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Blurb

Bad boy quarterback Tyler Harris plays ball for a living and breaks hearts for a hobby. 

 

With two championships in as many years, Tyler is the best quarterback in the league. Gorgeous and rich, he's at the top of his game. Women love him. Men want to be him. Only Tyler's not feeling the love. In fact, he's not feeling anything at all. Licking his wounds after a scandal and a breakup with his longtime girlfriend, he retreats to a run-down mansion on a remote island in the Pacific Northwest. Once there, Tyler is blindsided by the sassy redhead next door. He knows that he's met his match and possibly his soul mate. There's one problem. She doesn’t feel the same way.

 

Lavender Mead has a good reason to dislike jocks, namely an absentee father who deserted the family to coach college football. By all accounts, her new neighbor is everything she deplores in a man. But Tyler's not the shallow superstar she expected, and she's reluctantly drawn to football’s unabashed bad boy. Once she gives in to his considerable charms, the two are so hot together, they're combustible.

 

As the clock ticks down, can they commit to each other forever? Or will they both fall short of the goal at the last minute?




Dedication

To all those children from broken homes who were made to feel disloyal because they wanted a relationship with both parents. Guilt is a powerful thing, but love and forgiveness conquers all.

 




Author’s Note

This book was previously published under the title Forward Passes as part of my Seattle Lumberjacks series. It has been rewritten and republished as Snap Decision and has been rolled into the Seattle Steelheads series. The events in this story take place seven years prior to Blindsided.




Chapter 1—What Goes Up

A man about to win his second Super Bowl should be a lot more excited about it.

Like a well-programmed robot, Tyler Harris zeroed in on his receiver, instinctively calculated the distance, and hurled the ball into the air. The second the football left his hands he knew it’d be a touchdown catch.

His cousin, and the Seattle Steelheads’ top wide receiver, Derek Ramsey, blazed into the end zone with his lightning speed, spun around at the exact right moment, and caught the ball.

Ty waited for the smugness, the confidence, the satisfaction to surge through him. He waited for the greatest natural high on earth to engulf him, a high better than the best sex—and that was pretty damn fucking good.

Usually.

But nothing happened. Absolutely nothing.

Two more minutes to glory. The defense took the field and held the Bruins. The clock ticked off the last seconds until the scoreboard displayed 00:00.

The stands erupted. Confetti blinded Tyler in a snowstorm of red, white, and blue. The stuff swirled through the air and stuck to his sweat-soaked uniform. Teammates slapped his back. Coaches hugged him. The roar of the fans deafened him. Sportscasters crammed microphones in his face and barked questions at him. Rabid reporters yanked on his Number Eleven jersey and fought for his attention. 

He stood frozen in place, staring at the scoreboard. He felt more like a shell-shocked soldier than a conquering field general who’d led his troops to victory in the final battle and won the war. 

Except he wasn’t a general. He wasn’t a fucking hero. He’d never risked his life to save others. He’d never tramped through the desert or the jungle not knowing if his next step would be his last. He’d never sacrificed so others could have a better life—or even have a life. He was just a guy gifted with an athletic body and a no-quit attitude. 

He didn’t deserve this. The adulation, the money, the fame…none of it. 

But since when did he give a shit if it was deserved or not?

What the fuck was wrong with him?

Every football player lived for this moment from the first second he gripped a football. It should’ve been the happiest time of his life, a defining moment in a career of defining moments. Two Super Bowls under his belt and a sure MVP of the game. He was a future Hall of Famer with a lot of gas left in his tank, still in his prime, not even thirty years old. The press touted him as the hottest QB in the league. 

Nowhere to go from here but…down.

Nothing had been the same since Tyler and his cousin had befriended a sick and lonely teenage football player who’d been abandoned. Ryan had been fighting cancer, and it was too much for his alcoholic mother to handle. The team embraced Ryan and took responsibility for his well-being. Ever cheerful and optimistic, the teenager lost his valiant battle a week before the Super Bowl.

Tyler busted his ass, as did his teammates, to win the championship for Ryan. After that, everything changed. Try as he might, Tyler couldn’t resurrect his passion for the game, for life, for anything. Hell, not even for sex.

Like a disembodied spirit, he observed the scene, detached and way too fucking melancholy in the midst of the celebratory mayhem engulfing him. Jostled around by the crowd, he barely felt them. He stood in the middle of the crowd, numb, apathetic, and alone. The emptiness smothered him, gnawed at his gut, consumed him.

Regardless of his apathy, he wouldn’t rain on his teammates’ parade.

Forcing a grin he didn’t feel and adopting his cocky façade, he faced the television cameras and gave them what they’d come to expect from him, an arrogant yet entertaining recap of his performance. Then he stood on the podium and made one of his typical fist-pumping speeches laced with wry humor. After which he did every post-game interview with his usual brash panache. No one noticed his mechanical movements or the dead smile.

