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      To John and Lori. Thanks for taking the time to read this manuscript and help out with the fishing details. It’s greatly appreciated! (Any errors, of course, are my own.)  I’m so proud to call you family.
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      Well, there was no doubt about it.

      Madison McIntyre had been banished to the ends of the earth.

      She pulled into a parking space on the main street of Westport and killed the engine. She probably should be on her way to The Inn, get settled in before it was too dark, but she desperately needed time to regroup.

      Her trunk was filled with two suitcases, a briefcase, and her laptop. She’d barely had time to pack after receiving this assignment, and knew just by looking down the street that she was going to stick out here like a prom dress on a linebacker.

      To her left was a three-block strip of shops hawking kites, fish and chips, and t-shirts adorned with imitation seagull droppings. A few stragglers peered in windows, but most of the stores were closed up tight and the sidewalk was nearly deserted. To her right was the waterfront.

      Row after row of boats crowded the docks, trim sailboats rubbing elbows with crusty old fishing vessels. The sharp tang of salt permeated the early-evening breeze. Madison rolled up the window, silently cursing the effect the maritime wind would have on her hair. She probably needed to resign herself to tangled, frizzy locks for the next month.

      A month! Madison sighed, resting her forehead against the steering wheel for a moment. She was stuck here for the next four weeks, and if she didn’t get the job done, there wouldn’t be a job to return to in Seattle.

      And without a job, there wasn’t much of a reason to return at all.

      Acid churned in her gut at the thought. Granted, her position at Donovan Development wasn’t anything to shout about, but just the idea of losing her job made her queasy. She needed the security, the stability, the retirement plan and health insurance. She needed her tidy little cubicle with its office-friendly plants and tasteful framed photos. Anything outside that comfort zone scared her half to death.

      Which was probably why her smarmy boss had shoved her out the door so quickly on this assignment.

      Madison mentally shook herself. So what if three other Donovan executives had tried—and failed—to get the Westport project off the ground. So what if they had all subsequently “resigned”. She would be successful even if it killed her.

      The scent of raw fish seeped into the interior of her car and she groaned. A month in this town could very well do her in.
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome to The Inn.” The rosy-cheeked, Mrs. Claus-lookalike at the front desk handed Madison the key to her cabin. “What brings you to Westport?”

      “Actually, I’m—on sabbatical,” Madison said, a weak smile tilting the corners of her mouth briefly. She didn’t normally make a habit of lying, but the horror stories about the “Westport Curse”, bandied about the staff room in muted whispers, had convinced her she had to be extra cautious about proclaiming her intentions.

      The first Donovan Development employee to bring their resort plans to town had been unceremoniously escorted to the city limits and told not to return.

      As had employees number two and three.

      Donovan Development was not a popular company in Westport.

      “How nice." Ronnie Edwards’s white bun bobbed precariously on top of her head as she nodded. “Are you looking for some peace and quiet, or do you want to try out the activities available in town?”

      Actually, what I’d really like to do is leave, Madison thought. “Probably a little of both,” she replied.

      “Then I have a treat for you. How would you like to go salmon fishing tomorrow?”

      Madison’s smile froze just a bit. “Uhm... fishing?”

      “On a charter boat. It’s the biggest draw in Westport. Most boats are booked way in advance, but I happen to know that Oceanic Charters had a last-minute cancellation. I’ll go ahead and book your spot.”

      Briefly, Madison thought about protesting, but caught herself just in time. Maybe this was the key to her success. Much as she hated the idea of spending her first day in town on a fishing boat, she had to get to know Westport. Maybe this fishing trip would help her to understand the tourist trade on the coast a little better. It was at least worth a shot.

      “Thanks,” she heard herself say.

      “Lovely!" Mrs. Edwards made a notation on the pad in front of her. “Oh, since you’ll be leaving before breakfast I’ll make sure to pack you some pastries to go.”

