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A Note from Melissa


I have been itching to write Archer Steele’s book since I first met him a few years ago. He’s such a strong, sexy, resilient hero, but his guilt over the past goes so deep, he can’t see the love at his fingertips. I knew he was going to need an equally strong heroine who understood the type of emotional pain he was going through, and Indi Oliver is definitely that woman. She’s as passionate about everything she does as Archer is, and they butt heads as often as they bump other body parts. I laughed and I cried while writing their story, and there were times I wanted to shake them both, but it only made me love them more. I hope you enjoy Archer and Indi as much as I do.

If you’re an avid reader of the Love in Bloom series, please note that this story takes place prior to MAYBE WE WILL, the first book in the Silver Harbor series.

If this is your first Love in Bloom novel, all of my stories are written to stand alone or to be enjoyed as part of the larger series, so dive right in and enjoy the fun, sexy ride. For more information on Love in Bloom titles, visit www.MelissaFoster.com.

On the next two pages you will find a Steele family tree and a map of Silver Island. You can also download your own copies of those documents and more here:

www.MelissaFoster.com/RG

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

www.MelissaFoster.com/Newsletter

FREE Love in Bloom Reader Goodies

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

www.MelissaFoster.com/RG

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

www.MelissaFoster.com/LIBFree

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

shop.melissafoster.com
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Chapter One


I CAN’T BELIEVE I slept with him again. Eight hours into the new year, and I’ve already blown my most important resolution. Indi Oliver tipped her face up to the warm shower spray on Archer Steele’s boat, trying to wash away the regret of their latest hookup, but that regret was chased by the titillating memories of Archer’s strong hands on her skin, his gruff demands echoing in her head, and the rush of lust billowing inside her again with nothing more than the thought of him.

This has got to stop.

The shower door opened, and she willed herself not to look at the scorching-hot beast of a man as he stepped in behind her. She tried to ignore the spine-tingling desire clawing up her skin as he pressed his hard body against her back. His greedy hands slid up her belly, palming her breasts as if he owned them, teasing her nipples so exquisitely, a moan escaped. Damn him.

He nipped at the base of her neck, growling, “Where do you think you’re going? I’m not nearly done with you.”

“Archer…” She hated how needy she sounded, but she had no control around him.

“That’s it, baby. Say my name again. You know what that does to me.”

Did she ever. He was so arrogant, he wanted her to acknowledge who was giving her pleasure every time they were together. As if anyone else had ever been able to make her feel the incredible way he did.

He ground his hips against her, one hand slipping between her legs, taunting her, masterfully zeroing in on the magical spot that had her eyes closing, her head falling back against his broad, muscular chest. She really liked being with him. He felt so good, so safe and real. But she knew better. He might be authentically Archer, not fake and full of pretense like the Big Apple models and actors she did hair and makeup for, but he definitely wasn’t safe. Her best friend Leni’s older brother was the playboy of Silver Island, a world-renowned vintner who took what he wanted and made no apologies. He lacked the charm of his other siblings, but damn. What he lacked in charm, he made up for in raw sexuality. He was rough and greedy, bigger than all of his brothers, like pure sex on legs with his military-short dark hair and trim beard, which made him look a bit menacing and amped up his badass allure. Everything about Archer was big, from his thick thighs and barrel chest to his bulbous muscles and formidable cock. Indi secretly thought of him as Hurricane Archer, because she could feel a storm brewing inside him at all times. Sometimes it was pent-up desire wafting off him like a gale-force wind, but at other times another force seemed to stack up inside him and pulse in the air around him. She didn’t know what that was, but it called out to her with the same vehemence as the testosterone he wore like aftershave, getting under her skin in the best and the worst ways.

“I have to go,” she said half-heartedly, struggling against her hunger for him.

“I think you mean you have to come.”

He squeezed her nipple with one hand, teasing between her legs with the other, and her traitorous body nearly combusted. “We’re less than ten hours into the new year, and I’ve already blown my resolution not to sleep with you.”

“Nice to know I made resolution status.”

His cockiness was as frustrating as it was scintillating. He chuckled against her neck, quickening his efforts between her legs, sending rivers of pleasure slithering through her. She went up on her toes, and he pushed his fingers inside her. His thumb pressed on that bundle of nerves that wreaked havoc with her ability to think or feel anything but the orgasm building, pounding, swelling inside her, consuming her entire being. “More…don’t stop…oh God, yesss.”

His thumb stilled, and a whimper escaped as he gritted out, “Say my name, Indi.” He underscored his demand with a bite on her shoulder and withdrew his fingers.

She grabbed his wrist, holding him where she needed him most. “Archer, please—”

“Fuck.” He spun her around, pinning her back and hands against the cold, wet tile, and crushed his mouth to hers. His hard length pressed enticingly against her belly. Ever since they’d first hooked up, their connection had been so intense that they’d both been eager to ditch condoms early on, and they’d taken steps to make that happen safely.

They feasted on each other as if they hadn’t just spent the night ravenously devouring each other every which way they could. This was what she craved. The unrelenting, all-consuming passion that practically oozed from their pores every time they were in the same room. She knew he was all wrong for her. Knew she had to stop this madness since she was thinking about moving to the island and opening her own business. The last thing she needed was her name connected to a man who everyone knew would never settle down, but as he tore his mouth away, dipping his head to suck her breast, those thoughts fractured and she cried out, swept up in the pleasure coursing through her. He dropped to his knees, spreading her legs wide, and then his mouth was on her, his scruff abrading her thighs, obliterating everything other than the whipping thrills of being caught in his torrent as she shattered against his mouth. Her fingernails dug into his shoulders, and his name shot from her lips like a curse. He stayed with her as her body bucked and shook, until she went limp against the wall.

