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Abby Donavan came to the small beach community of Crystal Cove to start over. After a painful affair broke her heart and derailed her burgeoning career, taking over management for the just-opened bed-and-breakfast was the safe choice. In this sleepy town, Abby figured she could bury her memories and forget the pain.

When the chance to have her own hotel falls into her lap, though, she can’t resist the temptation. Making the old Riverside Inn into the showplace she’s always dreamed of running offers the second chance she never expected.

Abby didn’t expect another kind of second chance to land on her doorstep at the same time. Ryland Kent wants to help her bring the Riverside back to life, and his passion for restoration is irresistible. But as much as she wants to ignore it, she can’t help seeing another spark in his eyes . . . one that offers to reignite her own flame.

Sometimes the path to a happily-ever-after is anything but smooth.
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“NO, NO, NO!” I SHOOK my head and pressed my lips together, trying to tamp down my frustration level as I stood outside the bright yellow house. “You’ve got the flag facing the wrong direction. It’s got to come off the pole and go back on the other way.”

The men standing on the edge of the roof on the second story of the Hawthorne House Bed and Breakfast exchanged glances that I couldn’t quite read, but I was pretty sure they weren’t ones of admiration for me.

“Hey, Ms. D., don’t you think it’s okay if they stay like this? No one’s going to notice whether the leaves face this way or that.” Lester Black put his hands on his hips and stared me down. It wasn’t the first time we’d had this kind of battle, but thank Christ, it was likely to be one of the last. Today’s changeover from our summer décor to the autumn flags and flowers was my last official duty as manager of this bed and breakfast on the main street of Crystal Cove.

“No, actually, Lester, I don’t think it’s okay. When have I thought it was okay to take short cuts or do things the wrong way just because they were easier? Now are you two going to fix those flags, or am I going to come up there and do it myself?” I planted my hands on my hips and leveled my most lethal bitch stare at the men.

“Oh, for crying out loud, Les, just do it.” The other man, a little shorter and stockier than his co-worker, shook his head. “You know Logan’ll have a shit fit if he finds out we let her climb up here. And she will.” He cast me a baleful glare, and I only barely managed to not stick out my tongue in return.

Be chill, Ab. You’re the boss. You’re in charge. Don’t give an inch. Stand firm, and they’ll do what you say.

I could almost hear my father’s words in my head, and I smiled a little. Colin Donavan never had to raise his voice to get things done. He just spoke slowly and precisely, with that underlying core of steel, and everyone jumped to do his bidding.

His daughter, on the other hand, had to make use of the bitch stare with alarming regularity just to get two workmen to fix flags or set up flowerpots. Yeah, no matter how much of my dad’s hotel-running acumen I’d inherited, I still didn’t seem to be able to command the same respect he did. Maybe I never would.

“Abigail Donavan, the fairest of them all.” A familiar voice approached from behind me, and I grinned just before two arms wrapped around my shoulders. “Every time I see you, you’re more gorgeous. What’s your secret?”

I leaned my head back against Alex Nelson’s broad chest. “Must be clean living.”

He sighed heavily. “Well, then, I’m fucked.”

I laughed, and he joined me, keeping one arm around me as he stood at my side, looking up at the house. “She really is a beauty, isn’t she?”

“She really is.” I swallowed hard. I wasn’t really leaving the Hawthorne House far behind me. My new job was just up the road, and I’d be able to come down here any time I wanted to make sure everything was running smoothly. But we’d been each other’s first, this house and me. I was her first manager, and she was my first B&B, my first solo managing job. Working here, in this quaint little Florida beach town, for Jude Hawthorne and Logan Holt, had been my salvation after the unholy mess I’d made up in Boston. She was always going to hold a special place in my heart.

“Transitions are hard.” Alex wasn’t looking down at me anymore, but his fingers tightened around my arm. “And scary. But you know you’re leaving her in good hands, right?”

“The best.” I stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek, rough with the little bit of scruff I’d noticed he always left on his jaw. “You and Cal are going to rock this job. I couldn’t have left her with anyone else.”