      “Before breakfast?" Madison glanced at the sign directly over the woman’s head. Fancy script announced Breakfast, 7 to 8:30. “How early do I have to be there?”

      “A quarter to five, dear. Float eight, right across from the charter office. Oh, and wear something waterproof. You’ll be out on the ocean, after all."

      With a weak smile, Madison walked out the front door and leaned wearily against the wall. Life just kept getting better and better.
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        * * *

      

      “Mom, what’s this?"

      Ronnie looked up from her desk, reading glasses perched on the end of her nose. “Your client list for tomorrow, dear.”

      Dylan sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. He counted to ten mentally and tried again. “I know. I was talking about the addition to the list.”

      His mom smiled fondly. “Oh, Madison is a dear girl. You’ll love her.”

      He wisely let that comment pass and attempted to get the conversation back to the original topic. “Mom, my boat’s already fully booked for tomorrow. She can’t go.”

      Ronnie waved a hand dismissively. “Of course she can. She hardly weighs a thing. You won’t even notice she’s there.”

      Dylan gritted his teeth. “Mom...” he growled, but she cut him off.

      “I already talked to Bob Findley. He’s willing to postpone his trip if you insist on keeping your numbers down.”

      “That’s not fair to Mr. Findley,” Dylan started, but his mom was talking again.

      “He’s happy to do it. I’ll bring him an apple pie tomorrow, since it was my, well, error in the first place." She fixed him with a narrow-eyed glare. “And be nice to Madison. She’ll be here for a month and doesn’t know a soul. I thought this would be a nice way for her to meet some people and get to know Westport.”

      Dylan knew from experience that meet some people translated into meet Dylan, but merely nodded and gathered up the rest of his paperwork. With a hug for his mom, he continued back to his apartment at the rear of the main house. He checked on Carly, fast asleep in her toddler bed, and finally dropped onto the couch in the main room.

      The long day had only been compounded by the discovery of his mother’s newest matchmaking attempt. Since his divorce two years ago she had been shoving every eligible female she could find in his direction. And her definition of eligible was generous, to say the least.

      His mom had to learn to keep her nose out of his personal life. Not that he had much of one, but still. He was busy running a business, as well as serving on town council—not to mention raising a toddler. He didn’t have time to date.

      He’d be friendly to this Madison person, but that was all. He just hoped she wasn’t expecting more. That would make the fishing trip miserable, indeed.
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        * * *

      

      Dylan leaned on the railing of The Lucky Strike and drew in a deep breath of salt air. He closed his eyes briefly and savored it.

      Some people complained about the smell of the ocean, but to Dylan it was the best scent around. The crisp tang of salt, the freshness in the air—nothing woke him up better than a lungful of sea breeze.

      He nodded at John, who was busy alternating between tying leaders and cutting herring for bait. The young man had started working for him while still in high school. Now in his early twenties, he handled the morning chores like an old pro.

      Dylan’s attention turned back to the dock, where customers were starting to arrive. One by one, the men walked down the float and boarded the charter vessel.

      Eager enthusiasm practically vibrated off the small group as they clustered around Dylan, asking questions and swigging coffee out of metal thermoses. Two or three of the men were locals who had fished with Dylan in the past, but the rest were new to the game.

      Dylan checked each name off the passenger manifesto until all were accounted for—except one.

      He stifled a sigh. Of course Mom’s secret weapon was late. He’d known from the moment he saw her name on the list that Madison McIntyre was going to be trouble.

      A low whistle broke his concentration and he looked up, following the collective gaze of his passengers. He blinked twice and shook his head.

      A willowy blonde was picking her way down the float, focused completely on keeping her balance on the gently swaying dock. She was dressed head to toe in khaki, with a pair of tan hiking boots completing the look. A wide black belt cinched the waist of her safari-style blouse, emphasizing her very feminine curves. Not a practical outfit for fishing, but one that drew a definite—and unexpected—reaction. A yellow rain slicker was folded over one arm, and a familiar brown bag was clutched in the opposite hand. He’d bet anything it was filled with his mother’s signature muffins.