He rose to his feet, lifting her into his arms, then lowering her onto his thick shaft. Renewed lust zinged through her as he pumped and ground. Why did he have to feel so damn good? His eyes remained trained on hers as she rode him like a fucking bronco. As if he could read her mind, he smirked victoriously. She lowered her mouth to his, kissing that arrogance off his lips, swearing this was the very last time she’d have sex with Archer Steele.

[image: * * *]

ARCHER NEVER LET women spend the night on his boat, but he was insatiable for Indi, and what better way to start the day than buried eight inches deep in the gorgeous petite blonde? He’d never met a woman who was as sexually brazen as he was, until Indi. She was a tigress in the sack, and he fucking loved it. His fingers itched to be tangled in her long silky hair again as he took her from behind. He ached to see those crimpy curls bouncing on her bare breasts as she rode him hard and fanned out on his pillow as he drove into her until she cried out his name in the throes of passion.

His cock jerked with the memories.

Fuck.

He pulled on his jeans, getting a kick out of her as she rushed around the cabin putting on her heels, while simultaneously finger-combing her damp hair and grumbling about needing to call Leni and being late to meet Charmaine. Charmaine Luxe was a local real estate agent. She was showing Indi retail space for her hair and makeup business. She was so damn cute, it made him want to make her even later.

“I can’t believe I’m showing up in the dress I wore last night.”

Archer’s twin, Jack, who went by the nickname “Jock,” had married the love of his life, Daphne Zablonski, last night. Indi was supposed to stay at their parents’ house with Leni after the wedding, but this wasn’t the first time she’d ended up in Archer’s bed, and it damn well wouldn’t be the last. “Want to borrow some sweats?”

“No, I don’t want to borrow sweats,” she snapped. “That’s just what I need, to show up in your clothes. Where’s my phone? I have to text Leni and let her know I’ll meet her at the first property. She’s going to kill me.”

“Relax. She knows you’re with me.”

She gave him a deadpan look. “That’s the problem. I told her not to let me end up here again. I swear it was the tequila.”

“Yeah, the tequila.” His words dripped with sarcasm. Indi hadn’t been drunk last night, and neither had he. When Daphne’s sister, Renee, had flirted with him, Indi’s baby blues had caught fire, and she’d turned up the heat to pure, unadulterated vixen. Archer didn’t know if the supremely organized and fiercely confident blonde had done it out of a sense of competition or jealousy, and he didn’t care. She’d landed exactly where he’d wanted her.

“I have the worst taste in men. No offense, but you’re not exactly husband material.”

“You got that right.”

“Exactly, which means everyone knows we’re just hooking up, and that won’t bode well for my reputation or my business if I move here.”

He cocked a grin. “And yet you keep coming back for more.” He snagged her phone from the floor by the bed and closed the distance between them. She scoffed and reached for the phone, but he closed his hand around hers. “Don’t beat yourself up for wanting more of the best thing on this island.”

“Ugh. You are so arrogant.”

He tugged her against him, and damn, she felt good. “You know you love it.”

“In the dark, maybe.” She pushed out of his arms, yanking her phone free. “In the light of day, it just kind of makes you a jerk.”

He chuckled and pulled on a Henley. “If that were true, I doubt you’d be here.”

She rolled her eyes. “I have to go.” She began typing out a text while she walked out of the cabin, stomping past her coat lying on the couch.

He shoved his feet into his boots, grabbed her coat, and snagged her around the waist as she headed up to the deck.

“Archer, I have to—” She spun around and saw her coat. “Oh. Sorry. Thanks.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself, darlin’. Women line up to get into my bed.”

“Not this woman.” She took her coat, furiously putting it on. “Not anymore. It was fun, but I’m done.”

“Isn’t that what you said last time?” He grinned.

“I mean it this time. I need to concentrate on my business. I don’t have time for”—she waved toward his body—“you and your big body and orgasmic tricks.”

“As I recall, you enjoyed my orgasmic tricks several times last night.” He hauled her against him again, grabbing her ass. The stairs brought them nearly eye to eye. “Especially that thing we did when you held on to the headboard.”

Her eyes flamed, and her cheeks reddened.

“You like my mouth, my hands, my—”

“Stop!” she said anxiously.

He pressed his cheek to hers, speaking huskily into her ear. “What’s the matter, gorgeous? Getting wet for me again?” He slid a hand beneath the back of her dress into the lace panties he’d taken off her with his teeth last night, earning a needy sigh as his fingers slid through her wetness. A low growl fell from his lips. “Let me fuck you one more time, right here on the steps.”

She swallowed hard, her eyes screaming yes! even as she pushed out of his arms. “Goodbye, Archer.” She turned and hurried up the stairs.

He was right behind her as she blew through the door, the brisk air assaulting them. Silver Island was off the coast of Cape Cod, and winters could be brutal. “I’ll drive you to meet Leni. You can’t walk all that way in those heels.”

“City girl, remember?” She waved over her head as she headed down the ramp to the dock.

He followed her down. “Come on, darlin’. I’m not going to let you freeze.”

“Let me?” She laughed incredulously, glancing over just as he hauled her into his arms and threw her over his shoulder. Her legs flailed, and she screeched, “Archer! Put me down! I’m not your property…”

She was so damn stubborn, bitching the whole way to his truck. He tossed her into the passenger seat, talking over her griping and huffing. “I’m just being a gentleman.”

“More like an ass,” she snapped, her gorgeous blue eyes shooting lasers.

“As I recall, your hot little hands were all over my ass last night—and the rest of my body—so quit your bitching and buckle up, buttercup, or you’ll be even later.” Ignoring her scalding stare, he closed the door and went around to the driver’s seat. She glowered as he started the truck and drove out of the marina parking lot. “Main Street?”