“And you’re not really leaving. You’ll be so close at the Riverside, we’ll practically be able to hear the hammers from down here. We can walk to meet up halfway for lunch every day, and I’ll give you an update on all things Hawthorne.”

“Don’t be silly. You don’t work for me, and you don’t owe me any updates. Jude and Logan’ll keep you accountable.” I smirked. “Besides, I’ll know what’s going on when I make my midnight walks down here, peeking in at the windows and skulking in the garden.”

“Well, that’s . . . creepy.” Alex grimaced. “I just made a note to myself to add privacy shutters to the list of things I need to get for our apartment.”

“As if that would stop me.” I paused, watching as Lester and his cohort replaced the flag poles, with the autumn leaves facing the correct way this time. “Nice job, boys.”

Lester waved, but I wasn’t entirely certain all of his fingers were participating equally in the action.

“Did he just give you the finger?” Alex squinted up.

I shrugged. “I’m choosing not to notice. One thing I’ve learned is that sometimes we have to choose our battles and be happy about the ones we win.” I slid Alex’s hand into mine. “Come on inside, and I’ll fix you a drink to celebrate my last day as manager of the Daniel Hawthorne Bed and Breakfast.”

“And the first day of the rest of your life.” Alex squeezed my fingers. “I’ll drink to that.”
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SHE WAS GORGEOUS.

And I was in love.

I could always tell right away. Love at first sight was something I believed in, just like I believed in the magic of Christmas, the existence of angels and the hope of a World Series win for the Philadelphia Phillies.

Well, two out of three ain’t bad.

It usually happened for me within the first few minutes. I didn’t have to hear a word; I could just take her in, watch her and feel the hum of possibilities. I loved that giddy sense of hope that filled me during the early days, when everything was potential and dreams, before reality came crashing in and we had to deal with problems and snafus. Before my eyes were forced to see that beneath the beauty lay brokenness and decay.

But for now, all I could see was the future, like a vision spread out before me. She was both the vision and the future. Yeah, there was no doubt in my mind.

The Riverside Inn was a dream come true.

“So you gonna stand there and drool all day, or you gonna get to work?” Lincoln punched me in the shoulder, grinning.

“Yeah, I might. Drool, I mean.” I slid my gaze to his. “She’s pretty damn drool-worthy.”

“Oh, hell, Ry. No way. This one?” Linc glanced at the sprawling building, disbelief in his eyes. “Aw, dammit. You got the look. I see it on your face. You got the look, and that means you’re attached already.”

I laughed. “Pretty sad that you know me that well. Yeah, she’s a go. I signed the papers day before yesterday.”

“Shit, man.” Linc shook his head. “This one is . . . it’s bad, buddy. I saw the reports. Most of the main building’s structurally unsound. Tearing her down to the stud’s a given, but we may have to go father than that.”

“I know.” I’d read the same reports. The old hotel had been empty for years, sitting on this huge chunk of land on the outskirts of Crystal Cove, Florida. One owner and then another had made plans, only to abandon them. That was okay, because I knew she’d been waiting for me all along.

“You know, yet you sign the contract. You commit to this building. To this project. And you don’t only commit yourself, you commit me and the rest of the company, too. Did you think to ask me what I thought before you put your John Hancock down on those papers? Why’d you bother asking me to come up here if you’d already made up your mind?”

I shrugged. “Linc, I gave you a chance at partnership three years ago, and then again early this year. You turned me down both times. I value your opinion, and I try to listen, but if you want a real say in the projects we choose, then you’ve got to be a partner. Because right now, I’m where the buck stops. So you have to trust that if I said yes, I know how we can make it work. And I wanted you to see her because I know this project will start percolating in the back of your mind now. You’ll call me at midnight in a few days with ideas.” I elbowed my friend in the ribs. “Besides, have we ever failed yet?”

“Came damn close in San Francisco.” Linc muttered the words darkly, and I tried not to wince.

