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Can a weekend visit to Last Chance Beach undo decades of brokenhearted memories? Conjuring up some island magic might just be their trick. Or treat!

Kyle Worthington hasn’t returned to Last Chance Beach in years. He’s worked hard to prove himself to his overbearing father and the rest of the world. Now it’s October, and the vacation island paradise is celebrating the season with an island-wide Fall Festival. Family obligation demands he participate. Everyone will be there, including the ghost that haunts his grandparents’ B&B. 

The running joke that Kyle never sticks with anything—not a career or a woman—will continue to plague him. Unless he brings a knockout of a date to the weekend-long event. Cassandra Corwin fits the bill perfectly. Kyle’s had his eye on his brilliant, beautiful co-worker since day one. But Cassie is an enigma, a loner. There’s no room in her life for anyone except Odin, her goofball of a Great Dane. 

Will this woman of mystery agree to Kyle’s scheme to impress his family? Can two near strangers from opposite worlds survive family gatherings and back-to-back Halloween events while pretending to be a couple? Kyle’s father seems hell-bent on derailing everything before they even shout “Boo!”

Or will the island’s magic prove too powerful for them to resist?
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For Halloween lovers everywhere
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CHAPTER 1
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Kyle Worthington leaned back, sipped his beer, and listened to his favorite, most intriguing person speak at a nearby table. Soft with just a hint of rasp. Cassie Corwin’s voice suited her perfectly. Sexy. Mysterious. Different.

“It’s just not the same,” she murmured with a secretive smile. “I’m telling you. Halloween is way better in New England. At least, it was for me.” She shrugged, unrepentant when those around her jeered. “What can I say, people? If you haven’t experienced places like Salem, Massachusetts in October, you don’t know what you’re missing.”

Everyone conceded they’d either visited the world-renowned witch city and loved it, or it was on their bucket list of vacation destinations. Now, with autumn fully upon them, it sounded like the perfect place to be. Especially the way Cassie Corwin described it.

“Why did you leave, Cass?” one of their co-workers asked her.

A flicker of sadness crossed Cassie’s beautiful features, yet she quickly masked it. “The company. My program was moved to Chicago first, then to here.” She downed the dregs of her margarita, licking the last bit of salt from its festive rim. “Follow the money, my mama always said.”

Their server in the popular Tex-Mex eatery arrived just in time to scoop up the empties. “Another round over here?”

Kyle seized his opportunity. “I’m buying. If I can join you guys. Does anyone mind?”

Surprised laughter and shouts of enthusiasm came from the group that included individuals from all departments within the big pharma company they all worked for. Hasty introductions of those he didn’t know bounced around the too-tight table as Kyle squeezed in.

Sultry, dark eyes connected with his over the flickering candle in the round table’s center. Long, sooty lashes fluttered beneath equally long, black bangs. He’d never seen hair so shiny. A silken curtain draped around one perfectly formed woman.

“Do you know Cassie?” everyone’s friend, Margo, asked him? “She’s a researcher in the lab.”

Kyle flashed his best and brightest smile. “We haven’t been formally introduced, but I’ve seen her around.” Unexpected warmth rushed to his face. “Hello, Cassie from the lab.”

The hint of a smile tugged the woman in question’s red lips.

“Okay...who’s having another?” their server bellowed above the bar noise.

Everyone chimed in at once. Except for Cassie.

Kyle snuck another look her way. She was checking her phone. Damn...don’t leave yet. Give a guy a chance.

“So, Cassie...” he began, hoping to keep her there.

She glanced his way with a stand-off-ish look.

“Did you live in Salem?”

“Nearby. When I was young.” She flipped her long hair over one sleek shoulder, the tinkle of bangle bracelets reaching his ears despite the restaurant commotion surrounding them. 

An odd flash of memory sparked in Kyle’s brain. The many windchimes on the back porch of Sandpiper Cottage. The beachfront B&B his grandparents had owned and operated for over fifty years.

He shook the remembrance off yet took it as a sign. “I’ve never been to Salem, but I hear it’s pretty great. Bet it’s busy this time of year because of Halloween.”