She thumbed out a text, anger emanating off her. “Yes.” The word snapped like a whip.

“Just need to make one stop.” Archer reached across the seat and squeezed her thigh.

“I’m not getting down and dirty with you in your truck.”

He chuckled, loving her feistiness. “That’s not on my agenda this morning, but now that you mention it…” He waggled his brows, earning an eye roll.

Indi texted furiously as he drove down the quiet streets toward the Sweet Barista, a café owned by Keira Silver, one of his buddy Grant’s younger sisters. As much as Archer enjoyed the hustle and bustle of summers on Silver Island, he reveled in the tranquility of winter, when locals meandered at an easier pace, there were no lines at restaurants and cafés, and women didn’t throw themselves at him every time he walked down the street. Who knew that could ever get old?

As he parked in front of the Sweet Barista, Indi gave him an incredulous look. “Seriously? You’re stopping for breakfast? Can you just drop me off first, please?”

“This’ll only take a second.” He threw his door open. “Want to come in?”

She looked down at her dress and pulled her coat tighter across her chest. “Definitely not.”

He climbed out of the truck and headed inside. Keira eyed him from behind the counter as she finished with a customer, her light brown hair framing her face. As the customer walked away, he stepped up to the counter. “Hey, Keira.”

“I didn’t expect to see you this morning. You and Indi looked like you were going to tear each other’s clothes off before you even got out the door last night. Guess she took off on you again.” The Silvers had all been at the wedding.

“Hardly,” he grumbled, but the truth was, Indi wasn’t like other women. She never tried to coerce him into staying longer or letting her linger. Indi never stuck around, which had been just fine with him at first, but lately he couldn’t get enough of her, and it pissed him off that she shrugged him off so easily. “Give me two of your froufrou lattes my sisters rave about and two muffins or pastries chicks like.”

Keira arched a brow. “Did Renee join you two last night?”

“Focus, Keira. Coffee. I’m in a hurry.”

“Okay, okay, Mr. Mysterious.”

A few minutes later he strode out to the truck and handed Indi a coffee and the bag of pastries. “Sorry I made you late this morning.”

“We made me late this morning.” She sipped the coffee, closed her eyes, and moaned. “But this apology latte is amazing. We’re forgiven.”

She smiled, and it tweaked a knot in his chest. She peeked into the bag, her face lighting up. “Are these blackberry, lemon, and thyme muffins? How did you know they’re my favorite?”

The appreciation in her eyes was too damn beautiful to tell her the truth, but it slipped out anyway. “I didn’t. Keira did.”

She sipped her coffee, that soft smile remaining. “Other guys would’ve lied about that.”

“Other guys suck.” He drove to Main Street and spotted Leni in front of the empty retail space where Silver Island Salon used to be. Her arms were crossed, and she looked sharp in jeans, a suede jacket, and boots. He pulled up by the curb, and Leni’s keen eyes locked on him as she stalked over to his window, her auburn hair bouncing with every determined step. He steeled himself for the shit she was about to give him as Indi climbed out of the truck as usual, without any parting words.

“Did you have to make her late?” Leni said harshly but quietly. “Charmaine has been waiting inside for ten minutes.”

He handed her the other latte. “Sorry.”

Her brows knitted as she accepted the cup and sipped, her scowl softening. “Oh, you’re good.”

“No shit. Why do you think we’re late?” He chuckled and drove away, toying with thoughts of Indi moving to town and warming his bed more often—and his truck, his boat, and just about any other place the feeling hit them. She was fooling herself with that last-time bullshit.

It was starting to look like a damn good year.


Chapter Two


IT TOOK EVERYTHING Indi had not to watch Archer as he drove away, even though she was dying to know if he glanced back to see her one last time. He was infuriatingly hot and stubborn, but that stubbornness had saved her from freezing her butt off, and that, along with breakfast, was kind of sweet.

Pushing thoughts of the burly sex machine away, she tried to focus on why she was there. Indi was a makeup artist by trade, and a few years ago she’d developed Indira, her own skin care and cosmetics lines, which she currently sold online and in department stores. She was finally ready to take the plunge and open her own boutique. She looked at the sign Leni’s youngest sister, Jules, had hung on the door of the empty retail shop. A VERY SPECIAL SHOP IS COMING SOON. Jules owned the Happy End gift shop at the end of the block. She was Silver Island’s unofficial entertainment coordinator, matchmaker, and pep squad all in one. Her shop had red-framed picture windows and two iron giraffes out front, which she dressed up every day. Today they wore red hats and purple scarves. Jules had survived cancer as a child, and she spread positivity, love, and support like confetti to everyone around her. She’d been trying forever to talk Indi into moving to the island and starting her business. All the Steeles were supportive of the idea. Not for the first time, she thought about how her friends’ parents were warmer and more supportive of her than her own parents, which was one reason she wanted to move to the island.

“Girl…”

Leni’s voice pulled her from her thoughts. She was shaking her head and looking at Indi in the way only a best friend could. The look said, I can’t believe you did it again and Of course you did it again. Don’t worry. I’ve got your back. She’d met Leni almost seven years ago at a fashion show where Indi was doing hair and makeup and Leni was handling PR. Leni had encouraged Indi’s dreams from the moment they’d met, and she had single-handedly helped Indi make a name in the industry by having her high-profile clients use and promote Indira products. She was a no-holds-barred friend. The kind who would tell her if she looked frumpy in outfits, had toilet paper hanging off her heel, or if she needed to stop hooking up with her brother, which, judging by the expression on Leni’s face, was what she was about to say.

Indi held up her hand. “I know, and we’re done. That was the last time.”