“Yeah, but it all worked out in the end.” The old house we’d agreed to turn into a bar and restaurant for a couple in California had seemed like an easy job when I took it. We’d been a solid two weeks into the rehab when one of the guys discovered extensive structural damage, probably from one of the earthquakes. It was too late to turn around, too late to back out, and I was damned glad I had enough capital saved to cover the extra manpower and work hours, not to mention the supplies. We’d eeked it out, barely breaking even . . . but we did it. And now that trendy little bar was getting rave reviews from all the fancy-schmancy food critics on the West Coast.

“Barely.” Linc shook his head. “Well, nothing we can do about this now. You committed us, so we’re all in, for better or for worse. I’m heading back down to Vero, finish up the details and the punch out on the salon. Then if it’s cool with you, I thought I might swing over to Mont Devlin for a little while.”

I kept my face expressionless as I nodded. “Sure. Of course it is. Gonna check in, see the kids a little?”

“Yeah, thought I might.” His mouth pinched together, and I could see his jaw tighten under the thin layer of his beard. “For whatever time they’ll give me, anyway.”

There wasn’t anything I could say to him. Nothing could change the past or make this situation any less painful. So I didn’t insult him with stupid meaningless words. Instead, I gave him a light punch to the shoulder. Linc understood; his lips twisted into what passed for a grim smile, and he shrugged.

“You take what you need, you know that.” I leveled my gaze at him, making sure he understood me. “When you’re ready, come on back here. I’ll put you to work.”

“Sounds like a plan.” He took one step away, toward where I assumed his truck was waiting, before pausing to glance at me over his shoulder. “You got a place to crash here yet, or you still got to find something?”

“I have a place in town. The owners have a friend—Cooper Davis, he’s actually a carpenter, a woodworker. He’s going to do the decorative wood and the built-ins here on the Riverside. Anyway, I guess he just moved in with his girlfriend, and he’s got an apartment he doesn’t need at the moment. It’s furnished, close to the site and best of all, free. Cooper says he’s just happy to have me there to keep my eye on his shop at night.”

“Sweet.” Linc had regained a little of his calm. “I’ll get in touch when I’m back. Where’re you setting up the guys?”

“Motel the next town over. It’s got restaurants, stores, bars . . . all the stuff they need to be happy while they’re here.” I considered briefly and shook my head. “And probably enough for them to get into trouble, unfortunately. But we’ll deal with that when it comes.”

“Sure. Although I’ve got a feeling this one’s going to keep them so busy, they may be too tired to cause problems after work.”

I grinned. “You could be right.”

Linc laughed and started walking again. “I’ll be in touch. Don’t have too much fun before I get here.”

“Fun doesn’t start ‘til you do, buddy.” I yelled at his departing back, trying to ignore the slump in his shoulders. I’d known Lincoln for over ten years. We’d met on one of my earliest jobs, when I’d just started out. I’d been an unhappy combination of cocky and homesick, carrying a giant chip on my shoulder to hide my terror that I might fail. He was a few years older than me, already married with a kid, and he’d taken me under his wing. When I’d launched my own company finally, offering Linc a partnership had been a given. But his life had changed radically by then, and he wasn’t ready for the added responsibility. Or so he claimed.

Still, we all knew Linc was as much a part of this company’s leadership as I was. He might not’ve had the title, but he put in the time and did the work. I just wished that it gave him some peace of mind, something that had been missing from my friend for far too long.

The sun was sinking lower in the sky, and I rubbed my jaw, thinking. I was tempted to go in and check out a few sections of the old hotel that I hadn’t gotten a chance to really explore during my short walk-through with Logan Holt a few days back. We had a rule at this stage in the game: nobody, no matter how experienced or careful, was supposed to be in the building alone. In these rehab projects, we couldn’t always predict when a supporting wall might decide to give way, or when a cracked foundation might shift. The guidelines I’d laid down myself stated that one person needed to be outside while at least two went in together. Breaking that rule was grounds for instant firing.

