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            THANK YOU, DEAR READER!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for choosing this book and deciding to read it. You totally rock.

      I’d like to get to know you better! Each Friday, I send out a chatty newsletter, with book news, sales and giveaways. You can sign up for it right here.

      And if Facebook is your jam, you’re invited to join my dedicated reader group, Tawdra’s Kandle Lit Readers.

      Enjoy your book! <3
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      He's the hottest name in politics, about to launch the most important race of his career. She's the woman who might ruin it all . . .

      Mitchell Ellis is a man with ambitions and goals, not the least of which is living in a certain big white house in Washington, D.C.

      Naomi Portman is a widowed mom with an unusual occupation. She likes her life and has no desire to change it for anyone, not even for a very sexy guy who tempts her to consider other options--even while making her think the most wicked thoughts.

      Small town meets second chance with a healthy dash of opposites attract in this steamy love story set in idyllic Crystal Cove.
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          NAOMI

        

      

    

    
      “I might be biased, but this is one good-looking baby.”

      I laughed, kicking off my shoes and leaning back in the blue gingham wing chair as I rested my feet on the matching ottoman in the small sitting room of the Hawthorne House, Crystal Cove’s most popular bed and breakfast.

      “Alex, my love, I’m not going to argue with you about how cute your baby is going to be, but I’m really not sure how much you can tell from a grainy sonogram print-out when the baby in question is still in utero and is only fourteen weeks old.”

      Alex chuckled along with me,  but he never took his eyes off the slip of paper I’d handed him the minute I’d stepped into the Hawthorne House, the bed and breakfast that Alex and his husband Cal ran.

      “Say whatever you want, darlin’. You and Sophie and my, ah, contribution work together to create superior kids.”

      “All I do is house the kiddo until he’s ready to join the party,” I retorted. “I don’t have anything to do with his genetics.” I rubbed the small, nearly imperceptible bump. “Although I think I should get some recognition for surviving the all-day, all-night morning sickness this little bugger put me through.”

      “Aww, I’m sorry about that. I know it was a rough few months.” Alex winced. “That definitely gives you middle-name choosing rights. If you didn’t already have them.”

      “Ah.” I shook my finger at him, pretending sternness. “You told me I could choose Lulu’s middle name, and then you went ahead and named her while I was still catching my breath after she was born.”

      “Because we named her after you. As a tribute.” He smiled a little, sighing. “Cal said we were calling our daughter after the two greatest ladies we’ve been privileged to know: Lucinda Baker and Naomi Portman.  One gave us each other, and the other made us a family.”

      “Oh.” I blinked back sudden tears. “I know I’ve heard you or Cal say that a hundred times, but it never gets old. You guys are the sweetest.”

      “Nah. We’re just super grateful for you.” He cast another fond glance at the sonogram picture. “I can’t wait for Cal to see this. He should be back from getting Lulu at preschool any minute.”

      “Oh, good. You know I love me some Lulu snuggles.” I wiggled a little in the chair to get comfortable. “You know, if you guys need me to keep her any time over the next couple of months, I’ve just started feeling that second-trimester energy. So it would be a good opportunity to take advantage of me before I hit the third-trimester exhaustion.”

      “We might take you up on that at some point. You know, we had a baby moon before Lulu was born, but neither of us want to leave her that long this time. But maybe we could have a fancy dinner or something.” He paused, eyeing me speculatively. “Any thoughts on what else you’re going to do with all this newfound energy?”

      “Not sure yet.” I let my head drop back. “I might see if I can talk the kids into taking a road trip while they’re home from college for summer break. And I need to catch up on some work with the AJ Portman Foundation—I let a few things slide when I was—” I mimed puking. “You know.”

      “Yeah.” Alex wrinkled his nose. “What’s on the agenda for the Foundation these days?”

      “So glad you asked—but you might be sorry you did after a few minutes.” I rubbed my hands together. “Our goal for this year is to acquire protected land status for that stretch of property south of town. You know, there were some rumors earlier this year that some developer from out of state wanted to buy the land and put up timeshare condos. Turns out that was more than just wild talk. That developer filed a request with the planning board.”