“That’s what you said two hookups ago.” Leni lowered her voice. “We don’t have time to talk about my brother’s hold over you. I told Charmaine you went to see if you left your bags on the ferry, which you didn’t realize you’d lost until this morning. Got it?”

“Yes, but then how did I get the dress to wear to the wedding? Did I come to the island wearing it? And how did I do everyone’s hair and makeup before the wedding without my supplies?”

“Smile and don’t overthink it.” Leni dragged her inside.

“She was at the wedding,” Indi whispered. “She saw me in this dress.” Her thoughts fell away as she took in their surroundings. Brick walls and dark hardwood floors gave the space a unique feel, and exposed metal beams on high, wooden-slatted ceilings gave it an edge. There were two sinks in the back, and three salon chairs with mirrors along two walls. It would take some modifying, but it had a certain charm, calling out to her in a way she didn’t know retail space could. Kind of like Silver Island had the first time she’d stepped foot on the sandy oasis with Leni several years ago. She’d never forget walking down Main Street for the first time, with its quaint shops and colorful awnings. Window boxes had overflowed with flowers, WELCOME signs hung by every door, and people sat on painted benches eating ice cream. Nearly everyone had smiled or said hello as they passed, so different from life in the big city. She’d felt the stress of trying to appease her parents and working in a busy city, in an industry where authenticity was as hard to come by as gold bars, fall away. In the years since, she’d found a warm community on Silver Island, with more friends who had become like family than she could have ever hoped for. More importantly, the Steeles had shown her what a family should be like. They’d had their own trials and tribulations over the years with Jules’s cancer and a rift between Archer and his twin, Jock, that had lasted a decade, but they’d weathered those difficult times supporting one another, as families should.

Now she had the chance to become part of the special island and community that had given her hope for all the things she’d never found in the city. She’d been dreaming of opening her own boutique for so long, she had goose bumps. Charmaine was right last night when Indi had pulled her aside at the wedding to talk about properties and told her this one would be perfect.

Charmaine came out of a room toward the back, a knowing smile curving her lips as she approached. “If I had a dress as sexy as that, I’d wear it every day, too.”

Indi was thankful for her attempt at discretion, but if she hoped to make a go of things, she wasn’t about to tiptoe around her choices. She’d just make better choices in the future. “I’m sorry I’m late, and thank you for that, but we all know I left the wedding with Archer. It was a one-time thing.”

Charmaine and Leni exchanged disbelieving glances.

“Okay, a few-times thing, but it’s over. I’m going to focus on finally making my dream come true and giving Indira products the boutique they deserve.”

“Damn right, you are.” Leni nodded reassuringly. “You’ve run that business out of your apartment for way too long.”

“I don’t see why you can’t do Archer and the business,” Charmaine said supportively. “I mean, he is just about the hottest thing on this island, and opening a business can be stressful. I’d give anything to have a distraction like him waiting for me at the end of my long days.”

“If you’re into guys who will never give you more than a good time, go for it,” Leni said.

Indi gave her an incredulous look.

“Aha. You’re not done with him, just as I thought.” Leni grinned.

Indi rolled her eyes, trying to play it cool, but this was the trouble with hanging out with her best friend. Leni knew all her secrets. Indi didn’t intend to sleep with Archer again, but history had proven that when his dirty texts rolled in, or his rough voice came through the phone promising all the naughty things he did so well, or she caught his seductive wink from across a room, her resolve always faltered. She told herself she was going to be stronger this time, and she damn well meant it. But that didn’t mean she wanted Leni throwing gorgeous, leggy Charmaine into his path.

Leni sipped her latte. “Look, I love my brother. He’s a great guy, an amazing uncle to Joey and Hadley, and he’s made the vineyard far more successful than it would have been without him.” Joey was Leni’s twin brother Levi’s daughter, and Hadley was Jock and Daphne’s little girl. “But you know he’s wicked arrogant, and yes, in all fairness, he’s an award-winning vintner, and as Charmaine said, he’s a hot commodity on this island, so he’s got reasons to be that way. He’s never going to settle down, and I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“I’m not going to get hurt. We’re just hooking up. Or we were. Can we please stop talking about Archer?”

“Of course,” Leni said. “I guess you could do worse. You could have hooked up with Wells.”

“I would never go out with a guy who two-timed you,” Indi exclaimed. Leni had gone out with Wells Silver when they were in high school. He’d cheated on her with another of her close friends, Abby de Messiéres, and Leni had never let him, or anyone else, forget it. Abby lived in New York now, and when the three of them got together, Wells always came up in conversation.

“Sometimes I wish I’d grown up here so I was in the know with all the gossip,” Charmaine said. “But then I realize I’d probably be part of that gossip, and I’m glad I’m a transplant.”

“I’d like to stay far away from that grapevine, too,” Indi agreed. “So how about we focus on this incredible space and not the various players who live around it?”

“Yes, let’s.” Charmaine went into a well-practiced sales pitch about the use of the space and potential layouts for the boutique. She went over utilities and the changes in foot traffic during peak and off seasons.

When she started to give Indi a pitch about the island, Indi interrupted her. “You can save the sales pitch about the holiday parades, the flotilla, and other events. I’ve been coming here for years, and as I said last night, this is definitely where I want to open my boutique. And this space. It’s incredible. Would I be allowed to take out a few of the salon chairs and counters and maybe paint the bricks white? Freshen it up a bit?”

“I’ll have to check with the owner about painting the brick, but you can definitely take out the chairs and counters as long as you repair the floors and walls.”

“Are you sure you want to take them out?” Leni asked. “This was the only salon on this part of the island. You could be giving up valuable income that you won’t have to work hard to earn.”

