you’re here trying to impress you.” Hotel rules be damned.

It was like she didn’t want to smile but her mouth did it for her anyway. “You’re good for my ego.”

He wanted to reply that he’d be good for her. That he’d help relax her, loosen her up, because she seemed too tightly wound to be healthy. Alas, Annika chose that moment to serve her.

“At least let me bring this back to your table,” he said a minute later, picking up the freshly filled party bucket.

“I’m going to get ribbed again.”

“Something tells me you can hold your own.”

Her expression softened for the first time, and the smile she gave him was more genuine, reaching her pretty eyes.

They walked side by side toward the door. Unable to resist, he dropped one hand from the bucket to lightly touch the small of her back, indicating that she should go first. And he enjoyed hearing her sharp intake of breath as his fingers met the warmth of her skin beneath the silk blouse.

Following her outside, he let his gaze fall to her bum. Fuck, he wanted to slide his hands over those pert curves, feel them pinned against his groin …

“Yay, it’s the sexy drink carrier again!” The niece, he thought, and reluctantly dragged his eyes away from Olivia.

“Go, Liv!” someone at the table shouted. “If you don’t, I will.”

Clearly alcohol was loosening tongues that had already been pretty loose.

Olivia looked stricken. “Sorry—”

“I’m flattered,” he interrupted, staring directly into her eyes, feeling his heart thump that little bit faster as she stared back. “You mind if I keep trying?”

Her face relaxed and she gave him a small smile. “I’m not going to stop you massaging my ego.” For a few beats they stood watching each other. She seemed to be doing an inventory of his face, as if trying to work him out. “FYI, I’m not totally uninterested.”

The rush of pleasure he felt was totally out of proportion to the backhanded compliment. “Then maybe I’ll look out for you again.” He paused, making sure to catch her eye. “And be warned, I’ll be out to impress.”

A faint flush appeared across her cheeks and she nodded before turning back to the table.

He walked away with a little more sway to his hips than usual, aware there could be half a dozen women watching him. And crossing his fingers she was one of them.




Chapter 3

Following her morning run along the beach—and past a lighthouse; God, Nantucket was cute—Olivia changed into her swimsuit and joined the others for a day of lounging by the pool. Unlike her sisters, who were both engrossed in sexy rom-coms, she chose to read her emails and the latest thought pieces from her equity research team. She had won her two-hour-phone-free bet with Ashley, but this morning, reality had set in. With the promotion battle ahead of her, she simply couldn’t afford to be out of the loop for two weeks.

By the afternoon, Ashley and Jessica were so annoyed with her working, they dragged her out to look around the town despite having declared an hour earlier that it was too hot.

When she came back to her room to shower and change for the evening, her best friend Meera messaged her:

Tell me you’re not working.

She replied:

I’m not working.

Meera’s response came back a second later:

Do I need to verify that with Jessica or Ashley?

A little peeved at the harassing from both sides, she shot back:

Stop messaging me. I’m supposed to be on holiday.

Meera replied with a crying-with-laughter emoji. Presumably because she was the one who’d forced Olivia to stay on Nantucket another week because “I can’t remember when you last took a proper holiday and you’re going to burn out if you keep this schedule up.”

Meera worked in the same company but didn’t subscribe to Olivia’s “Work is life” motto. Several rungs farther down the payscale ladder than Olivia was, Meera had reached a level senior enough for her to enjoy the perks of delegating, but she had no interest in climbing any higher, declaring she had her work-life balance just right. It was something Olivia couldn’t understand. What was the point of balancing work if it was the best thing in your life?

But she wasn’t supposed to be thinking about it. Nope, instead of analyzing quarterly earnings reports and planning how to beat Stuart to the promotion, she was going to be watching a group of men take their clothes off.

What would her niece say? Fuck my life.

Thank God she had the second week to herself, no distractions, nobody to stop her from spending it how she wanted to spend it.

Pushing the thoughts aside, she scanned the small selection of clothes she’d brought with her, neatly hung up in the wardrobe. When she failed to find anything that would, even remotely, fulfill Sophie’s directive of dress to kill, she sighed.

“Whoa, what’s wrong?” Ashley, swaddled in the hotel dressing gown, popped through the open interconnecting door.

“Nothing. Just figuring out what to wear tonight.”

“It shouldn’t make you sigh.” Ashley placed a hand either side of Olivia’s face. Whatever she saw there made her smirk. “You want to wear something slinky in case you bump into the sexy Connor.”

“I do not.” She was almost certain that wasn’t the reason behind her current indecision. “I just don’t want to let Sophie down, and none of my clothes say party.”

“That’s because you don’t party, sis. You work. Exercise. Repeat.”

Very maturely, she gave Ashley the middle finger. “I enjoy working. And I’m bloody good at it.”