She gave him a polite, tepid smile and nodded.

“Do you miss the fall colors?”

Wait...is that an actual smile?

“I do. Fall foliage is unbelievable. The way the leaves look, sound, and even smell. There’s nothing quite like walking through crunchy leaves on a chilly October night.”

“Another margarita, hon?” the server interrupted them.

Cassie met Kyle’s riveted stare. No doubt, she could see the hope in his eyes. “Sure, why not. A Classic Margarita with salt, please.”

“Can we get some chips here?” Kyle tossed out, loud enough so everyone could hear. “How about wings and maybe a round of sliders? That sound good, everyone?”

The happy group cheered except for the sleek woman assessing him from across the table. When the two ladies sitting between them got up to hit the restroom, Kyle made his move, sliding into the seat next to hers.

Cassie smirked. “Big spender?”

“Expense account,” he admitted with a sheepish grin. “I’m a senior sales rep for the company.”

“Ah, I see. So it’s the company’s tab then? And how will you label this expense?” she asked with a dubious look.

“Team building?” he suggested, showing off his most confident smile.

Drinks arrived, followed by plates of steaming food, and everyone happily dug in.

“Slider?” he offered.

“No, thank you, I’m a vegetarian.”

Kyle’s smile fell to the floor. “Excuse me,” he hollered to the server, his hand shooting up to ensure her attention. His gaze snapped back to Cassie. “Do you like the veggie quesadillas here? I think they’re pretty good.”

Holy shit! An actual tooth smile? Score!

“Yes, I do,” she practically purred.

“Can I get a plate of veggie quesadillas for the lady here? Thanks,” he hastily added, loving his life.

“So...tell me, Kyle from sales...What’s your story?” Cassie focused on him for the first time.

“Oh...there’s not too much to tell...” He hesitated, formulating his strategy.

“How long have you been with the company?”

Kyle sat forward in his seat, sensing this was like an interview. “About five years now.”

“Do you like it?”

He squirmed and shot her a forced smile. “Most days.”

Her dark-eyed stare captivated him, demanding the truth.

“I’m on the road a lot. Gets old sometimes,” he found himself admitting. “It’s hard to strike a good balance between work and...”

“Life?” she chimed in, as if sensing his thoughts.

“Yeah...but it’s all good. I’m in a sweet spot right now. Just got bumped up to a bigger territory,” he bragged, hoping to impress her. Yet somehow, he knew that wouldn’t work.

Cassie studied him as she sipped her drink. She licked her pouty lips, sending a shot of longing straight to his groin. “Won’t that mean more work and less ‘balance?’”

“Undoubtedly.” He remembered he had a new beer in front of him and took a swallow. “What do you do for fun?” He skillfully switched the subject back to her.

Her food arrived before she could answer, and Kyle cursed its timing. The woman on the opposite side of him nudged his arm and asked a question, forcing him to turn away. The entire time he chatted with her, his mind was working to find a polite way back to Cassie. More people piled onto their conversation, and before he knew it, he’d lost his one-on-one time with the only person to truly hold his interest. 

All too soon, Kyle was handed the long tab. Everyone thanked him profusely before standing and moving toward the door. Cassie was going too, with Margo by her side and a couple of hopeful dudes trailing behind them. He watched in utter fascination as her lithe form strolled away. Long, black, sleeveless dress with strappy sandals. Man, look at that strut. Like a panther. Queen of the jungle.

Kyle shook his head to clear it. He focused on the bill and walked it over to a register rather than waiting.

In a mad dash, he bolted for the exit. Heat and sunlight assaulted him when he burst out into the parking lot. There she is! He took off in a jog. Cassie opened the door of her powder-blue, bug convertible. Vintage. A car my grandma once owned. Yet totally befitting Cassie’s quirky, never-pin-me-down vibe.

“Great car,” he blurted out, causing her to look his way again.

She tossed her purse and phone to the seats covered in peace and signs. “Thanks,” she murmured. “I like it.”