      Yeah, she was definitely going to be trouble.

      Dylan waved to catch her attention and she walked gingerly to the slip. “You must be Madison,” he said, holding out a hand to help her into the boat.

      She nodded, flashing a tight-lipped smile, then clutched the railing as the wake of a passing boat lifted The Lucky Strike in a rolling motion.

      “I’m Dylan, the captain, and John is my deckhand. If you’d like to join the rest of the group, I’ll get you acquainted with the fishing equipment and the rules of the road, so to speak.”

      She nodded again and sidled close to the cluster of men, still keeping one hand on the rail.

      Dylan sighed inwardly. At this rate, she’d never get her sea legs. He’d have to keep an extra-close eye on her, to make sure she was okay.

      He ignored the little voice in the back of his head suggesting that he wanted to keep an eye on her for entirely different reasons.
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        * * *

      

      He was flirting with her.

      Not blatantly, of course. Just a little extra eye contact, a smile that promised more. A touch on the shoulder to steady her when the boat lurched down yet another monster wave. Some pseudo-concerned expression meant to weaken her defenses.

      Her defenses were already weak enough, thank you very much.

      Her face was green and her hair was limp and tangled from the constant barrage of salt spray. The smell of diesel and burnt coffee, combined with the continual roll of the boat, made her stomach heave. She was decked out head to toe in completely inappropriate “outdoorsy” resort wear, so new the creases hadn’t even been worked out yet.

      She looked ridiculous.

      So why in the world was he coming on to her?

      She glanced around at all the other customers. Maybe the fact that she was the only female on the charter-fishing trip had something to do with it.

      Great. She was a target by default.

      Well, this couldn’t go on. She was in town for work, not a roll in the hay. Especially with a devil-may-care fishing captain. Her father’s example had taught her well—stay away from playboys.

      “Look.” She swallowed down her nausea as the boat pitched down another rolling wave. “I appreciate the thought, but you’re wasting your time.”

      “Excuse me?" Slate blue eyes reflected the rich color of the ocean under the cloudy sky. A puzzled frown settled over his features.

      She waved a hand vaguely between them, then clutched the slick railing again as the boat struggled its way back up the wave. “I’m sure lots of women are flattered when someone like you hits on them, but I’m not one of them." Madison winced inwardly at the snobbish tone in her voice. Dimly, she wondered when she’d started channeling her mother.

      “You thought I was hitting on you?" Amazingly, he looked almost insulted, his shoulders pulling down and back as he straightened.

      “Flirting. Whatever." She could feel a deep blush creeping up her neck. “I mean, it’s nothing personal. I’m just not interested.”

      A muscle worked in Dylan’s jaw. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Madison nodded briefly, grateful that the confrontation was over. She turned to go, only to be stopped by a strong, calloused hand on her elbow. Even through the damp khaki sleeve she could feel heat spread up her arm. An unfamiliar warmth settled in her chest as her heart raced out of control. Startled, she stepped away, tugging her arm from his grasp.

      “Was there something else?" Even to her own ears she sounded horribly snippy, but the embarrassment of the situation combined with her seasickness did away with her usual restraint.

      “Just a question.”

      She nodded, not trusting her nausea to stay under control.

      “You said ‘someone like you’. What exactly did you mean by that?”

      She glanced around. Some of the other members of the party were starting to eavesdrop, if the tilted heads and hushed whispers were any indication. Why in the world had she started this awful conversation?

      “I don’t know,” she mumbled. Madison gestured at Dylan, the boat, the speck of land on the far horizon. “A resort-town person.”

      “A resort town person?" He echoed her phrase, a note of disbelief in his voice. “What does that mean? Someone with no ambition? A slacker? A beach bum only interested in a casual fling?”

      He was putting words in her mouth, but she was too sick to care. She just stood there, mute and miserable.