Was this all there was? 

What had happened to his legendary enthusiasm for the game, his penchant for living life on the edge? He’d lost himself somewhere between college jock and superstar athlete, though it hadn’t mattered before. He’d lived in blissful ignorance until that fateful night when Ryan died.

If all the hype and his public image was stripped away, he didn’t have a fucking clue who lived underneath.

All this deep shit rattling around in his brain was way too much introspection for him. He shook off this momentary lapse into deep thought, took a deep breath, and squared his shoulders. In a week, he’d start the relentless pursuit of winning all over again because losing, for Tyler, had never been an option.

Glancing at his watch, he followed his teammates out of the locker room via a back door, down the long hallway leading to buses waiting to take them to the airport. A couple hours and a few glasses of champagne later the team plane touched down in Seattle. Security hustled them past the large crowds to waiting limos.

Waving and grinning, he acknowledged the hordes of fans crammed into every spare inch of terminal space. He paused and breathed in the crisp Seattle air. His teammates shouted to each other, planning parties that would last well into the morning. 

Cass, his longtime fiancée and even longer-time girlfriend, would expect to attend every one of them. She’d already texted him with her location at a teammate’s home on Lake Washington. The Vegas line against them ever getting married had once topped out at fifty-to-one and dipped to fifteen-to-one after he’d set a date for two weeks from today.

Claustrophobia set in, smothering him. He was trapped, trapped in a career he no longer had a hunger for. His self-created bad-boy image pigeonholed him in a role he wasn’t sure he wanted to play. His upcoming wedding in two weeks weighed him down with doubt. Cass and he were fire and ice. Hot as hell one moment and barely speaking to each other the next.

He needed to escape, clear his head, gain some clarity. 

Tyler slid behind the wheel of his sports car and accelerated out of the underground parking garage. His wheels spun on the rain-slickened streets as he turned a corner too quickly. Instead of heading toward I-5 and Mercer Island for a night of celebration, he turned in the opposite direction, dodging in and out of cars on the four-lane street. The light ahead turned yellow; Tyler punched the gas.

And slammed right into the back of a police car.




Chapter 2—Must Come Down

Lavender Mead sniffled and rubbed her puffy eyes. They burned like hell from crying most of the night and into the morning. Hugging herself tight, she blinked back more tears.

All around her, fellow islanders hunched their shoulders against the incessant February rain as they gathered in clusters near the shore of Outlaw Bay. The protected bay had been named for all the smugglers, rumrunners, and various other criminals who’d sought refuge there, not to mention the Harris family of the 1920s, renowned for their bootlegging, among other things. 

Behind her, Art Harris’s decrepit mansion clung to the slope above the rotting marina like a stubborn old lady refusing to surrender to the ravages of time.

Dang, but Lavender was going to miss the old bachelor. 

She’d met Art eight years ago, shortly after moving next door to Twin Cedars, his run-down estate. At nineteen she’d just dropped out of college. She’d had no future plans, an island-sized chip on her shoulder, and a fondness for self-destruction. Madrona Island was one of Washington’s San Juan Islands, nestled between the Olympic Peninsula and Vancouver Island and a fitting refuge for someone who wanted to disappear for a while. With only a few thousand full-time residents, Madrona was home to billionaires, artists, recluses, and nature lovers.

The crotchety old man had chewed her ass for feeding his fat cat, who was on a diet. How the heck was she to know? The cat had bitched at her door, and she’d assumed he was a stray—a very fat stray. Art’s cantankerous attitude hadn’t fazed Lavender in the least. Impressed he couldn’t intimidate her, he’d invited her to sit on the marina bulkhead with him and fish. They never caught anything, but they talked a lot.

The next day, Lavender had cooked her five-alarm chili and carried it over to him. One bite and two glasses of water later, he declared it the best damn chili ever. From that point on, they’d forged a lasting friendship, a lonely old man and a lonely young woman. Art filled a hole left by a dad who chose football over his daughter. In exchange, she became his family. At least, the only family who gave a shit about him. 

Now her one port in the storm was gone.

Another sob welled up in her throat. Funerals were supposed to give closure, help people move on. 

Not working so far. 

She yanked a tissue from her pocket and blew her nose. Mrs. Malacotty handed her another tissue and patted her arm. Lavender managed a weak smile, but nothing eased the ache inside her.

Art died in a nursing home. Alone. She should’ve been there. Instead she’d stayed on the island, kidding herself he’d recover enough to come back home. No amount of praying and singing gave a person closure on that kind of guilt.