But hell, I was the boss. I knew my way around these old beauties, and I had an uncanny sense of where I might not be safe. Stepping inside a little ways wasn’t going to hurt anyway. I checked my cell and made sure I had both battery life and signal before ducking beneath the yellow caution tape.

The Riverside had been built over a hundred years ago, before Crystal Cove had even really existed. She’d been designed to cater to the river traffic; although the Cove was known for its beaches, they weren’t as popular a century before as they were now. Instead, the hotel had welcomed guests who were meandering down the waterways from Jacksonville to the interior of the state, which had still been largely wilderness in some places.

I imagined what she must’ve been like then; pretty and graceful, her two main wings sprawling over a large expanse of green lawn that went to the edge of the river. Wide verandas beckoned weary travelers, and the huge kitchens produced some of the best food south of Savannah. I could picture it, and I wanted it for her again. I knew I could make it happen.

Stepping carefully along the shadowed corridor, I paused, squatting to examine some partially-rotted molding. I pulled a small folding knife out of my pocket and carefully pried off a piece. I rubbed my thumb over the front and smiled. Oh, yeah. I could work with this. Wasn’t easy to find this kind of decorative trim anymore, but I’d taken a peek into Cooper Davis’s shop, and I was pretty damn sure he could replicate it. Might take some sweet talking, but he seemed like a good guy, and he was undoubtedly passionate about his work. Well, so was I, about mine. I’d make this happen.

Standing again, I moved into a large open space which I decided must’ve been either a dining room or some kind of reception hall. The windows here went nearly to the floor. It would’ve been something to see in its time, I mused, even though now not one pane of glass remained. There wasn’t even a decent frame left. That was okay. We’d bring them back.

A cool breeze blew through the room, and despite the stifling heat in the hotel, I felt goose flesh raise on my arms. I glanced out the gaping holes that had once been French doors leading to the side porch. For a moment, just a split second, I could’ve sworn I’d seen a movement, something more than just the swaying of the trees. But although I stood frozen for a while, I didn’t see anything again.

“Ghosties.” I muttered the word to myself, shaking my head. All of us who worked this job, who spent hours and days and weeks and months inside ancient buildings that wanted to come back to life, were familiar with the feeling that we weren’t always alone. It didn’t surprise me anymore; after all this time, I was now convinced that certain experiences, both traumatic and ecstatic, left an imprint on the walls of the building where they happened. I’d never seen a ghost or even suspected one might be haunting a house I was working on, but it didn’t mean I didn’t believe. It didn’t mean I thought they didn’t exist.

And right now, in this place, I had the distinct sense of being . . . observed. As though someone were keeping an eye on me, not yet sure whether I was here for harm or for help. I stuck my hands in the front pockets of my jeans and spoke out loud, not shouting but not whispering, either.

“Hey, there. Just in case you’re wondering, I’m here to make this place live again. My crew and I want to restore the hotel, make it just as beautiful as it once was. And as long as you’re on our side, not messing with our stuff or our work, you’re welcome to stay. We won’t bother you.”

My voice echoed in the empty hallway, but once the last word had died away, I could’ve sworn I heard something like . . . a sigh. Like the patient breath of someone who’d heard it all before. Well, this time I was going to make sure it really happened.

“We’re going to make her shine again, just you wait and see.” I turned and stalked deeper into the hotel, suddenly more eager to get in and out than I’d been a few minutes before.

On the other side of the airy lobby, a corridor lined with guest rooms stretched around. I paused for a moment to snap a picture with my camera phone of the remnants of the staircase that opened behind the reception desk. It looked like it might be marble underneath the old rug. If it had had a bannister at some point, the wood was long gone. I wondered if Cooper could handle that kind of project.

Just as I stepped out of the hallway into one of the first rooms on the right, I heard a noise. My body tensed, going alert; besides the obvious structural dangers, another reason we didn’t let anyone venture into an empty building project alone was that often, depending on the location, we might run across a squatter or even a group of homeless people. The last thing I needed was to surprise someone who might act—and act violently—if surprised.