      Dylan waited, narrowed eyes challenging her to respond, but she said nothing. He shook his head, a mix of anger and disgust on his face. Then he turned on his heel and walked away.

      She watched him go, arms wrapped around her waist. Then the boat took another rolling, roller-coaster ride down an angry wave. Madison lurched to the rail and, in front of the deckhand, the other passengers, and the man she’d just publicly insulted, lost her breakfast.

      She had a feeling this would be one charter trip Westport would never forget.
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      “So how was your day?”

      Dylan glanced at his mother briefly, then turned his attention back to Carly and her drawings. “Fine,” he replied, oohing at the mix of colors on his daughter’s latest masterpiece.

      “Pwitty?" Carly asked, hopping from foot to foot with pride.

      “Very pretty.” He bent down to kiss her on the forehead. She grinned and scampered away, clutching her papers to her chest.

      Dylan straightened, noticing that his mom was still in wait mode—hands on hips, lips pursed, head cocked to one side. He lifted an eyebrow and mimicked her stance.

      “Dylan Edwards, stop playing! How was your day?”

      He crossed into the family room and sank down into the leather recliner. His mother followed, perching on the edge of the couch, nearly as keyed up as Carly had been moments before.

      Dylan kicked his feet up onto the coffee table. “It was fine. We caught our limit. Even got in a little early, as I’m sure you noticed.”

      “And Madison?" No more beating around the bush, evidently.

      “Madison—well. I don’t think she enjoyed herself."

      “Oh, the poor dear. Seasick?”

      “Mmm-hmm." Among other things, Dylan thought wryly. Things like rude, snobbish, and full of herself. And he’d had enough of that with Karen to last him a lifetime.

      “Well, maybe you can make it up to her,” his mother continued.

      Dylan looked at her sharply. “I’m not taking her out on the boat again.”

      “Of course not,” Ronnie said. “The poor thing would be miserable.”

      So would I, Dylan thought.

      “But dinner is a different story. Why not take her down to that nice little seafood restaurant on the jetty?”

      Dylan cut her off before she could start naming their children. “I’m sure dinner is the farthest thing from her mind right now, Mom. And I’m too busy, anyway.”

      She scoffed at him. “Too busy to eat? I swear, you just look for excuses not to date.”

      Bingo.

      “But I can take a hint,” she said. “I won't say another word."

      Dylan waited.

      "I just don't understand it," she burst out, proving him right. "Madison is a lovely girl, Dylan. You don’t know what you’re missing." And on that note, she bustled out of the room.

      Dylan shook his head. Madison’s behavior on the boat had made her personality quite clear. He knew exactly what he was missing.
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        * * *

      

      Any minute now, the bed was going to stop rolling. Madison clutched a pillow to her stomach, squeezing her eyes shut and moaning a little. Even on dry land, the sensation of the waves stayed with her.

      She vaguely remembered a friend in college laughingly complaining about “bed spins” after a night of drinking, but until now the concept had remained theoretical.

      And she hadn’t even had any alcohol.

      At least the smell of fish was starting to fade. The moment she stumbled in the door of her cabin, she’d stripped off the sodden khakis and dumped them in a plastic bag, stuffing them in the closet until she could get to a Laundromat. A quick shower took care of the salt in her hair, but she didn’t dare spend more time than necessary under the shower spray, as the pulsing water reminded her a little too much of her charter trip.

      Madison groaned again, curling up into a tight ball in the center of her four-poster bed. She’d certainly made an impression today—just not the one she’d wanted to make.

      To most of the people on board the fishing trip, she was just the miserable wretch clinging to the rail for six hours. But the captain of the boat must have come away with a totally different impression.

      Madison winced at the memory. Even a monster-sized case of seasickness was no excuse for the way she had treated Dylan.

      So what if he had been flirting with her. Big deal. Even flattering, if she was going to be perfectly candid. But she’d shut him down almost automatically.