      “Ohhhh.” Alex grimaced. “More development on the beach is the last thing we need here.”

      “Exactly.” I smoothed one hand over my tiny bump again. “When I think about my kids—and Lulu and this little one—and what legacy I want to leave them, it’s not cheap construction that brings in tourists and will destroy local ecosystems, you know?”

      “Naomi.” Alex favored me with an admiring gaze. “You know, there are a lot of women who, after losing their husband in a tragic airplane crash, would feel like they’d have the right to wallow in grief for a long time—or at the very least, to use the huge settlement you got from the airline to buy a big splashy house and live a life of ease. But not you. You used the money to establish a foundation and make the world a better place. I am so proud to know you.”

      I squirmed a little, uncomfortable with the praise. “I already had a beautiful home, Alex. And I did put some money in trusts for my girls. They won’t be spoiled, but they also won’t have to worry about college loans or paying for the weddings or making a downpayment on their first houses.”

      “And there’s not one damn thing wrong with that. Especially since they had to grow up without a dad.”

      I nodded. “Right. And both Nila and Mai would give back every cent to have their father back.”

      “Of course they would.” Alex gazed at the sonogram print again. “You know, Naomi, if anything ever happened to Cal and me, we’d want you to raise Lulu and the new baby.”

      I was surprised into momentary silence. “Are you serious, Alex?”

      “Of course.” He set down the picture on the side table. “Cal and I have discussed it, and we were planning to talk to you about this soon. We love our families, but Cal’s cousin Sophie is single and not interested in a family, and my mom and dad were old when they had me. No way they could keep up with two little ones now.”

      “I’m sure they’d love to hear you describe them that way. Doesn’t your dad still run his farm up in Georgia?”

      Alex chuckled. “He sure does. But it was actually Mom and Dad who brought up the question of the kids’ guardianship. They love being grandparents, but they know their limitations.”

      “Wow.” I leaned over to squeeze Alex’s hand. “I’m very touched and honored. Just tell me what you need from me, and I’ll make it happen.”

      “Thanks. Cal’s taking point on organizing all the legal parts. I’m sure he’ll let you know.” Alex side-eyed me. “You know, if you find that someone special, we would love to add him to the document, too.”

      I rolled my eyes. “First of all, you know that I don’t date. I had my one true love, and I’m not looking to walk down that road again. Second, if I did happen to end up with some guy, you have no idea if you’d approve of him and want him raising your kids.”

      “You haven’t dated, but that doesn’t mean you won’t ever. My stance on that is you’re one sexy mama and should have your fine ass out there looking for love. You had it once, you deserve it again.”

      “But—” I began, stopping when Alex lifted his finger.

      “Second, anyone who you chose would most definitely be someone Cal and I would like. You have excellent judgment.” He winked at me. “And you do remember that all of this is hypothetical, right? In the best of all worlds, Cal and I live long enough to bounce fat great-grandbabies on our knees.”

      “Absolutely,” I agreed. “I don’t ever want to put this into practice. But I’m still very flattered.”

      From the kitchen, there was a quiet squeak as the door opened and then a decidedly louder sound of steps on the tile as the mini-tornado that was Lulu Nelson-Rhodes burst into the sitting room.

      “Daddy!” She tore across to fling herself into Alex’s arms, lifting her small face for a kiss. “I missed you.”

      “Sweet angel.” Alex swept up his daughter and hugged her tight. “Daddy missed you, too.”

      “Someone knows how to twist her daddy around that little finger,” I commented wryly, grinning.

      “Aunt Mimi!” Lulu pushed away from Alex and sprinted toward me, wrapping her damp little arms around my neck. “I didn’t see you.”

      “Hello, Nugget.” I buried my face in her neck and kissed the sweaty folds. “How was preschool?”

      “Good. Shona t’rew up, though.” Lulu wrinkled her nose. “It was gross.”

      “Oh, lovely.” Laughing, I eased her away from me. “I love you, sweet one, but Aunt Mimi doesn’t need a stomach bug while she’s cooking your little sibling.”