Kyle fidgeted, feeling uncharacteristically at a loss for words.

There it was...The obligatory smile. The one that screamed, “Okay...leave me alone now, please.”

“Have a good weekend,” he said, turning to walk away. He hated himself for not being smooth enough to come up with some clever line. Something that would pique her interest or at least make her smile again. Get her to see him as a man, a prospective suitor, not just a co-worker. Her car door slammed, and he knew he’d missed his chance. Damn. It was a solid try if nothing else. 

Her little car’s engine sputtered to life, and he gave a light chuckle. Maybe it was for the best. Even their taste in vehicles was different. He always went for flash, speed, and horsepower. Cassie obviously liked classic and cute. Or quirky.

Vegetarian versus carnivore, sales guy versus lab squid. Did opposites attract? Probably not in real life. Maybe the universe knows best after all.

His phone rang just as he got to his two-door, luxury coupé, and he glanced at the caller ID. Stone Worthington. With a groan, he accepted the call from the man he didn’t even have listed as “Dad.”

“Yo,” he said in a clipped tone, bracing himself for whatever BS his old man would demand this time. He listened, then dropped his head. “Why the hell are you telling me this when you should be talking to Mom?”

An hour later, Kyle entered his townhouse and dropped his stuff on the cool glass table in the living room. Kicking off his shoes, he sank into the long sectional and sighed. The tedious talk with his father had taken its toll. The idea he could, or even should, somehow help smooth things over with his mother was laughable. Their marriage was strained to say the least. More like they were one step short of a bitter divorce. But what could he do to change that?

It was the same old story...Hurry up. Pick a side. There’s a family feud brewing. You’re either with me or against me. That was how both his parents operated. And it was exhausting.

He glanced around the impersonal space. The townhouse was spotless because he was rarely there. No touches of him. Nothing he liked or even considered important. Having been the model unit for the entire complex, the old man had rented it before he’d even said yes to taking the sales position. Not that anyone ever said no to Stone Worthington.

Sure, he’d tried his hand at other careers after graduating college, but his father wanted him close, so he could “mold him” into the “man he expected him to be.” Great... Now he was in so deep there was no way to escape without blowing up the entire family. Not an option when everyone considered him high risk for screwing up.

His phone rang again, and this time it was his oldest sister, Kat.

“Hey,” he said, relieved it was her and not their mother. “What’s up?”

“Not much,” Kat said to begin with, though he could tell from her tone there was something. “Listen...the Fall Festival is coming up fast, and I need your answer on helping out.”

“I’m really swamped right now. This is not a good time.”

“But it’s never a good time, Kyle. Gran is getting older. She needs our help. Your help, too,” his sister pressed on.

“I thought you and Ben had this year covered. You know...that big, strapping guy you’re dating. You told me he was a master carpenter. That the man could do just about anything, not to mention fix everything. Now suddenly Gran needs me?”

“I’ve been asking you for weeks to come and help us. This is a really big deal on Last Chance Beach. We’re hosting two major things this year—the pumpkin patch super-sale plus the hay bale maze—so it’s all hands on deck. Your presence would be greatly appreciated. By me and our seventy-eight-year-old grandmother, who—by the way—hasn’t seen you in years. Do you really want to disappoint her? She’s getting frail, Kyle.”

Kyle blew out a long, aggravated breath. Family. He dragged a hand through his hair. “Okay. Fine. You win, Kat. Again.”

“There’s no winning, Kyle. This is your family too. We need you. I need you.” She was quiet for a few moments. “Bring a friend if you want. Or your girlfriend. You didn’t break up with another one, did you?”

Kyle’s stomach soured. This day needed to end.
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CHAPTER 2
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Cassie checked the clock on her computer for the hundredth time, thinking...My God, why do Mondays drag on so long? She sighed, took a sip of her afternoon tea, and attempted to focus on her work again. Yet a disturbance in the normally pin-drop-quiet office area of her department distracted her further.