I leaned against the inside wall of the room I’d just entered, waiting and listening. And a few minutes later, I heard it again—the sound of a step, a footfall. It wasn’t loud, which made me think I might be safe from a vagrant; in my experience, they didn’t tend to sneak around. A moment later, there was a soft noise, as though someone had brushed up against a wall. I froze, and the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. That same sense of someone or something watching clutched me.

I gritted my teeth. What the hell was wrong with me? I wasn’t afraid of being alone in a falling-down building, and I damned sure wasn’t scared of a noise that might or might not be a spook. Muttering a curse under my breath and trying to ignore the unease I felt, I stepped back out into the hall, ready to laugh at myself for being a wuss.

The scream hit me first. It was Jamie Lee Curtis-worthy, and I swore the exposed studs in this part of the hotel shook with the vibration. The sound almost stopped my heart, giving my brain less time to register the figure standing in front of me.

It was a woman. That fact filtered through first. And she looked pretty damn solid, so chances were good she wasn’t a ghost. She was shorter than me by four or five inches, I guessed. Her jeans and T-shirt were more evidence that she was likely a trespasser instead of a lost spirit; anyone haunting this old place was likely to wear clothes from fifty years ago or more, since the hotel had been empty so long.

The ghost-who-wasn’t-a-ghost had long hair that was dark, nearly black, setting off skin so pale that it almost glowed. She had the silky strands in a high pony tail, though a few pieces had gotten loose and curled around her face. Her green eyes were startling in their intensity, especially because at the moment, they were wide with shock and fear.

“Jesus, Mary and Joseph!” The words came bursting out of my mouth as soon as I had enough breath to speak again. “What the hell are you doing skulking around here? Didn’t you notice the, oh, fifty or so NO TRESPASSING signs?”

“Me?” The chick planted both hands on her hips and glared up at me. “I’m not trespassing, buddy. I’m supposed to be here. This is my project. What the hell are you doing here?”

I thrust my hands into my back pockets and rocked on my heels. This girl was something else. The eyes that had been terrified a few minutes ago now snapped with a strong mad. Her tongue darted out and licked the full lips, and I’d have been lying if I’d said that didn’t distract me just a little.

But I managed to bring my attention back around. “Nice try, sweetheart. Now listen, you just get out of here and don’t come back again, and I won’t call the cops. I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but—”

“You won’t call the cops? Oh, that’s rich. Tell you what, you go ahead and call the police. They know me. They’ll tell you I have every right to be here. Or call Logan Holt.” She stopped talking, and her brows knit together. “Why am I even trying to justify myself to you? You’re the one who’s in the wrong here. How about you hit the road?”

She had balls, I had to give her that. Or whatever the female equivalent of balls was. I thought about that for a second and then shook my head. I was getting off track again. But one thing she’d said did make me wonder. She’d mentioned Logan and said this hotel was her project. She seemed so certain, I was starting to question my own sanity.

“How do you know Logan?” That seemed like a reasonable place to start.

Her eyes narrowed. “I know Logan because I’ve been working for him and for his wife, Jude, for the last three years. How do you know him?”

Okay, this was getting weirder. “He hired me to do the restoration on this hotel. I just signed the papers on Wednesday.”

Understanding dawned on her face. “You’re the contractor?”

I didn’t roll my eyes, but I wanted to. God, did I want to. “I’m the restoration specialist.”

One of her eyebrows arched, and the corner of her lip curled. “Oh, pardon me. Restoration specialist.” She all but made the air quotes, and I wanted to hit something. Not her, of course—I wasn’t a dick—but something.

“Yeah. That’s right. And just who are you, if you don’t mind?”

She straightened, as though she was trying to make herself look taller. “I’m Abigail Donavan.”

“Okay, and . . .?” I rolled my hand in a keep-going gesture.

“This is my hotel.”

It was my turn to quirk an eyebrow. “I was under the impression this place belongs to Logan and Jude Holt. At least their names were on the papers I signed.”

She nodded. “Logan and Jude own the hotel. But they hired me to run it. They gave me carte blanche to make it work. So for all intents and purposes, it’s mine.”