      Probably because he’d reminded her so much of her father. Good looking, charming, and incapable of saying no to whatever risk came his way. Anyone who deliberately put himself on an itty-bitty boat and went out onto the ocean to battle the massive waves on a daily basis was not someone who avoided risk.

      She eased one eye open and tested the stability of the room. It appeared to have returned to solid ground, so she slowly pulled herself to a sitting position. The thick pile of pillows provided a comfortable backrest.

      Well, at least there was little chance of bumping into Captain Dylan again. Even in a small town, Madison was sure they would be running in very different circles.

      He, no doubt, spent most of his time on the boat giving fishing tours. She would be spending hours on research, as well as meeting with the mayor and city council to ease the path for Donovan’s planned resort. No, they wouldn’t have reason to meet again.

      And the little stab of regret in the pit of her stomach at the thought was just the nausea returning.

      A rap at the door interrupted her pity fest and she called for whoever it was to enter.

      Ronnie Edwards swooped through the door with a pitying smile and an overladen tray. “How are you feeling, dear?”

      Of course she would know by now. Madison was fairly sure half of Westport had heard the story of her fishing trip already.

      “Better,” she said, vaguely surprised that it was true. The physical symptoms were fading with time; only the emotional effects seemed to be hanging around. A heavy dose of guilt and embarrassment had lodged permanently in her gut.

      Ronnie Edwards bustled over to the side of the bed and placed the tray on the nightstand. A steaming mug and a plate of toast shared space with a freshly pressed linen napkin and a bunch of wildflowers in a blue glass vase.

      “I know you think food is the last thing you want right now,” Ronnie said, “but some weak tea and dry toast is the best cure for seasickness. Eat just a little at a time and you’ll feel right as rain in no time at all.”

      Madison smiled and lifted the warm, heavy mug to her lips. It, like everything else in the rented cabin, was decorated in a floral pattern. She took an experimental sip and was gratified to discover that her stomach was not in the mood to rebel anymore. She sipped again, feeling warm for the first time since she’d stepped foot on that horrible boat.

      Ronnie sniffed, her nose wrinkling. “Now. Where did you hide your clothes from today?"

      Madison felt her cheeks heat. “My clothes?”

      “Sweetie, I was married to a fisherman for thirty-seven years. I’d know that scent anywhere. Why don’t you hand them over and I’ll get them washed up for you.”

      “Oh, that’s not necessary...”

      Ronnie cut her off with a wave of her hand. “I do laundry all day long to keep this place running. It’s no problem to add a few extra pieces.”

      Touched by her thoughtfulness, Madison slid off the bed and pulled the laundry bag out of the closet. “I don’t know how to thank you,” she began.

      “Join us for dinner tonight,” Ronnie said.

      “I’m not sure having you cook for me would be repayment for doing my laundry,” Madison demurred.

      “Pish!" Ronnie tucked the laundry bag under her arm. “It’ll be nice to have someone new at the table. Come by the main house around six." With a smile, she walked out the door.

      Madison picked up a slice of toast and began to nibble. She wasn’t quite sure how to react to such overt—niceness. She hadn’t had someone nurse her through an illness since—well, she couldn’t even remember. It was comforting, but a bit disconcerting as well.

      She could tell that the next month was going to be very different indeed.
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        * * *

      

      Dylan scooped up Carly and deposited her wriggling, giggling toddler body into the high chair at the end of the dining room table. Sometime in the past decade the table had made the transition from old to antique, but his mom still insisted on using it daily. And to be honest, Dylan secretly applauded her decision. A family heirloom like that deserved to be used, not just looked at.

      Dylan stopped his meandering thoughts with a frown. There was an extra place setting at the table tonight. What was his mother up to now?

      The table was usually full in the morning, as the guests of The Inn enjoyed his mother’s fabulous breakfasts. But dinner was family time.

      He scattered a handful of goldfish crackers on Carly’s tray and walked back into the kitchen. His mom
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