A gusty wind blew in off the water, pelting Lavender’s face with rain. The big, fat drops mixed with her tears and left salty trails down her cheeks. Good thing she hadn’t bothered with makeup. She pulled up the hood on her raincoat and hunkered down, teeth chattering. In front of her, the minister droned on like a stubborn mosquito buzzing in her ear. His bright yellow raincoat squeaked every time he shifted his fat body. Lavender hiccupped and covered her mouth with her hand. 

Meanwhile, Art’s only nephew stood at the head of the marina dock, not appearing the least bit grief-stricken, most likely counting the hours until the reading of the will.

In all the years she’d been Art’s neighbor, never once had his nieces or nephew visited him, which branded them as despicable people in her book. Senior citizens deserved to be surrounded by family and friends in their golden years, not discarded and forgotten.

Even worse, the nephew happened to be Tyler Harris, a jock to rival all jocks and an entitled asshole.

Tyler stood to one side of the preacher and surveyed the crowd with stony indifference. Dark circles settled in the hollows of his cheekbones, giving him a haggard look. She’d bet he’d been dragged out of some party at three a.m. and hauled to the island.

Tyler’s detached gaze settled on Lavender. Turquoise eyes drilled into her until she squirmed. She’d never seen eyes that color before. Like a South Pacific lagoon, but not nearly as inviting. Regardless, she couldn’t look away, couldn’t shake the spell he’d cast on her with one hot, unnerving gaze.

Several locks of dark, wet hair fell across his high forehead. His brows drew together as he squinted through the rain. A day’s growth of stubble darkened his cheeks and strong jaw. One corner of his mouth lifted in a halfhearted bad-boy smile. Her heart, already woozy from grief, flopped over and begged for mercy.

She mentally slapped herself for admiring a piece of eye candy during Art’s funeral. What kind of sorry soul did that? Even if it had been a while. Everything had a proper place and time, and this wasn’t it. Wrenching her gaze away, she faked complete attention to the service, all the while fidgeting under Tyler’s shameless scrutiny. 

The preacher stumbled through his eulogy as raindrops smudged the ink on his handwritten notes. Finally finished, he nodded to a group of Art’s cronies who’d christened themselves as the Island Yankee Brotherhood. They shuffled forward in their military uniforms, buttons bursting and fabric straining around their shoulders. Except for big Ed. He’d draped his too-small uniform jacket over his shoulders.

Homer, the leader of the brotherhood, lifted a trumpet to his lips and blew out the first notes of what had to be “Taps.” The brothers stood at attention while the other guests held their hands over their hearts. Even Tyler Harris placed one big hand over his chest, most likely to call attention to the Super Bowl ring on his finger. The diamonds on the gaudy thing cut through the gloom like a light in a lighthouse. 

Halfway through “Taps,” Homer hesitated. His eyes glazed over. He repeated da-ta-da once, twice, three times, over and over like a broken record stuck in one spot. The brothers didn’t budge one muscle, while the rest of the guests glanced at one another. Finally, Jim Miller elbowed Homer in the ribs. He woke from his stupor after one last earsplitting, off-key note and lowered the trumpet.

All eyes turned to the dock and Tyler Harris. Lavender averted her eyes to avoid another round of disturbing eye contact. Her gaze fastened onto his impressive body. Even hidden beneath a raincoat, his broad shoulders and wide chest were visible, along with his long legs. The rain plastered his wet pants to his muscular thighs. His strong calves and ankles ended at big feet. Really big feet. Which from her experience meant—

Big mistake. Mega big one. This would never—ever—do. Jocks were not on her recommended diet, no matter how delectable they might appear on the outside. She’d sworn off any man with the channel numbers for ESPN worn out on his remote. Not to mention one who left his uncle to die on his own.

Lavender scrubbed her face with her hands and banished her current line of thinking. 

She knew what was to come next. The word had traveled around town like wildfire. Art had requested it. God only knew why, but he’d always had a flare for the dramatic. He wanted his ashes scattered in Outlaw Bay via his nephew’s renowned throwing arm. The speculation as to how that would be done had run rampant all week.

All eyes were on the dock.

The preacher handed Tyler a football-shaped urn, courtesy of a local ceramics shop, and a gasp rippled through the crowd.

Tyler wrapped his long fingers around it and stared blankly at it. He glanced at the preacher, who said something to him. Tyler nodded grimly.

He turned the football around in his large hand as if assessing its air- or sea-worthiness. With a determined set to his jaw, he spun on his heel and lurched down the rickety dock. The rotted structure rocked from side to side with each step, causing Tyler to stagger like a drunk on a three-day binge.