“Kyle Worthington. Dude, what’s up? Good to see you, bro,” one of her co-workers was saying. The man’s voice was filled with obvious happiness at seeing the salesman from the other night. They talked for a bit, joked, and laughed loudly, until Cassie heard her name mentioned.

Sinking deeper into her chair, she hoped the sterile cubicle walls surrounding her would somehow magically keep out intruders.

“Cassie? What a pleasant surprise.”

She inwardly groaned yet sat up straight and faced him. “Kyle, right?” She forced a smile.

He gave her a brilliant one in return. “Hey...” he began slowly and then paused, as if collecting his thoughts. “I was thinking after our dinner the other night...”

Cassie shot a look to her friend, Margo, in the opposite cube. The woman’s eyes widened to plate-size at what definitely sounded like a date for them.

“...the way you talked about New England and missing home at Halloween...”

She focused on the man speaking. Her curiosity piqued.

“My family is hosting a thing. Well, it’s not a thing, exactly. And they’re not hosting it entirely. It’s part of an island-wide, weekend celebration. A Fall Festival, to be precise.”

Cassie arched a brow, waiting for him to finish his sales pitch.

“The place is called Last Chance Beach. I know...it sounds like just a beach, but it’s an island. My grandmother runs a B&B and antique shop there. Has for decades.” Kyle cleared his throat. He tugged at his starched collar, his face looking a bit dewy. “I’ve been called in as reinforcement to help with the events planned at the inn. A hay bale maze and pumpkin sale. You know...Halloween things.” He kicked imaginary dirt on the carpet in front of her. “And I was wondering... Would you like to join me? You know...get your Halloween fix, since you won’t be going home this year? I promise, you won’t be bored.”

It was all Cassie could do not to gape at him, open-mouthed. This guy had a giant set of balls if he thought one margarita and an order of veggie quesadillas earned him the right to ask her to go away with him for the weekend. She’d heard of Last Chance Beach. Everyone had. It was a vacation island paradise, hours away by car. Not a day trip. Not a nice time for a couple of hours then see ya later sort of destination. Kyle Worthington was asking her to go away with him.

“Why would you ask me something like that? We literally just met,” she managed to say without scoffing. Or punching him.

Kyle rested his suntanned arm casually against her partition wall and leaned down to speak softly. “I’ve been watching you, Cassie. For a while now. I think we’d have fun together.”

She stared at him in disbelief. Cracking a saucy grin, her dark sense of humor clambered to be let loose on the outrageous salesman. “A line like that will get you anything from a misdemeanor to life in prison, depending on whether you’re a stalker or a serial killer.”

Kyle’s expression went blank. Then he burst out laughing. His blue eyes watered as he held his stomach, gasping for breath. “Woo. You are so right. That sounded really bad. Let me start over. I’ve seen you around, and I enjoyed your company the other night, Cassie Corwin. I think you’d have fun while celebrating your favorite time of year. We’d both have fun. That’s it, nothing more. I’m nowhere near as exciting—or depraved—as you think I am. As I said, my grandmother has a B&B. Sandpiper Cottage. Look it up. You’d have your own room. Nothing weird. I swear.”

Cassie leaned her chair back, considering him. Huh...Self-deprecating humor? Plus, straight to the point when challenged. Not a hint of sleaze after that first fiasco of an intro line. She let her guard down a bit. “It’s nice of you to think of me, but I’m busy right now. As you can see,” she added, motioning to the stacks of binders and papers on her cluttered desk.

Sadness crept into those impossible blue eyes. “Sure. I understand.” He backed away with his hands up. “Offer stands if you change your mind. I’m leaving Thursday and staying on until Monday morning to avoid the traffic. I’ll be driving, and you can certainly join me, but I can also spring for a bus ticket if you’d prefer. Festival kicks off on Friday night with a Halloween dance.” 

He came forward again, placing his business card before her. His drop-dead gorgeous smile returned. The one that had short circuited her brain the other night at the restaurant. 

Cassie couldn’t help but think she’d never met a cover model, up close and personal. Dude should be a firefighter on a calendar, not a pharmaceutical sales rep.