“Oh, yeah?” I was ready with a smartass response, but something niggled at my memory. I had a vague recollection of Logan mentioning someone who’d be dealing with me during the rehab. I couldn’t remember if he’d referred to her by name, but unless this lady was bat-shit crazy, it was probably her. Shit.

I knew, logically, that I needed to make nice with her if she was going to be calling the shots. Restoring a property like this was a delicate balance of delivering the client’s vision without compromising my own artistic ideals and historical values. Getting off on the wrong foot wouldn’t be a good idea.

But no one told my mouth that, apparently, since it started yammering of its own accord. “If you’re so important with your carte blanche and all, why weren’t you at the meetings I had this week with Logan and Jude?”

A delicate pink stained her cheeks. “I had a few days of vacation, and I had to go out of town. Otherwise, of course I would’ve been there.” She swallowed, and I knew that I’d hit a sensitive spot, even though I had no clue what it was. “Trust me when I say that Jude and Logan didn’t have a problem with me missing the meetings. They know me. They know I’m fully capable of running this place and making it into a showpiece. Like I said, I’ve been working for them for three years, and I’ve never let them down.” There was considerable pride in her tone.

“What exactly did you do for them before this?” I knew that Logan and Jude owned several different businesses; he was an architect, and Jude ran a beach-front restaurant that had been in her family for generations, but they’d also invested in some local properties. From what I’d gathered, Logan had been in business with Jude’s late husband, a contractor who’d been the Hawthorne in Holt/Hawthorne Enterprises.

“I managed the Hawthorne House. It’s the bed and breakfast in the middle of town.” She paused, gauging whether or not I knew what she was referring to. “Jude and Logan own it.”

“I know what you’re talking about.” Jude had explained that they’d never owned a hotel, but that their B&B was very successful. I guessed that meant this Donavan chick was good at what she did. Damn. “So you’re going to manage both of them now? Seems like a crazy idea.”

She thrust out her bottom lip. “I could do it. Believe me, if I wanted, I could—” She snapped her mouth shut, as though she’d been about to reveal a deep, dark secret to me. “But anyway, I’m not. Jude and Logan hired a couple to take over the Hawthorne House, so I can focus all my energy here.” She smiled, but it was too brittle to be real and didn’t quite reach her eyes. “So lucky you. You get me all to yourself for the duration of this—what did you call it? Restoration. I’ll be here every day, checking out the work. I’ll expect to be consulted on all decisions.” She crossed her arms over her chest, bringing my eyes to her cleavage.

I’m a guy. I couldn’t help checking out her rack. It wasn’t big by any means; the black cotton that stretched over her boobs outlined what looked like a decent palm full. Of course, a dude would have to wear body armor to get close enough to touch her tits, as prickly as she was. I couldn’t imagine it, and I had a damned good imagination.

I lifted my eyes and realized by the expression of outraged disbelief on her face that I’d been caught eyeing up her boobs. Great. I needed damage control, and I needed it fast.

“I’m sure that won’t be a problem.” That’s right, Ry, suck up. Schmooze her a little, get on her good side, and the rest of this job’ll be a breeze. “I’ve never had a problem working with any client.”

She smiled again, and while it seemed to be a little more genuine, her gaze held a chill. I couldn’t help thinking she reminded me of the Ice Queen from an old story my mom had read to me growing up.

“But then you’ve never worked with me, have you . . . what did you say your name was?” She frowned. Not knowing my name had thrown her off-balance a little, and I realized I’d just discovered something important about Ms. Abigail Donavan: she didn’t like to be unprepared or in the dark about her work. Not getting my name upfront had been a mistake, and she’d just revealed it.

I could afford to be a little magnanimous, all things considered. “Ryland Kent.” I stuck out my hand. “Restoration specialist.”

She stared at my outstretched fingers for the space of two breaths before uncrossing her arms and shaking my hand. “Good to meet you, Mr. Kent. I’m sure we’ll get along fine, assuming you remember who’s in charge.”

I gave her hand a little extra grip, just to
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