He stopped near the end and braced his legs apart for balance. The dock groaned and creaked as waves beat at the pilings. His athletic body countered every jolt with ease. He stood in profile, his head thrown back, staring out to the water like a defiant conqueror. His strong chin jutted out, accentuating a slight cleft. His unruly hair, in need of a haircut, plastered against his forehead, but he didn’t bother to pull up his hood. 

Art’s orange tabby rubbed around Lavender’s legs and meowed, demanding attention. Art had never named him, and they simply called him The Cat. She ignored the prima donna, and the tabby head-butted her legs. She pushed him away with her foot. His green eyes bored into hers. He twitched his tail from side to side. “Shhh.” She held a finger to her lips.

The cat yowled again. She bent down to grab him, but he eluded her. When she took a step toward him, he streaked toward the dock, weaving in and out of the crowd like a running back heading for the end zone.

“No!” Lavender scrambled after the cat but stopped short of the unstable dock.

Tyler hefted the football urn over his head and cocked his arm. An orange flash darted between his legs. He stumbled in an attempt to avoid stepping on the tabby cat. His front foot couldn’t find purchase on the slippery planks and shot out from under him and off the edge of the dock. The urn smashed onto the dock, shattered, and sent gritty gray ash flying everywhere, coating the preacher and anyone within several feet. Tyler’s ass followed his foot, skidding across the dock and off the edge. His big body crashed into the icy cold water.

The guests watched in horrified disbelief.

The cat ran back to her and sank his claws in her leg. With a yelp, she leaned down and detached the little brat, cradling him in her arms.

“You’re in deep shit, buddy.” 

The cat purred. In the self-absorbed way of most cats, he’d didn’t give a damn about all the trouble he’d caused.

Sputtering and cursing, Tyler bobbed to the surface and grasped the edge of the dock. He hoisted himself out of the water and stomped to shore, shaking water from his hair.

Lavender’s eyes widened as he headed straight toward her and Cat, his eyes blazing and his shoes making squishing noises. Every muscle in his six-foot-four frame appeared tensed for battle as he towered over her by more than fourteen inches. She tightened her grip on the troublemaking feline, who was blissfully unaware of the man with catocide on his mind.

“That cat just used up all nine of his lives.”

Standing toe-to-toe with the arrogant quarterback, Lavender shrugged and tossed him a too-innocent smile. “You’re dripping all over my feet.”

His body vibrated with restrained fury. Salt water ran off him in streams and puddled on the already saturated ground. He gave her a once-over as the storm in his eyes built to a category five. “I’m not done with him. Or you.” Whirling around, he grabbed a towel someone handed him and stalked off.

Lavender didn’t know whether to laugh or run like hell. If he thought he was pissed now, just wait until the reading of the will this afternoon. 

She’d be replacing Cat as number one on his hit list.




Chapter 3—Animal Attraction

Over the years, Tyler worked hard to cultivate his reputation as an asshole. One hundred percent asshole, from his gorgeous mug to his well-exercised cock, from his fast moves to his irreverent attitude, he practiced the art of being an asshole. In fact, he considered himself a master.

Screw nice. Tyler didn’t do nice. Nice guys were boring. Well, except for his cousin and best friend, Derek. Yeah, Derek could be a lame-ass at times, especially with his wife, but he also had steel in him, and he had Tyler’s back.

On the rare occasions when Tyler was caught doing a good, selfless deed, he buried it in a smoke screen of self-serving bullshit. The press ate it up. Everyone loved to hate an asshole. He gave them what they wanted and made money doing it. More importantly, the asshole role kept people at a distance and discouraged them from looking any deeper. Because Tyler never exposed his soft underbelly to anyone. Never let them see the guy who didn’t watch sad movies, had a soft spot for animals and old people, and anonymously donated shitloads of money to childhood cancer.

Which was exactly why no one knew about his relationship with Uncle Art. Not even his mother or sisters. Thanks to Uncle Art he was here on a remote island with not one fast-food or big-box store.

Jim Miller, his uncle’s attorney, riffled through the stacks of papers teetering precariously on his desk, leaving Tyler to wonder if the old coot had lost the will. Tyler shifted his butt in a chair made for a guy half his size. He stretched his cramped legs out in front of him and crossed his arms over his chest.

His gaze flicked over the hot little chick with the weird name radiating some serious attitude in the chair next to him. He made a mental note to take a rain check on a more thorough body assessment of the sassy redhead.

Just not now.

Uncle Art’s unexpected death had sucker-punched him in the gut. No more secret weekly visits to the Seattle veterans nursing home to play poker with his uncle and his cronies. No more arguing over who was the greatest baseball player of all time. No more stories about ancestors Tyler never knew. Even worse, he didn’t get the chance to say goodbye to an uncle he’d only gotten to know in the past six months. 