“True, but it’s time to focus on the things you’re not so good at. Like relaxing, letting your hair down.”

“I don’t get the point of sitting around on loungers and doing nothing. What does it achieve?”

Ashley rolled her eyes. “You’re a lost cause. Okay, if you’re not prepared to relax, how about having wild holiday sex with a sexy-as-hell younger man?”

“Now you’re being ridiculous.” Her body still tingled every time she remembered the light touch of Connor’s fingers on her lower back.

“Why is it ridiculous? Because of his age? Bollocks to that, he fancies you, so it isn’t an issue.”

“It would be when I took my clothes off.”

Ashley burst out laughing. “When, not if. I like it. And of course it’s not an issue. You’ve not had kids, you don’t have any saggy bits. Plus you can always turn the lights off, though then you’d miss ogling all those muscles he’s cruelly hiding from us by wearing clothes.”

Olivia slumped onto the immaculately made king-size bed. “You make it sound so easy. I’ve not had sex in years. I don’t even know if my bits work anymore.”

Ashley studied her a moment before coming to sit down next to her. “I’ve had sex twice since the divorce. On neither occasion did I fancy the guy.” She gave Olivia a sad smile. “I just needed to feel … wanted. Like I was still attractive to someone.”

“Oh, Ash.” Olivia threw her arm around her big sister’s shoulders. “You’re a gorgeous woman in her prime. Any day now you’re going to meet someone you fancy and who fancies you back. Promise me you won’t sell yourself short anymore.”

“Oh, I won’t. I learned my lesson. Both experiences made me feel worse, not better.” She took hold of Olivia’s hands and squeezed. “But you’ve been given this amazing chance to, at the very least, be chatted up by a guy you actually fancy. Well, I assume you fancy him, because if you don’t, I’m making an appointment for you tomorrow morning with an optician.”

Olivia laughed. “Okay, fine, I admit Connor is an attractive young man.” Gah, could she sound any primmer? “He’d be great for Chloe, for any of Sophie’s friends, but not for me. Aside from everything else, he’s not my type.”

Ashley snorted. “Your type is dull, nice guys you tell yourself are right for you because they’re easy to slot into your life. They don’t challenge you, don’t demand anything from you. But where’s the fun in that? Where’s the passion, the spark? It’s time you went out with someone you don’t want to like. A man you’re drawn to despite what your brain is telling you. A guy you think is all sorts of wrong for you, because guess what? Wrong might actually turn out to be the perfect holiday fling.”

“How can it be perfect if we have nothing in common? Frankly, I feel like an old carp out of water as it is; I don’t need some young trendy thing making me feel worse than I already do.”

“Blah, I’m older than you and I don’t feel my best days are behind me. Age isn’t a number, it’s an attitude.” She winked. “You’re as young as the man you feel, sis.”

Olivia put her hands up. “Enough. Let’s agree to disagree.” She turned to her wardrobe. “Now, what can I wear tonight that won’t make me look like the bride-to-be’s maiden aunt?”

“You are Sophie’s maiden aunt,” Ashley pointed out. Then ducked, laughing, when Olivia grabbed a cushion from the bed and made to throw it at her. “Okay, okay, let me find something that will give you a more fun-young-aunt vibe.” Ashley dashed into her room and came back holding a vivid pink top. “Try this. Sophie said it was too big on her, so she gave it to me.”

With a huff, Olivia squeezed herself into the low-cut, stretchy halter-neck top. Then took one look in the mirror and whipped it off. “Thanks, but no.” She shrugged on her favorite black satin top, the one that showed off her reasonably toned arms but covered her modest assets. “Like it or not, this is me. And I’m not changing for anyone.”

Ashley smiled and touched her cheek. “You daft sod, we don’t want to change you. Only to make sure you enjoy yourself.”

The two of them knocked on Jessica’s door to collect her, then the three sisters walked downstairs to one of the hotel lounges they’d taken over for predinner drinks. A bar was set up at one end, and tea lights flickered in lanterns on low coffee tables that were surrounded by informal seating. What elevated it from an elegant room to a stunning one was the open doors that led out to decking where fairy lights twinkled around wooden rails and, beyond the deck, to a magnificent view of the harbor and the setting sun.

Sophie and her friends were already there, champagne glasses in hand.

“You’ll never guess who we saw coming out of the kitchen, Aunt Olivia,” Sophie gushed. Wearing her pink bride-to-be sash, she darted toward them with glasses and an opened bottle.

Olivia felt the hairs on the back of her neck rise. “Gordon Ramsay?”

Sophie screwed up her face. “You’re right with the chef part, but way sexier than that, trust me. Especially in those chef’s whites.” She waggled her eyebrows as she poured champagne into her mum’s glass. “Looks like you won’t be able to escape the super-hot guy who has a crush on you, Aunt Olivia.” She beamed. “Because he works here.”