      “That’s right.” Cal trailed behind her into the room. “Aunt Mimi has to stay healthy. Let’s give her some space.”

      “On that note, I think I’ll exit, stage left.” I rose to my feet. “Cal, sweetheart, Alex has something to show you. Enjoy.”

      I mimed blowing kisses, not wanting to touch my potentially germ-laden fingers to my lips, and left the little family to oooh and ahh over their newest member, smiling to myself as I walked out the door and down the porch steps.

      It was such a rare gift to be able to help wonderful people like Alex and Cal make a family. As I headed down Beach Street toward the ocean, I felt enormously grateful for my two kids, for my surrogate children, and for my friends and community here in Crystal Cove. I might have been dealt incredible grief and heartache earlier in my life, but I’d also been blessed with so much love. I couldn’t imagine wanting or needing anything else. Or for that matter, anyone else.

      Life was good.
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      “Tell me again how you found this place?”

      Grinning, I leaned back on my stool at the counter as I regarded my friend Lewis. He was sitting next to me on an identical stool, looking distinctly out of place in his dark suit and pristine white shirt. The rest of the patrons at The Rip Tide this afternoon wore shorts and T-shirts or bathing suits and cover-ups. And even I had dressed down a little in a polo shirt and jeans.

      “Relax, Lewis,” I teased him. “I promise, the laid-back attitude around here isn’t catching.” Tapping the plastic menu that lay on the bar in front of me, I answered his question. “My dad used to bring me to the Tide when I was a kid, before we moved north. I loved coming here and grabbing burgers with him. Sometimes we’d sit out on the deck and watch the ocean while we ate.”

      “How old were you when you moved away from Florida?” Lewis rattled his glass to separate the ice before taking another drink.

      “Thirteen,” I responded, gazing out the wide-open window in front of us. “We moved to northern Virginia after my mom passed away, so that we could be closer to my father’s family. He wanted to get away from here—the memories, I guess.”

      “Huh.” He picked up the menu and scanned it. “Lot of fried food on here.”

      “It’s a beach joint, buddy.” I lifted one hand to catch the attention of the waiter who had dropped off our waters and the menus earlier. “Try the Ripper. It’s the best hamburger I’ve ever eaten.”

      “I already had my serving of red meat for this week.” Lewis blinked at me and then frowned down at the menu. “And it has bleu cheese on it, too. You should remember that I limit my dairy intake.”

      “You really know how to live, Lewis.” I smiled at the server who’d just paused in front of us, a kid who looked like he was probably in high school. “Hey. Can I get a Ripper, medium well, please? Fries on the side. And I think I’ll have a Corona with lime, too.”

      “Got it.” He scribbled on an order pad. “And how about you, sir?”

      Lewis peered at the kid over the top of the menu. “Your garden salad—what kind of lettuce is in it?”

      The server cocked his head. “Um, I don’t know. The kind that comes in, like a ball?”

      “Iceberg.” Lewis wagged his head sadly. “Okay. I guess that’s the best I’m going to do here.” He surrendered his menu. “Italian dressing—on the side.”

      “Please,” I added, casting Lewis a quelling glare. “And thank you.”

      “Yep.” The server turned to leave, and I hoped like hell he didn’t spit in our food.

      “There have got to be other restaurants around here. Better places.” Lewis reached into his pocket for his trusty and ever-present hand sanitizer, squeezing a dollop into his palm. “Tell me that this isn’t going to be our regular hangout for the next six months.”

      “We could do worse,” I retorted. “Plus, this is where the voters are, buddy. Don’t you tell me all the time that I should do more hanging out with the common man—and woman?”

      “Sure, now and then. But we need a few quiet, upscale restaurants and bars where we can set up meetings with donors—and more importantly, potential donors. Places where we can wine and dine the folks who are going to fund your campaign.”

      “Maybe I don’t want people who need fancy restaurants to support my campaign.” I paused as the waiter set my Corona on the table, waiting until he left again before I went on. “I didn’t go into politics to make life better for the one percent, Lewis. You know that. I want to be the guy who stands up for the people who work hard to support their families—who make this country better and stronger.”