“I know, but I don’t want to run a big salon. I enjoy cutting hair, but I don’t want it to be my main focus. My heart is in skin care and cosmetics and doing hair and makeup for special events. I think three chairs will be enough for customers who come in to get ready for events, and I want to add displays on the other side.”

“What if you have a larger group, like a wedding party? Will three chairs be enough?” Charmaine asked.

“I usually meet larger groups of clients at the venues so they don’t mess up their hair on the way over. I think three is plenty. I’ve been dreaming about opening a boutique for so long, I can picture lighted wall units with glass shelves over there.” She pointed across the room. “Pretty displays for the hair products on this side of the room and makeup and skincare over there and in the back, or maybe the other way around. I can see mother/daughter makeovers and girls coming in to get ready for homecoming dances and proms. I can’t wait to teach young girls how to apply makeup and help women learn about why using the right hair products can mean the difference between frizz and curls or flat and full of body. And, Leni, I know you’re worried about me losing the built-in income from the salon, but I make more money off my products than I ever would cutting hair, and I’ll be a lot happier doing it because I can finally meet the women whose lives my products are touching. My head is literally spinning right now with ideas. I can offer gift baskets for special occasions, sales and events for each season. The possibilities are endless.”

Charmaine sighed. “You make me want to open a boutique.”

“She really has been talking about it forever,” Leni said. “I just can’t believe she wants to move to the place I couldn’t leave behind fast enough.”

“That’s not true. You love it here, and you know it.” Indi knew Leni loved living in the city, but she was always raving about the island.

“Shh,” Leni said conspiratorially. “Don’t tell anyone.”

Charmaine chuckled. “Let me show you the rest of the space.”

She showed them the office in the back of the shop, with natural light pouring in through the windows and an enormous stockroom and separate closet.

“There’s so much space,” Indi said. “It really is perfect.”

“Why don’t we take a look at the apartment upstairs,” Charmaine suggested, heading toward a door near the back of the space.

“I got so excited about this area, I forgot there was an apartment included in the rent.”

“All of the buildings on this street have either apartments or retail space above them. But don’t get too excited,” Charmaine warned as they followed her upstairs. “It’s not very big.”

She led them into a spacious living area with the same brick walls and wood-slatted ceiling as the retail space. Natural light flooded in through large picture windows in the kitchen and dining areas. The living room and kitchen were separated by a nice-size bar, and the dining area had floor-to-ceiling shelves on one wall and an arched entryway into the kitchen. Indi couldn’t believe Charmaine thought the apartment was small. She’d obviously never lived in New York City. “This is twice as big as my studio apartment.”

“And twice as nice, for a third of the cost,” Leni added.

Charmaine opened the bedroom door. “Between you and me, the rent on this place is a steal for Silver Island. The owner is anxious to get it leased.”

They looked at the bedroom and bathroom. Indi pictured her bed by the window, her dresser by the closet, and her pretty towels hanging in the bathroom. When they went back into the living room, she mentally laid out her love seat and other furniture, imagining leafy plants basking in the sun by every window. It already felt like home, unlike her apartment in the city, where she still felt like she was living in someone else’s space.

“Why don’t I go downstairs to call the owner about painting the bricks and let you two chat.”

Charmaine headed downstairs, and it was all Indi could do not to squeal. She bounced on her toes. “Leni. This feels perfect. What do you think? What am I not thinking of?”

“That you won’t have your favorite taco shop or coffee shop right around the corner.”

“So I’ll find a new favorite food. Trista’s Café is a few doors down, and the Sweet Barista isn’t far away. What else?”

“It’s a big move. You’ve lived in the city that never sleeps your whole life. Silver Island is going to take some getting used to when you’re here for longer than a few days.”

“I know. Instead of Broadway shows and street vendors, there are movies and cute little restaurants. I know I have to deal with the whole Archer thing, but being around your family and all the friends I’ve met over the years sounds so good to me.”

“Stop looking at me with puppy-dog eyes.” Leni smiled. “You know I support whatever decision you make, even though if you move here, it’ll mean you’re farther away from me.”

“I’m sorry, but thank you!” Indi hugged her. “Now let’s talk about the layout for the boutique.”

As they brainstormed, the more ideas they came up with, the more the boutique came to life and the more excited Indi became. Her phone rang, and when she pulled it out of her coat pocket, her mother’s name appeared on the screen, replacing her excitement with the inescapable feeling of not being enough for her parents.

Leni must have seen something in her expression, because she said, “Your mom?”

Indi nodded.

“Let it go to voicemail.”

“She’ll just keep calling. Give me a sec.” She stepped aside to answer the call. “Hi, Mom.”

“Indira, honey, we missed you last night at the annual New Year’s Eve bash at the club. James was asking about you. I hope you’ll give him a call.”

I’m fine, Mom. How are you? My friends’ wedding was magical. Thanks for asking. Similar nonexistent conversations played in Indi’s head every time her mother called. “It’s been five months since James and I broke up. He needs to get over it, and you need to stop encouraging him.” James Rutherford was a family friend, and they’d had an on-again, off-again relationship since high school that was full of good intentions but void of sparks or passion. They’d gotten together again about a year ago, but Indi had finally ended it for good around the same time she’d made the decision to stop trying to be something she wasn’t and get the heck out of New York City to live the life she wanted, where she wanted to live it.

Leni mouthed, James? Indi nodded, and Leni shook her head.

“Oh, honey,” her mother said in the dismissive tone Indi hated. “He’s not the type of man who gets over a woman, and surely you don’t want him to. You two got along famously.”

“We’re friends. Of course we get along. We’ve known each other forever, but as I told you five months ago and a hundred times since, I need more than he can give.”