***
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“WHAT DOES THAT MEAN, exactly? You need to fumigate for bugs?” Cassie held the cellphone away from her face and mouthed a curse. “You know I have a dog, right? That can’t be good for either of us. I understand. That’s why you’re recommending we move out for the weekend. That’s not convenient.”

Her landlord wasn’t a jerk. In fact, he was a good guy, trying to keep his tenants safe and bug free. But why this weekend? When I’m overworked, stressed, and struggling with being alone. Not to mention, Sunday is Halloween.

She jotted down the instructions on when spraying would begin and how to prepare. Also, how to collect the money the landlord was offering to help pay for her inconvenience. She hung up, tossed the phone, and huffed an irritated sigh. Another lost weekend. Even worse, she’d be spending the holiday alone in some drab hotel with her dog. Big woof.

Odin—her goofball of a Great Dane—watched her from his favorite place on the couch. Ears perked. His massive black head erect as if waiting for her to explain why she was upset.

“What do you want from me? It’s not my fault we’re getting displaced. Not like we’d be carving pumpkins or having a party anyway.”

A bomb detonated in Cassie’s brain. 

What the heck? Did Kyle Worthington possess some sort of supernatural powers of manifestation? Somehow conjuring up this glitch in her life so she’d go away with him?

She snatched up her purse from the coffee table and dug through it until she found his business card. Her fingertip slid over the expensive linen-like cardstock, his name and title embossed in slate blue. Kyle S. Worthington, Senior Sales Representative. Even his card screams class and old money. The polar opposite of who she was and where she came from.

The other night at the restaurant, Kyle had been the only one wearing a two-hundred-dollar shirt, starched and meticulously ironed. With cufflinks. Okay...so he’d ditched the tie, but no doubt, it too likely cost more than she spent on groceries in a week.

Dare I consider his offer to visit Last Chance Beach?

Odin whined and tipped his regal-looking head.

“What are you suggesting, big guy? You don’t even know the man. He’s not like anyone I’ve ever met. Certainly not like anyone I’ve ever...dated.”

Cassie scowled when the dog continued to stare as if judging her. 

Was it necessarily a bad thing that Kyle S. Worthington was different from any of her exes? Every relationship she’d had crashed and burned rather quickly. Cinders and smoke. Salt the doorways and sage the entire place so they couldn’t come back. 

Yet was she brave enough to take a huge leap out of her comfort zone? Family members. Kids. Happy, smiling people, buying pumpkins, and apple cider together. And *gasp* getting their faces painted like fairies and cats. Not to mention it was a family thing, with a grandmother in the mix. That would be uncomfortable.

Cassie flopped back in her seat, stewing.

She was a self-proclaimed loner. Tough as nails. Street smart. A gifted researcher who kept her head down, while her heart remained walled off in an imaginary tower. It was the only way not to get burned again.

Odin dropped his head to the armrest and gave a sad, little groan.

“Yeah...and it’s the only way never to have any fun either. I feel you, buddy.”

Apparently, even her mother was living a happier life in Oregon with an off-the-grid-type of guy with horses and goats. Not that she blamed her. Her father was toxic. Rarely sober and always looking for a handout. Hardly the type of person you wanted to find you. It’d been years since Cassie tried to be his daughter. The experience left a bitter taste in her mouth for anything more from him.

With a ragged sigh, she scooped up her cellphone and did a quick search for Last Chance Beach. A vacation island paradise where dreams go to live again, and love is found when it’s least expected.

“Oh, dear God.” She rolled her eyes and made a gag face.

Odin whined and tipped his big, black head again.

She pressed Margo’s number and waited.

“Hello.”

“Tell me everything you know about Kyle Worthington.”

“Well, hello to you too. Why, what’s up?” Margo’s expressionless voice came through the phone.

“I’m considering something, and I want to know how stupid it is.”

“So he did ask you out? Fine, don’t tell me. I’m not offended at all.”

“Margo...”