      One side of Lewis’s lip curled. “I get that, Mitch. I really do. And once you’re elected, you can make that your goal. But first things first—you have to run a campaign and win before you can be a man of the people. To do that, you need money, which means you need to convince smart folks with deep pockets to contribute.”

      “Right.” I sighed. “I know. I told you before—I’ll play the game if that’s what it takes.”

      “This senate seat hasn’t been up for grabs for decades, Mitch.” Lewis hunched his shoulders, leaning forward and lowering his voice. “The party wouldn’t be giving you the support they are if they didn’t think you have a real shot at taking it. So we can’t be stupid. You have to think about each decision, each play, with intention and care. We can’t just follow whatever whims take hold of you in the moment.”

      “I’m not planning on it.” I took another swig of beer. “I’ve lived a careful life, Lewis. I’ve known what I wanted to do for a long time, and that means I’ve spent years watching my step. Making the right friends. Dating the right women. I don’t intend to blow it now.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Lewis sat back, his face impassive as the server returned with our food. I didn’t miss the way his nose twitched when my burger passed beneath it or the mournful expression he wore as he gazed down at his salad.

      “So.” I lifted my burger in both hands, pausing to speak before I took a huge bite. “Tell me about these guys we’re meeting on Friday—what’s the name of the company?”

      “Scott and Gowerly.” Lewis picked up his fork and poked at the lettuce. “They’re a development firm out of Jacksonville. The COO reached out to us because they want to buy a tract of land that’s in your neighborhood, so to speak. I guess they’re butting heads with some locals and want to get out in front of it. But it’s a deal that will only benefit this whole area.”

      “Wrong.”

      The voice came from behind me, and surprised, I turned my head to look over my shoulder out of instinct. The woman speaking must’ve taken the empty seat on the other side of me while my attention was focused on Lewis.

      Swiveling the stool so that I faced her more fully, I took in a few fast impressions: she was, I thought, probably in her late thirties. Dark auburn hair fell in soft waves around her shoulders, and I had the disconcerting desire to reach over and run my fingers through its softness. Her full lips were set in a firm line, and she held herself erect, sitting up straight on the stool instead of slumping over the counter.

      She was wearing a long cotton pink pinstriped Oxford shirt—almost like an oversized man’s shirt—over black leggings with black slide sandals on her feet, which were hooked over a rung of the stool.

      But it was her eyes that captured me. Huge, deep brown eyes framed by long dark lashes flashed at me, snapping with indignation. Those eyes made it hard for me to look away, to pay attention to anything she was saying. I wanted to fall into those eyes and drown happily.

      Which was probably why I, a guy who could serve up a clever quip to almost any remark or question, responded to her interruption so smoothly.

      “Um, what?”

      She rolled those gorgeous eyes and crossed her legs, leaning one elbow on the edge of the counter.

      “I said, you’re wrong. About everything he just said.” She pointed a finger over my shoulder at Lewis. “Scott and Gowerly are a development company, but that’s where the accuracy ends. They’re not based in Jacksonville; they’re not actually from Florida at all. The company headquarters is in Ohio. And the land they want to turn from pristine beachfront into miles of soulless condos should be protected by the government. We don’t need more timeshare around here.”

      Before I could even formulate a response, Lewis leaned around me. “Excuse me. This is a private conversation.”

      “Then you shouldn’t be having it eating at the counter at the Tide,” she returned. “I’m not going to sit here and listen to anyone spout nonsense—let alone out and out lies. Especially not from someone who’s in league with Scott and Gowerly.”

      I finally recovered my voice. “We’re not in league with the company. We just have a meeting scheduled with them.” For some reason I didn’t want to examine too closely, it was important to me that this woman understood I wasn’t her enemy—or even a friend of her enemy.

      “Mitch, just ignore her,” Lewis counseled, gesturing to my plate. “Eat your burger so we can finish here and leave.”

      But I found that ignoring the woman next to me was the last thing I wanted. So instead, I pretended that it was Lewis who I didn’t hear.