He’d wanted to take his two older sisters to meet Art, but for reasons known only to Art, he refused. Now he wished he’d done it anyway so they would’ve been able to meet him.

Just one week ago Tyler had stood on the podium after winning his second Super Bowl and hadn’t felt a damn thing but emptiness. He sure as hell didn’t have that problem now. He swore a grizzly bear had torn open his chest and ripped out his heart, leaving a gaping cavity and a load of intense, agonizing pain.

But he’d played through pain before, and he’d do it again. He put on his game face and slipped into his favorite role when things got tough, that of a selfish asshole.

The old attorney with bad taste in clothes finally held the will in his pudgy hands. Tyler bit back a few choice words. He just wanted to get on with it and get the hell out of here and back to civilization. He couldn’t even get cell service on this godforsaken island.

Jim glared at him through his Coke-bottle glasses, as if Tyler had pissed him off somehow. Hell, Tyler was the one who’d been summoned from his city condo, dunked in the freezing-ass cold waters of Outlaw Bay, and forced to stay on this isolated rock two hours longer than necessary. And for what? To be an unwelcome guest at his uncle’s funeral and make a total ass out of himself? To listen to the reading of a will that didn’t apply to him? Tyler preferred to do his grieving in private, not in front of several hundred hostile islanders in the middle of a fucking hurricane.

Tyler leaned forward, elbows on Jim’s desk, and rubbed his eyes. He hadn’t slept in over twenty-four hours, which contributed to his crappier than usual attitude.

The old goat pushed his glasses up his nose and started reading. Tyler tuned him out until he heard his name. “To my great-nephew, Tyler, as the last of the Harris males, I will to you my estate at Twin Cedars and all of my personal effects therein, including my beloved cat. I’m truly sorry my estrangement from your family kept us from knowing each other sooner. After your father died, I should have been there for you, but I wasn’t. At least we had time together at the end.”

What the fuck? Tyler leaned back in his chair, letting the words sink in. He hadn’t seen this coming. Not at all. Especially the cat part. 

Hot Chick, a.k.a. Lavender, shrieked one of those high-pitched female sounds that usually sent him diving for cover. She clamped her hand over her mouth, but not before he heard a muffled sob. Oh, crap. Not tears. He’d never been able to deal with a woman’s tears, not even his sisters’.

He played dumb, not hard to do with a 2.0 GPA.

Lavender stared at the attorney seated across the table from her as if his words had sucked the life out of her future. “Jim, there must be some mistake. Are you sure?”

“I wish there was a mistake. Artie requested the change six months ago.” 

“Six months ago?” She made that little heartbreaking sound from deep in her throat, the kind usually followed up with hysterical crying and a big dent in his credit card to make things better.

“Right after Art took a fall and went to the veterans nursing home in Seattle to recover.”

Right after he’d called Tyler out of the blue and asked to see him. Tyler bit back a dose of guilt, even though he’d no reason to feel guilty. He hadn’t asked for this. Hell, no one in their right mind would ask for this. The place was beyond repair and a money pit if he ever saw one. 

“But-but…” Lavender wrung her hands in her lap. Tyler figured she’d rather be wringing his neck. “Art shared the will with me. We had dreams for the estate—shared dreams once we got the money together. He knew I’d carry on if something happened to him. How could he leave it to this…this person who has no appreciation of the mansion’s history or interest in the legacy of one of the island’s pioneer families?”

“Which happens to be my family,” Tyler reminded her.

She shot him a look that had first-degree murder fantasies written all over it. 

“It’s quite clear. Mr. Harris inherits it all if he conforms to the requirements set forth in Artie’s will.” 

Tyler snapped to attention. “What requirements?” Jim had better not be messing with him. Tyler wasn’t in the mood for bullshit.

“The terms are clear, Mr. Harris. Before you can inherit the property, you’ll need to be in residence for ninety consecutive days starting today.”

“What?” All those years in loud football stadiums must have screwed up his hearing.

“Ninety consecutive days,” Lavender repeated, as if she considered him a fucking idiot or something.

“Not gonna happen.” No way in hell did Tyler want to be stuck on this frigging island, not even for five more minutes. At this very moment, a float plane idled at the dock, waiting just for him.

“Then the property passes to the Island Yankee Brotherhood and Lavender Mead.”

“Island Yankee Brotherhood? Not the old guys in military uniforms at the funeral?” Hell, they couldn’t even get “Taps” right, let alone deal with a big-ass estate badly in need of millions of dollars in TLC or, even better, bulldozing.

“One and the same.” The defiant look in Lavender’s eyes almost had him smiling. He liked women with balls. 

“I’m supposed to get married in a month.” Like that was going to happen. Cass wouldn’t answer his calls after he’d postponed the wedding once again, and truthfully, Tyler was relieved. He knew as well as Cass did that there would be no wedding, and they were finished.