“Kyle is a nice guy. That’s the only side I’ve ever seen of him. Plus, the guys in our department have known him for a couple of years now. They all say he’s a straight shooter. Nice to everyone. Polite. Funny. Obviously good looking.”

Cassie knew he was good looking. She’d had her eye on him for months. Ever since spying him in the cafeteria. He’d made eye contact and smiled that movie-star smile for her before another woman approached him. Yet her reaction had been strong. Instant butterflies. Truth was she was floored when he joined them at the restaurant because she’d had a schoolgirl crush ever since. The fact he’d moved to sit next to her left her tongue tied.

“I know all those things about him. But is he a serial killer?” she demanded.

Margo laughed. “Absolutely not. And yet—shocker—he’s perfect for you. You’re both drop dead gorgeous and quirky in your own ways.”

“Thanks? I think?” Cassie quickly changed the subject. She chatted some more about not much of anything, said her goodbyes, and promised to keep her best friend “informed” if she decided to reach out to Kyle. Little did Margo know she was contemplating a weekend away with him.

“Places to stay,” she muttered under her breath, as her eyes darted across the screen of her phone. “B&B’s.” She clicked and scrolled. “Huh...Sandpiper Cottage. Innkeeper, long-time island resident, Haddie Marshall.” 

Cassie’s heart gave a little lurch at the idyllic picture. The woman she assumed was Kyle’s grandmother—a real salt-of-the-earth looking lady in patchwork jeans and a pink Sandpiper Cottage t-shirt—smiled brightly from a whimsical porch. Flowerpots, wicker chairs with throw pillows, windchimes, plus a big yellow lab. 

Charming. Not a mansion, limousine, or a Rolex in sight.

“Apparently, they like dogs there, too. Says right here they’re ‘Pet Friendly.’” She looked at Odin. “What do you say, big fella? You wanna go to the beach this weekend?”

***
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“KYLE?” 

Cassie Corwin’s breathless voice drifted through the speaker system of Kyle’s sportscar.

“Cassie...yes. What a nice surprise,” he rushed to say. Excitement coursed through him like rocket fuel. “What can I do for you?”

She hesitated. “I was thinking about your offer the other day...to visit Last Chance Beach.”

Kyle held his breath, sensing victory.

“I’d like to take you up on that offer. If it’s still good.”

“Certainly, it’s good. I’m glad to hear you’ve had a change of heart.” His wide smile would not be denied. “Although there’s a problem. I’m already on my way.”

“No, not a problem. I prefer to drive myself.”

He toned down his enthusiasm, though his head soared into the clouds. This changed everything.

“There’s just one thing,” she said, sounding hesitant.

“Anything. Name it,” he fired back.

“I have a dog. Would it be okay if I bring him? He’s friendly. And quiet,” she assured him.

“Absolutely, bring the dog. Gran loves dogs.”

“Gran?” she murmured in a low, sexy voice. “That’s sweet. I can’t wait to meet her.”

Kyle sped past a sign for a store selling lottery tickets, and he made the instant decision to peel off and buy one. Today was his lucky day, after all. “I’ll text you the address when I stop in a few.”

“No need. I’ve already done my research.”

Clever lady. “Good,” he said. “When can I expect you?”

“Tomorrow around noon if that works. I took the day off. And Monday.”

“Noon is great.” Kyle exuded confidence, though inside he was running with his hands in the air. How would he explain Cassie Corwin’s presence to the family? He hadn’t thought that part through when he asked her. The running joke was he never stuck to anything—not a career or a woman. Not even a car. So, bringing her to the weekend-long event would definitely be viewed as a big deal. Cassie was a knockout of a date. Could he get away with letting everyone just assume she was his girlfriend?

Ooo...Too risky! 

Yet it was a family-friendly weekend, and everyone would be super-busy.

Okay...decision made. I’ll just say... “Cassie Corwin is a friend from work, here to enjoy the Fall Festival. That’s it. End of story.” Let them think what they want. By the time his family had a chance to ask, they’d be long gone.

Cassie released an audible sigh. “Okay then, see you tomorrow.”
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