“What else could you possibly want? He is financially secure, and he adores you.”

Oh, I don’t know. Love, laughter, and heart-stopping passion. “I don’t need a man for financial security, and I’m a little busy right now, Mom. I don’t have time to talk about James.”

“Are you back in the city? James is here talking with your father. We could all have dinner together.”

Indi was done with her mother’s games. “Mother, I have no interest in having dinner with James, and I’m still on Silver Island, looking at space for my boutique.”

Silence stretched between them, and when her mother finally spoke, her tone was tight. “I thought you gave up that silly idea.”

“I have no idea why you’d think that since I’ve never wavered from my intentions, and it’s not—” She stopped herself from justifying her dreams. Why did she always backpedal with her parents? She reminded herself for the umpteenth time that she no longer needed her parents’ approval. “Was there something you needed, Mom? I really have to go.”

“Yes. I wanted to make sure you were coming to brunch on Sunday.”

Indi’s stomach clenched, anxiety crawling up her spine. Their family got together once a month for brunch, rain or shine, at The Grand, of course. The Grand was the oldest and most exclusive social club in the city, with an eighty-thousand-dollar initiation fee and annual dues of thirty thousand dollars. Her family, along with several other families from her parents’ highbrow circle, had been brunching there for generations.

It was all for show, and Indi hated the very premise of it. But she missed her sister, her niece and nephew, and her brother—trophy wife, overblown ego, and all. The truth was, whether Indi wanted to admit it or not, some part of her still held out hope that her parents might come around and see her success for what it was. She hated that, too. “I’ll be there, but I really have to get off the phone now.”

As Indi ended the call, Leni put her arm around her. “Do you want some ice water for the smoke coming out of your ears?”

Indi straightened her spine and squared her shoulders. “What I want is to sign the lease. Where’s Charmaine?”

“You’re going for it? You’re really going to move here and open your business?”

“Damn right I am, and assuming I get approved for the lease, I want to get it going right away. The sooner I can get started, the better.”

Leni squealed and hugged her. “I’m totally psyched for you!” Her expression turned serious. “But what about Fashion Week? It’s only six weeks away. Are you sure you can handle making this big of a change with that on deck?”

“Absolutely. I’ve been doing Fashion Week for years. I know how to prepare and what it takes.”

“Indi, you’re talking about a huge move. Opening a business is no small feat. We have to strategize your marketing plan to get the word out, and you have to hire someone to do the renovations. Levi can probably give you recommendations.” Levi owned Husbands for Hire, a renovation company, but he’d moved off the island years ago. He and Joey lived in Harborside, Massachusetts.

“I know it’s a big endeavor, but I’m ready for it. I think I mentally left the city a long time ago. I just realized that I’m going to need to keep my furniture in the city until after Fashion Week so I have a place to sleep while I finish out my contracts. Do you think Charmaine can find me a short-term furnished apartment? Or maybe your parents will let me stay with them until I can move here.”

“You’re not going to believe this,” Leni said. “But Jules knew you were going to take this place. She gave me a key to her apartment before she and Grant left for Spain and said you can stay there until you’re all moved in here.” Jules’s fiancé, Grant Silver, had surprised her with a trip to Spain, and they’d left that morning.

“You’re kidding. See? This was meant to be.”

“I think so, too. But you’ve booked a few events after Fashion Week. What’s your long-term plan for your apartment in the city? I know you switched to a month-to-month lease a few months ago, but are you going to keep it?”

“It’s too expensive. I’ll have to let it go after my sixty days’ notice. I guess I’ll stay with Mare while I finish the events I’ve already committed to.” Her sister, Meredith, also lived in Manhattan.

“Or even better, stay with me.”

“You wouldn’t mind? I love my niece and nephew, but I’d rather stay with you than impose on Mare and her husband.”

“Yeah,” Leni said sarcastically. “It’d be a real burden hanging out with one of my besties.”

“You’re a godsend.” Elation bubbled up inside her. Nothing had ever felt so right. Archer bullied his way into her thoughts, stirring desires that made her heart race. How did he do that? She tried to push that yearning away, vowing to stay the course. From this moment on, her sole focus was building the life she’d always wanted. No more hookups with Mr. Arrogant, no more running late because of sexy showers or lost panties someplace between the beach and his boat. This was her chance to become the woman she’d always wanted to be and to show her parents, and the world, exactly who that was.

“Let’s do this.” She took Leni’s hand and headed for the stairs.


Chapter Three


ARCHER MADE HIS way through the wine cellar of his family’s winery early Wednesday morning. Top of the Island Vineyard spanned sixty acres to the west of his parents’ house and had been in his mother’s family for generations. Archer had never wanted anything more than he’d wanted to become a vintner. From the time he was a little boy, he’d been enthralled by the sights and smells of the winery and vineyard. He’d followed his grandfather and his father around the property, carrying tools and soaking in their life lessons about family, work ethic, what it meant to be a man, and facts about wines and vines, all of which were far too complicated for a little boy. But he’d been so inspired by the passion in their voices, it had made him want to understand those lessons and become a part of the business even more. While most of his siblings had left the island for college or other endeavors, he and Jules had remained anchored to the small towns of their youths, and to this day, there was no place else he’d rather be.