      Thrusting my right hand forward, I offered her my shiniest politician smile. “Hi. I’m Mitchell Ellis.”

      She tilted her head, gazing at me with slightly narrowed eyes for a full beat as she pretended not to see my extended hand.  “Okay. And what are you selling, Mitchell Ellis?”

      I winked at her. “Not one damn thing, darlin’.”

      I felt Lewis’s wince before I heard his groan. “Oh, Mitch, for the love of⁠—”

      “If you’re doing business with that company, you have to be selling something.” She crossed her arms, and I noticed that there was no ring on her left hand. “Unless you’re one of their attorneys.”

      My smile widened. “I am a lawyer, actually, but I don’t work for them. My current goal is to work for you.”

      Her brow knit. “What?”

      Lewis leaned around me. “What Mr. Ellis trying to say in his very charming but roundabout way is that he’s running for office. He’s a candidate for the US Senate.”

      “Oh.” She sat back a little, but I didn’t get the sense that she was impressed by this nugget of knowledge. “Well, now that makes sense. Scott and Gowerly will use whatever means they can to get clearance to buy the land. Of course, they’d want you in their pocket.”

      “But I’m not. I never even heard of them until Lewis mentioned them a few minutes ago.” I shifted a little. “I’d love to have the chance to talk with you and hear more about your views on the topic of land development. And other things, too. Can I buy you a drink?”

      She gazed at me in silence for a few beats before her expression softened a little, and her lips curved up on one side. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m afraid I can’t. I’m just waiting for my friend Jude to get here, and then I’m having lunch with her.”

      “Jude? Jude Rivers?” I quirked a brow. “Well, there you go. Jude will vouch for me.”

      “Oh, will she?” The woman maneuvering into the space between my conversation partner and me would’ve looked vaguely familiar at any time, but since we were sitting in her restaurant, I recognized her right away. “Anyone who knows me as Jude Rivers and not Jude Holt—or even Jude Hawthorne—hasn’t seen me in a long time.”

      “Close to thirty years,” I agreed, jumping to my feet. “You used to serve me burgers and add an extra scoop to my hot caramel sundaes every week when my dad brought me in here to eat.”

      “I’ve served a lot of burgers in thirty years.” Jude squinted at me, frowning and tilting her head. “But you might look a little familiar.”

      “I’m Mitch Ellis. My dad is Steve Ellis. My mom was⁠—”

      “Jena Mitchell. Well, Jena Ellis.” Jude pressed her lips together. “My God, Mitch, it’s been a minute. What are you doing back in the Cove?”

      I lifted one shoulder. “I moved down to my grandparents’ place after my grandmother passed a couple of years ago. Been working on a remodel there, and I travel a lot for work, so I haven’t had a chance to spend much time locally—but I’m here now. Moved into the house last month. I’m a Cove resident again—for good.”

      “Welcome home.” Jude spread her arms and leaned in for a hug. “Anyone who grew up in the Cove is always a fromer--uh, someone who’s from Crystal Cove.”

      As Jude drew back, the pretty woman still sitting on the stool cast her a sideways glance.

      “He’s a politician, Jude. He’s running for the US senate seat that Roger Hobbs is vacating.”

      “Oh.” Now Jude appeared to be intrigued. “Well, that’s wonderful news.”

      The other woman snorted softly. “Right.”

      “Why, what don’t I know? What am I missing?” Jude frowned. “Naomi, is there something you’re not telling me?”

      “Naomi.” I grinned in triumph, testing the name on my tongue. “Aha. I got a first name, at any rate.”

      “A first name?” Jude glanced at her friend and then back at me. “You wouldn’t tell him your name?”

      “He’s in cahoots with that company trying to develop the McGee land.” Naomi raised her eyebrows. “So I didn’t think he deserved to know my name.”

      “Not in cahoots,” I protested again. “I told you—we just have a meeting set up with someone from the firm. But the point is, I’m open to listening to reasons why I shouldn’t accept campaign funds from them.”

      “Ah, Mitch, for God’s sake⁠—”

      I lifted my hand to stave off Lewis’s protest, keeping my eyes locked on Naomi’s face. “But I want to hear the reasons over dinner tonight.”