Her stomach dropped, but a beat later she felt a weird … flutter. “I’m sure he transferred his temporary crush to someone else after we left last night.” She waved away the champagne and the thought that some part of her wanted to bump into him again. “I’ll stick to water for a bit like Jessica. I’m not used to all this alcohol.”

Chloe, who’d come to join them, took the bottle from Sophie, poured some into a glass, and thrust it into Olivia’s hand. “You’re going to enjoy this experience way more with some fizz inside you.”

Oh God. She’d temporarily forgotten what they were about to witness. “Can I use my get-out-of-jail-free card and go back to my room?”

Chloe frowned. “Why on earth do you want to miss seeing some fit guys take their clothes off?”

Because I’m a fuddy-duddy. Crap, there was no way out of this without her feeling even older and more prudish than she already did.

Ashley must have read her thoughts because she slid an arm around her waist. “Of course Olivia doesn’t want to miss the hot guys and their raunchy dancing. In fact, she’ll probably be the first to put her hand up for the chance to dance with them.”

Olivia raised the glass to her lips and took a deep gulp.



The moment he heard the bridal party had taken over the harbor-view lounge, Connor had started working on a way to justify dropping in.

“Those canapés.” He nodded to the remaining tray of goat cheese and pesto swirls, salmon frittatas, gochujang deviled eggs, and kimchi prawn cocktail boats he’d spent a lot of the afternoon preparing. “Are they going spare?”

Chef Felix, the head chef, nodded. “The party who requested them have apparently survived and are on to their first course now. You can take them.”

Luca immediately made to grab one, but Connor waved him away. “Nope. They’re going to fulfill a higher purpose than being scarfed down by you.” He glanced over at his temporary boss. He wanted to think Felix had been joking with the survive remark, but there was nothing in the man’s expression to suggest that. “Is it okay if I take my break now?”

The guy waved him away. In his mid-fifties, Chef Felix had trained with Aaron, owner of the restaurant Connor worked in back home. While Aaron had stayed in England and focused on getting his own place, Felix had gone on to work in hotel restaurants across the globe before finally settling in his native Nantucket. He was a great teacher, but Connor found him very hard to read and often wondered if Felix had agreed to Connor coming back for a second year only as a giant favor to Aaron, not because he thought much of him.

Brushing the thought away, Connor picked up the tray and headed out of the kitchen, swerving past an amorous couple in the corridor who clearly couldn’t move more than fifty yards without needing to grope each other. And fuck yeah, he was jealous.

He missed sex.

He’d once had so much of it, he’d worried his dick would fall off. Then Ellie had come along and … tumbleweed. Didn’t mean he didn’t think about it.

Especially now, he thought with a jolt as he walked into the harbor-view lounge and his eyes collided with the startled hazel of Olivia’s. Demure in black and beige, she looked elegantly striking as she stood talking to her sisters.

“Oh, are they for us?” An attractive woman with vibrant red hair clapped her hands and gave him a flirty smile.

“Compliments of the kitchen.” He sent her a wink before setting the tray on one of the tables. How much easier it would be if he found this smiley redhead even half as compelling as the woman who’d returned her attention to her sisters.

“Wow, that’s so kind of you.” He recognized Olivia’s niece as she joined them. She picked up one of the swirls and made a happy noise as she wolfed it down. “Soooo good. Did you make them?”

“Do you think if I say yes, your aunt will be impressed?” And yes, his voice was deliberately loud enough for Olivia to hear.

The bride-to-be laughed. “Well, it does take a lot to impress her. I’m Sophie, by the way. And this is Chloe,” she added, nudging the redhead. “Samira is the one with long dark hair, then we have Nicole, who’s currently knocking back her second glass of champagne—”

“Third.” Nicole, tall with brown hair in a pixie cut and a ring through her nose, waved her empty glass in the air.

“Gabrielle is rocking the very discreet jumpsuit.”

He laughed, the jumpsuit in question being a swirling pattern of fluorescent pink and neon green, which looked stunning against Gabrielle’s brown skin.

“Of course you already know my aunts.” Sophie smirked. “Especially my youngest aunt.” Before Connor could say anything, Sophie waved over to Olivia. “Hey, Aunt Olivia, come and try the canapés Connor made. They’re scrummy.”

With a big wink in his direction and a little giggle, Sophie stepped aside.

The elegant brunette in the beige capri trousers and simple black top sighed—yep, definitely fucking sighed. Then she fixed a polite smile on her face and walked over to him, hazel eyes skirting up and down his chef’s whites.

“We meet again.” He grinned.

“You work here.”

“For the next few
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