He usually found solace in the winter months, when things slowed down, and in these quiet moments, without the noise of racking, filtering, and bottling. But this morning it was too quiet. He craved the sounds of wines being moved from barrel to barrel, allowing them to stabilize and the tannins to soften, and the chatter of the staff to distract himself from thoughts of Indi. She’d been lingering front and center in his mind a hell of a lot more lately. He hadn’t even entertained the idea of being with another woman in months. It was a good thing he was taking his boat out of the water this weekend to store it for the rest of the winter, because he couldn’t look at the damn thing without seeing her gorgeous body there for the taking and those big baby blues pleading with him for more. He swore her feminine scent had seeped into the mattress. But it was more than her beauty and their hot sex that was gnawing at him. She didn’t look at him the way other women did, like they couldn’t believe he was with them. Indi looked at him like she knew she was worthy, like he was the lucky one, and hell if that wasn’t exactly how he felt. He liked her sassy mouth and innate confidence. She was whip smart, which he admired, because beauty without brains was exciting for about five minutes.

Why the hell am I thinking about this shit?

Fucking hell.

She messed with his head in ways no other woman ever had, and it intrigued him as much as it annoyed him. It was time to put her back in the OSZ—only sex zone. No afterthoughts meant no catching feelings. He walked around a rack of barrels and pulled out his phone, thumbing out a text that would put her right back where she belonged. What’re you wearing?

As usual, her response rolled in quickly. I’m just getting in the shower. Why?

A slow grin slid into place as he responded. I need a visual. I’m thinking about bending you over one of these barrels next time you’re in town.

A message bubble popped up with an eye-rolling emoji followed by I told you we’re done hooking up and I meant it.

“No, you didn’t.” He thumbed out, Can you feel me gripping one of your hips from behind? My other hand tangled in your hair, tugging just hard enough to make it sting as I drive my cock deep inside you? He hit send, aroused at the thought of being inside her again. He stared at his phone, anticipating her sexy response. She always gave it right back to him, and man, he dug that. Silent seconds turned to minutes without a response, and he gritted his teeth.

She was toying with him.

He was tempted to send another text, but Archer Steele didn’t chase women. He pocketed his phone and was heading out of the barrel room when another text rolled in. His pulse sped up as he pulled out his phone. Jock’s name flashed on the screen, and he cursed. Not because it was Jock but because it wasn’t Indi.

He read his brother’s text. You coming to Mom’s for breakfast? I want to see your ugly mug before we leave for our honeymoon.

Archer typed, On my way, hitting send as another text from Indi popped up. Dream on, lover boy. We’re done.

“Like hell we are.” He gritted his teeth and headed outside.

He drove one of the golf carts they used around the property over to his parents’ rambling, cedar-shingled, two-story. His childhood home had a gazebo anchoring one side of the spacious front porch and memories anchoring his heart to the past. His grandfather had passed away years ago, but his grandmother, Lenore, lived in the carriage house out back. For the millionth time in the last six months, relief washed over him. Relief from ending a decade-long rift between him and Jock that never should have happened in the first place. A decade of so much anger and hurt, he wasn’t sure he’d ever come out of it. He still carried a shitload of guilt about that, but here he was, parking the golf cart beside Jock’s car, looking forward to seeing the twin brother he’d lost for far too long.

He and Jock were the oldest of their siblings, followed three years later by their sister Sutton. Two years after her, Levi and Leni were born, and finally, three years later, Jules came along. Jules. The baby sister he couldn’t protect from an awful disease. She’d suffered greatly but had never let her pain dim her sweetness or her bright outlook on the world. He loved all of his siblings, but Jules had a special place in his heart, just like Jock did. He and Jock had been best friends and troublemaking cohorts until they were in their early twenties, when Jock was finishing college in New York City and Archer’s best friend, Kayla, whom he trusted and loved like family, had moved there for work and had gotten together with Jock. Archer had been happy for them, and months later, when they found out Kayla was pregnant, he was thrilled. What could be better than his two best friends building a life together? Kayla had continued to call and text him at all hours, just as they always had, and his relationship with Jock was stronger than ever. Jock had written a book while in college, and when it became a bestseller, Archer had been the first to congratulate him. Then one awful night, while Jock and Kayla were out celebrating Jock’s success, tragedy struck. In one horrific moment, a truck ran a red light, killing Kayla, and, a few hours later, Jock lost their baby, too.

Archer had been blinded by the pain of losing Kayla, by Jock’s agony of losing his girlfriend and child, and by the shock and fear of almost losing his twin. He hadn’t known what to do with the rage, which had twisted into barbs of blame and had shot out at Jock like bullets. He’d said and felt unthinkable things that consumed his every thought, chaining him to the past. Until ten long years later, when Daphne came into Jock’s life, and his brother, the man he blamed for all of their pain, the man who had betrayed Archer’s one request to take care of Kayla, had found the strength to do what Archer couldn’t and had faced those demons head-on. Fists and accusations had flown, but with every punch, every vile word, they’d smashed through their hurt and anger, clearing a path to mending their broken hearts, and over the past few months they’d worked together instead of dredging the abyss between them even deeper, and they’d found their way back into each other’s lives.

Thank fucking God.

The front door opened as Archer climbed out of the golf cart, and three-year-old Hadley toddled out. “Unca Archer!” She clutched her favorite stuffed owl in one hand, her honey-colored pigtails flouncing beside her sweet face. Jock was on her heels, futilely trying to put his little girl’s coat on her as she made her way down the steps. “No, Daddy Dock.”

Archer’s heart filled up at the name she called Jock. She had trouble saying Js. Archer wondered if she’d eventually call him Daddy Jock, or just Daddy. It had taken a hell of a lot for his brother to get past his grief and open his heart to another woman and child, and Archer felt guilty about that, too. Jock was a damn good father and husband, and he deserved all the love Daphne and Hadley had to give. Daphne ran the events for the winery, and there was no missing how much she loved his brother.

Archer jogged over and scooped up his adorable niece. “Hey now, squirt. You listen to your daddy. He loves you, and he takes good care of you.”