      “Well, this ought to be interesting.” Jude chuckled. “Did my friend here happen to mention that she’s on the board of a foundation—one she helped to start, in the name of her late husband—that, among other good works, protects our local beaches and other vulnerable land from overdevelopment?”

      Next to me, Lewis sighed heavily. “Of course, she is.”

      I cocked my head and amped up my smile. “She didn’t, but that only makes me more interested in getting to know her better.”

      For a long moment, there was a silent stand-off as Naomi’s gaze and mine clashed in a battle of wills.

      Jude finally broke the spell, and I didn’t miss the interested twinkle in her eyes. “I think you have to eat dinner with him, Mimi. For the good of the foundation and the Cove, if nothing else.”

      “Yeah, Naomi.” I doubled down on my smolder. “For the good of the Cove.” I paused a moment for maximum effect. “Will you come to dinner with me? I need an answer. It’s just a simple yes or no question.”

      “Oh, fine.” Naomi tossed up both hands. “But only if you promise to hear me out—to actually listen to me—about the development deal.” She stabbed a finger in my direction. “If I have any sense that you’re patronizing me or just paying me lip service, I won’t hesitate to stand up and leave—even if we’re in the middle of eating.”

      “She’s not kidding. I’ve seen her do it.” Jude nodded vigorously. “You’ve been warned. Don’t dick her around, Mitch.”

      “I wouldn’t think of it,” I assured both women, my eyes wide with what I hoped looked like sincerity, since my mind had seized on the idea of exactly what kind of lip service I’d like to offer Naomi if given the chance. Pulling my phone from my pocket, I held it out to her. “If you’ll put your name and number in here, I can pick you up tonight. Should we say seven?”

      “No. I’ll drive myself, thanks.” She slid off the stool and looped the long strap of her handbag onto her shoulder. “Genaro’s in Elson. Six o’clock—I don’t like to eat any later. If you’re not there on time, I’ll leave.”

      Without waiting for me to question or consent, Naomi turned her back to me and stalked away. Jude hesitated only a moment before shrugging helplessly and following her friend to a table across the room.

      “Mitch, do you hate me? Is that why you do this kind of shit? Just to make my life more difficult?” Lewis dropped his head into his hands. “Why couldn’t you just ignore her?”

      I chuckled. “I don’t hate you, buddy. And I’m not going to do anything to make your job tougher than it is.” I shifted on my stool, picking up my burger again. “But sometimes the heart wants what the heart wants.”

      Lewis made a rude noise as his lip curled. “It’s not your heart that wants her, buddy. And that’s what worries me.” He pushed away his still-full salad bowl. “Just don’t make any promises about that land development. We can’t afford to lose the donation.”

      “I hear you.” I finished chewing my bite of burger. “Don’t sweat it, Lewis. It’s just a dinner with a woman I find fascinating. I promise, I’m not going to do anything stupid.”

      Famous. Last. Words.
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      Genaro’s Italian Bistro was housed in a two-story Victorian on the outskirts of Elson, the town just over the bridge from the Cove. I’d eaten lunch there  frequently enough that it felt like safe, familiar territory—my home turf, I thought savagely as I climbed out of my car in the small parking lot next to the restaurant. And as rattled as I had felt since meeting Mitchell Ellis this afternoon, I was going to grab every single advantage possible.

      I still wasn’t sure why I’d agreed to this dinner. One moment, I’d been adamant that I wasn’t going to say yes, and the next, I was giving him the name of this restaurant. Maybe it had been Jude’s influence, or maybe my own need to make my voice heard—simple hubris.

      Or maybe it had been the spark in his warm, confident smile, or the way his sexy electric blue eyes had rested on my face as though there wasn’t another soul alive.

      Giving myself a small shake, I slammed the car door and made my way across the lot and up the steps to the wide porch that wrapped around the house. I was early—very early, in fact, which was all part of my master plan to derail this dinner date.

      “It’s not a date,” I muttered to myself as I approached the hostess stand. “It’s just a chance to make my voice heard. To make sure
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