“You’ll just have to get married on the island.” Jim’s helpful suggestion didn’t help one damn bit.

“Cass would never come here. She’d hate it.”

“Then I guess she’ll wait if she really loves you.” Lavender was starting to annoy the hell out of him. She wore her displeasure like a suit of armor.

He considered his options. If he left, he’d forfeit the place to a group of geriatrics and Hot Chick, who’d most likely lose it or sell it. Or he could spend the next ninety days on an island with no cell service, one stoplight, and no nightlife, unless you counted playing pull tabs and swapping fish stories with the locals as nightlife. He’d be completely isolated from rabid reporters and hordes of nosy fans, which did have its merits. Or he could hightail it out of Dodge with nothing lost, nothing gained.

Ever since he’d rear-ended the cop car over a week ago, his life had been hell. The press hounded him day and night. Rumors flew about DUI and drug charges, even a possible stint in rehab. Forget that he’d just won the Super Bowl. Nobody cared about that. They wanted dirt. Even worse, some dipshit videoed the entire fucked-up accident, including the aftermath, and sold it to a major sports network. The clip started with him ramming into the cop, then taking a breathalyzer test—which he passed with flying colors, thank you very much—and ended with him being handcuffed and hauled into jail because he’d given the jock-hating prick of a cop some lip. The cocky son of a bitch had arrested Tyler just because he could. His attorney got him out a few hours later, no charges filed. At least, not yet. 

But that didn’t stop the speculation. Everyone wanted to believe the worst of him. No one bought that he’d passed the breathalyzer. He’d been the subject of just about every sports show for the past week—ad nauseam—while his agent worked feverishly to do damage control with the league and the team.

Tyler rubbed his thumb across his stubble, considering his options: peace and boredom, or mayhem and stress. He pinned Jim with a laser gaze. “So, how much do you think that property is worth?” He kept his attention on Jim, not chancing a look at Lavender, even though he heard her sniff and blow her nose.

“Millions. With that much waterfront and with this economy, it’s priceless.” Something flickered in Jim’s eyes, immediately rousing Tyler’s suspicions. The attorney wasn’t being 100 percent straight with him.

Whatever.

Tyler didn’t need a run-down mansion in the middle of flipping nowhere, even if Twin Cedars was his family’s legacy, built over a hundred years ago by his timber baron ancestor, Jackson Harris. Not that he’d keep it in the family.

The land was a different story. Worth millions?

Tyler blew through money like a NASCAR driver blew through the finish line. Being a big spender was all part of his persona. He always figured he’d just earn more. 

Even before the playoffs, the winds of change had started blowing across his once-secure future. That big contract loaded with incentives and the lucrative endorsements could all end tomorrow. If he had a mediocre season and the team signed a hotshot rookie quarterback, he’d be relegated to backup status. Even worse, an injury could end his career in the time it took the center to snap the ball. Then where would he be? No source of new income, no marketable skills other than football, expensive tastes, more expensive fiancée, and a family who dipped into his cash a little too often. 

He’d seen it happen several times. A washed-up football star goes bankrupt. 

Not gonna happen to him. He’d never suffer that humiliation, never do that to his family. They depended on him.

He’d be damned if he’d give up a valuable chunk of land just to get out of ninety days of pure hell. If there was one thing Tyler had never had enough of, it was money. And Tyler always wanted more. His life revolved around an endless pursuit of more: more fame, more fortune, more victories, more women, more parties. More of everything. Because somewhere buried in all the excess had to be the one elusive piece that finally allowed him to say: “Now I have enough.”

“Did Art say anything about me?” Lavender sniffed and honked her nose loudly. She’d do a Canadian goose proud.

“Yes.” Jim felt around for his glasses, stuck them on his fat face. He cleared his throat and sent Tyler the same kind of look Tyler used to get from his dad when he was warning his son to be seen and not heard. “‘Lavender, you’re probably really disappointed with me and confused. I’m sorry I let you and the brothers down. You are the granddaughter I never had. You have a gift, a great affinity for senior citizens. I wanted to help you get your degree in gerontology—’”

“The study of old people,” Lavender added, as if she considered Tyler a moron.

Tyler gritted his teeth but said nothing. He’d never pretended to be a Rhodes Scholar, but he hated being talked down to like a dumb jock, even if the cleat fit.

Jim waited for the two of them to stop their mental stare down then continued. “‘—but there’s no money, and I can’t mislead you anymore. Tyler can afford to do what needs to be done. The brothers and you can’t. I only hope after ninety days in residence, he will come to love the place as much as all of us, and do the right thing.’”