Jock nodded his appreciation, but his jaw was tight, a telltale sign that he was stressed. He was everything Archer wasn’t, and vice versa. They were both tall with dark hair and eyes, but Archer was built for a fight, with calloused hands from working the vines and boxing, while Jock was fit but much leaner, his hands soft, like his heart. He had a writer’s hands, and there was an air of dignity about him that Archer couldn’t emulate if he’d wanted to. His brother was thoughtful and chose his words carefully before speaking, like their father did. Even his voice was tempered, while Archer didn’t have much of a filter to slow him down before he spewed whatever shit was in his head. His interactions were gruff and blatantly honest.

He looked at his scowling niece, lips pursed, brows knitted. She was so different from Levi’s daughter at that age. Joey was eight. She’d been a colicky baby, but she’d quickly outgrown it, and Archer swore she’d been smiling ever since. But as his mother always said, Life would be a bore if we were all the same.

Hadley had one arm around Archer’s neck, her little fingers pressing into it. She might not be big on smiling, but she smiled a hell of a lot more now than she had when he’d first met her.

“Go on, now,” Archer said firmly. “Let your daddy put your coat on.”

Her gaze darted to Jock, and she stuck her arm out, allowing him to do it.

“Attagirl.” Archer kissed her temple.

She shoved her owl toward his face. “Kiss Owly.”

Jock chuckled.

Archer grimaced and kissed the damn stuffed animal, earning a toothy grin from Hadley.

She wriggled in his arms. “Down.” He set her feet on the grass, and she plopped onto her butt, playing with her stuffed toy. He eyed Jock. “Rough morning?”

“You could say that.” Jock lowered his voice. “Daph is frantic about leaving her for a week, and I’ve got to admit, I’m not thrilled at the idea, either. It seemed reasonable for our honeymoon, but now I’m kind of torn.”

“Dude, she’s three. You should be torn. But she’ll be fine. Better than fine. You know Mom and Dad will spoil her rotten while you’re gone, and hopefully, you and Daphne will be doing your own spoiling, if you know what I mean. Take your gorgeous wife on her honeymoon and remind her why she’s got the best husband around. Make love to her until she can’t remember what day it is, and then do it some more, because once you come back home”—he nodded toward Hadley—“it’s sticky fingers, bedtime stories, and whispered promises in the dark so you don’t wake your little one.” Archer clapped a hand on Jock’s shoulder. “You both deserve this.”

“Thanks, man.”

“Sure. Besides, with you gone, there’s more bacon for me. Now quit being a pussy, and let’s go inside.” He looked at Hadley and cringed, silently chiding himself for his language. “Pussy cat. Quit being a pussy cat.” He offered his hand to Hadley. “Let’s go eat, squirt.”

The house smelled like it had every day of his life, of meals made with as much love as the embraces their parents lavished on them. He had no idea how his family had put up with him for all those years when anger ruled his every move, but he was damn thankful they had.

They left their coats in the closet by the door and followed the sounds of hushed voices and giggles into the kitchen. The counters were covered with platters of eggs, bacon, and sausage. Freshly baked muffins were cooling on a rack by the oven, and their father’s arms were wrapped around their mother from behind, his face buried in her neck. The women on the island called Steve Steele a silver fox because of his salt-and-pepper hair, trim beard, and fit physique, but he only had eyes for his wife. Their mother, Shelley, was a big, beautiful woman with long auburn hair, bangs that gave her a youthful look, and a heart as big as her personality. Their parents had never shied away from open affection, and while Archer could count on one hand the times he’d heard his parents arguing, he couldn’t remember a single time that those arguments had lasted more than a few minutes. Those were just some of the reasons Archer would never jump aboard the marriage train. He wasn’t cut out for that type of relationship. He wasn’t warm like his parents or siblings, and he wasn’t the kind of guy who did romantic shit or whispered sweet nothings. He was wired differently than the rest of his family. Their wire was smooth coated, while his was barbed.

Hadley toddled over to their father, arms shooting toward the ceiling. “Up, Gwampa! Up!”

“Hey, sunshine.” His father picked her up and kissed her cheek.

His mother leaned in to kiss Hadley and tickled her belly, earning a burst of giggles. “How’s Grandma’s big girl?”

The kitchen door opened, and his grandmother walked in, as fashionable as ever with her blond pixie cut, wearing a thick black cardigan, a black blouse, and black slacks. Her black-and-gold leopard-print scarf matched her gold earrings and necklace. Grandma Lenore was in her late seventies. She had a wicked rebellious streak Archer admired and more energy than someone half her age. “Just in time.” She winked at Archer as she snagged a piece of bacon from a platter.

“Good morning, Mom,” his mother said.

“It is a good morning.” His grandmother reached for a muffin, and Archer noticed a faint PYTHONS stamp on her hand. His grandmother and her friends, who called themselves the Bra Brigade because they’d been sneaking off to sunbathe in their bras since they were teenagers, thought nobody knew that when they said they were going to play bingo on the Cape, they really went to a strip club called Pythons.

His mother smacked her hand. “We’re eating in a minute.”

His grandmother rolled her eyes, and Jock said, “You have to grab them when she’s not looking, Gram.”

“Sorry I’m late.” Daphne breezed into the kitchen, her blond hair swaying and her jeans and sweater showing off her voluptuous curves. “Hey, Archer.”

“Hi, Daph.” He leaned down and kissed her cheek. She was perfect for Jock, and much too sweet for Archer’s taste, but he couldn’t help razzing his brother. “Ready to nullify that wedding and take off with the better twin for a weekend of debauchery?”

Jock gave him a scathing look.

“Heck no. I married the best Steele there is.” Daphne quickly added, “No offense, Steve.”

Their father chuckled. “No offense taken, darlin’.”

“Damn right you married the
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