“The right thing? What the fuck does that mean?” No chance in hell would he keep the rotting hulk. In ninety days, the place had to go on the market, be sold to the first buyer with a wad of money. Stuff like family heritage and historical significance couldn’t influence his decision. He wouldn’t let it. He needed that money as much as he needed to lie low for a while.

Jim glared at him like this whole mess was Tyler’s fault. “You figure it out.” 

Tyler shifted his gaze to Lavender, who’d gone back to wringing her hands and sniffling. “Look, I didn’t ask for this.”

She raised her chin and glared at him. Tear tracks were visible on her cheeks. Her lower lip quivered. “But you’re going to do it.” She spoke quietly, and he had to lean toward her to hear. He caught a whiff of her perfume, taking him back to the smell of the spring wildflowers that had grown in the front pasture of his father’s ranch. The feisty little redhead met his gaze, wiped at a tear on her cheek and held her head high.

“Yes, I’m going to do it.”

“It’s settled then. Here are the keys.” The old goat attorney slid the ring of keys across the table. “You’ll love the island, Mr. Harris.” 

Tyler grabbed the keys and sealed his fate.




Chapter 4—The Cat’s out of the Bag

Lavender hoisted the fat feline into her arms and rapped on her neighbor’s door. The orange tabby cat, evil prima donna that he was, purred his approval.

As long as she had anything to do with it, Tyler Harris was going to take care of Art’s cat and not shirk his responsibilities. He’d had two weeks to take care of business, now she’d take care of it for him.

After Art went to the nursing home, she’d fed the pissed-off tabby, even smuggled him into her little house, but her landlady—who was also her mother and a neat freak— showed up one morning and found the animal drinking out of the toilet. Add to that the claw marks on the back door, cat hairballs on the carpet, and her mom’s cat allergies. The cat found himself kicked out for good. She’d tried to find him a home, but no one wanted the demanding animal. Besides, Art willed Cat to Tyler, and Art had adored Cat. That must mean something. She just hoped like hell she was doing the right thing.

Bracing herself, she knocked on the door again.

The door opened. Lavender stared face-to-abs with the most incredibly sculpted, sweaty chest she’d ever seen. Tyler towered over her, naked from the waist up, his faded jeans slung low on his hips. She lifted her gaze to his well-defined pecs with a smattering of black chest hair. Muscles bunched in his arms and a Rose Bowl tattoo adorned his right upper arm. Despite the muscles, he looked lean and ready for action. She licked her dry lips, imagining a certain kind of action.

Ryan was tattooed on his chest, right above his heart. The name rang a bell in connection with Tyler, but she couldn’t quite recall why and chose not to ask.

Instead, she focused on the superficial. Damn, but he had a fine body. As she stood next to him at point-blank range, he was taller than expected, and gorgeous. Absolutely gorgeous. Too gorgeous for his own good and hers. 

A slow, sexy smile softened the hard lines of his face and transformed him from a jerk to a charmer, all the more lethal. “So, purple lady, what brings you to my doorstep? Been missing me?” His deep voice rolled over her like the gentle swell of a tide on the beach.

She found her tongue tied to the roof of her mouth and forced it back into service. “My name is Lavender.”

“Hey, I’m a guy. Lavender, purple, it’s all the same to me.” 

He was trying to get to her. She ignored his stupid remark. “I’m your neighbor, and this is your cat.”

His amused gaze washed over her, warming her inside and outside. His turquoise-blue eyes infiltrated her defenses.

“My cat?” Tyler leaned against the doorframe and hooked his thumbs in the belt loops of his jeans. He crossed one ankle over the other, as he studied the cat. The smile faded from his face. “I know that cat.”

“You’ve met before.” Lavender bit back a laugh at the image of the vindictive feline tripping Tyler and sending him and the urn tumbling into the frigid waters of Outlaw Bay.

“Yeah, I remember, and no way in hell is that my cat.”

Cat looked up at him and meowed, digging his claws into Lavender’s arm.

“That’s not what he says.”

He stared at the fat lump of orange fur in her arms, his expression skeptical. “The cat lies.”

“Cats never lie.”

“That one does. I don’t have a fucking cat.”

“He’s not a fucking cat; he’s fixed.”

Tyler chuckled. “Don’t quit your day job. You’ll never make it on the comedy channel.” His mouth turned up in a genuine grin, making him seem human, almost nice. The man was get-naked-now gorgeous when he smiled like that, and way too irresistible. Good thing he spent the majority of his time in jerk mode.

She steeled herself against his many weapons even as her body rebelled. Well, it could protest all it wanted; she’d limit her fantasies to her imagination and her vibrator. She’d learned her lesson when it came to men who played games for a living.

Case in point, her absentee father, who abandoned his family for the fame and fortune of coaching ball at a major college. And the quarterback who dated her in high school just to add another notch in his belt. Then there was the linebacker her freshman year of college who told his frat buddies about their sex life in very vivid detail. The dickhead even offered to share. That was the end of him. There were more, but those were the highlights.

She’d been on a jock-free diet for four years now. So what if Tyler happened to be an exceptional physical specimen? Willpower stood on her side. Only willpower didn’t have a killer smile, straight white teeth, and a teasing glint in his oh-so-blue eyes.

Oh, Lord, she’d been staring at him like a lovesick high-school cheerleader. Rattled, she lowered her gaze back to his chest—not a good idea, either—so she looked back at his face, specifically his nose, about the safest part on his body.

“This cat comes with the house. He was Artie’s cat.” At his blank expression, she prodded his memory a little more. “Remember? The one named in the will?”

“Oh, that one.” The man even had a gorgeous frown.

“Yes, that one.”

“Tell you what. Since I’m such a generous guy, I’ll let you have him.” She watched as his charm flooded back at full wattage, especially now that he wanted something from her.

“My landlady doesn’t allow animals.” 

“What am I going to do with a cat?”

Lavender could think of a lot of things. Love them. Cuddle them. Take care of them. And when things got tough, no matter what, they’d always be there, purring or licking your face, taking away the hurt. Nothing like a man. “You’re not an animal person, are you?”

“I love animals. Just not cats.” He straightened and glared down at her, like she’d insulted him or something. 

That surprised her. Shocked her actually. She never would’ve pegged him for an animal lover. “Good. Then I won’t need to report you for animal neglect.”

“Sweetheart, threats don’t work with me, but I am open to other types of bribes.” The jerk made a show of looking her up and down. 

“Not even a threat of castration? It might improve your attitude. It helps with most animals.”

“Honey, I’d like to see you try.” He threw back his head and laughed deep, from his belly. She liked his laugh, all strong and masculine with an undercurrent of good-natured humor, totally at odds with his usual asshole scowl.

“They grow on you. In no time you’ll be drowning in cat hair and loving every minute of it. Give me a call if you need any cat tips.” She shoved Cat into his arms and tucked a business card deep in the pocket of his jeans. Her fingers brushed something hard and—

Oh, crap. 

Without another word, Lavender hurried down his front steps and out through the main gate.

 

* * * * *

 

Tyler stared after Lavender, mouth hanging open, cock locked and loaded, and the furry hunk of orange lard clutched in his arms.

Her butt in those baggy chinos swayed back and forth. Her tangle of red hair bounced with each step. He liked what he saw from the back as much as he’d liked the front. Usually, he preferred his women tall and willowy with large, enhanced breasts, Barbie dolls in the flesh, but his neighbor had it going on for some unexplained reason. 

The island must be getting to him. He’d spent two weeks stuck on this rock in the farthest corner of Washington. Needless to say, he craved some entertainment. 

When Lavender showed up on his doorstep holding the cat in her arms, he couldn’t hide his interest. Especially after she slid that business card in his jeans and shocked the hell out of him. She’d copped a feel, most likely an accident, since his pocket and his cock were in the same vicinity. His cock didn’t care if it was an accident or not. Desire surged to his dick and turned it harder than that big boulder on the shore near the marina. 

Most women drooled all over him. Not her. The contempt on her face came through as loud as a referee’s whistle. No problem. You didn’t have to like a person to have great sex with them. Every one of his last several girlfriends proved that theory. Besides, her body didn’t hate his body—not one damn bit.

Since Cass had ignored his occasional calls and text messages, he figured the engagement was off, but that deeply hidden decent side of him needed to know for sure before he acted on his interest in his neighbor.

The cat meowed at him, breaking him out of his trance. Shit, he hated cats. What the hell was he going to do with a fur-spreading, litter-box using, flea-infested cat? He didn’t want cat fur on his furniture or headless mice on his front porch, and no way in hell would he clean a litter box.

The fat cat lolling in his arms drooled, rolled its eyes up at him, and smirked as if to say, “Fuck you, buddy.”

“Hey, fuck you, too.” He put the cat on the porch. 

The cat stared up at him, blinking his green eyes.

“I mean it. Find a new home. I’m not a cat person.”

The cat didn’t move. Tyler frowned, narrowed his eyes, set his jaw, and glowered at the furry creature with his best you’re-in-deep-shit glower. It worked on the biggest, baddest linemen in the NFL.

It didn’t work on the cat.

The damn thing yawned and sauntered past him to scratch at the door.

“No way in hell are you getting in my house.” Tyler liked things neat and tidy. Claw marks on his antique leather furniture and orange cat hair on his black leather jacket didn’t do it for him.

The cat stared at him
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