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      For Adam... who arrived on this Earth like the birth of a star, shining light into every dark corner.
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        “Crosby’s characters keep readers engaged...”

        PUBLISHERS WEEKLY

      

      

      

      
        
        “Tanya Anne Crosby sets out to show us a good time and accomplishes that with humor, a fast paced story and just the right amount of romance.”

      

      

      
        
        THE OAKLAND PRESS

      

      

      
        
        “Romance filled with charm, passion and intrigue...”
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        “Ms. Crosby mixes just the right amount of humor... Fantastic, tantalizing!”
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        “Tanya Anne Crosby pens a tale that touches your soul and lives forever in your heart.”

        SHERRILYN KENYON #1 NYT BESTSELLING AUTHOR

      

      

      

      
        
        “She has been my Queen of historical fiction for over two decades and she still leaves me breathless and wanting more!”

      

      

      
        
        BARB MASSABROOK, READER SINCE 1992

      

      

      
        
        “There are moments where your heart will pull hard…where you will be twisted with laughter.”

      

      

      
        
        LEAH WELLER, READER SINCE 1993
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      If possession was nine-tenths of the law, possession while bare-assed naked was probably a nonissue.

      Keys in hand, Annie Franklin froze just inside the threshold of the Folly Beach house she’d rented. So did the guy in the foyer with his fingers threaded through his hair and his man parts dangling, not unlike the keys in her hand. For about two seconds her gaze swept over a very startled expression and then dove helplessly downward.

      “My God! What are you doing here?”

      “I’m sure I could ask the same.”

      Annie forced her gaze upward, meeting a pair of very blue eyes. The surprise was gone now, replaced with something more like bemusement.

      Vying for a glimpse inside the house, Lady, her curious Labrador nosed the back of her thighs and Annie made a discomfited sound. “Sit girl! Sit!” she commanded. “Look, there must be some mistake! Is this 1776 East Ashley?”

      “Yep.”

      Horrified, Annie dangled her keys between them. “But I have keys,” she said. He, on the other hand, had nothing—not even clothes!

      “I see that.”

      Annie peered down at the keys in her hand, as though they could somehow come to her defense. She’d driven a long way and she wasn’t precisely in the frame of mind to have a discussion with a naked man. “Will you please get dressed?”

      “Christ!” he said, raking a hand across the scruff on his face. “Sure. You might as well come on in … looks like we have a few things to figure out.”

      More than acutely aware of the mole she’d spied on his left hip, Annie kept her gaze trained on his face. “Um, yeah, but I think I’ll wait out here. If you don’t mind. Thanks,” she said. And then a little nervously, added, “I’ll, uh, just wait … on the porch.”

      He looked at her as though she’d crawled out of a curio box, his expression not particularly amused, but neither was it cross and then he disappeared into an adjacent room, leaving the front door wide open.

      Apparently, modesty wasn’t a virtue he was blessed with. But he got more than his share elsewhere. Someplace she didn’t really care to have imprinted like a snapshot in her head.

      Chewing the inside of her lip, Annie waited anxiously on the front porch while Lady sat dutifully at her heels, staring up at her with a question in her faithful brown eyes.

      At the moment, Annie didn’t have answers and not having answers, she discovered, was equally as unnerving as facing a rather large, unfamiliar penis. Whether or not he was a big dick, too, remained to be seen. But this is what she did know: A) There was a naked man in her beach house—the house she’d rented more than six months ago—the house she’d already paid for, and B) She had to have this house and no other house would do. If she couldn’t have this house, she might not find the nerve to do what she had to do. Symbolic or otherwise, the house was part of her plan and plans were meant to be followed—that’s why you made them in the first place. The instant you yanked out a single brick from the foundation, the entire structure collapsed.

      Right now, Annie desperately needed structure.

      “This isn’t good,” she said to Lady as she rummaged through her purse for her cell phone.

      Lady contemplated her with big round eyes while she dialed the management company, intending to get some answers before the interloper returned. “Hi, this is Annie Franklin.”

      “Hi, Annie! Did you find the house OK?”

      Annie was so confused. “I think so.” She glanced into the house at the closed bedroom door. “But there seems to be a tiny problem.”

      “Problem?”

      “More like a big problem.” And she wasn’t just talking about the size of his package, which Annie was horrified to realize she recalled in disturbing detail. She lowered her voice. “There seems to be a man already here!” She left out the naked part for the moment.

      “Seems to be?”

      “No, I mean, there is a man—a guy—in the house!”

      The receptionist might as well have been a parrot. “You say there’s a man at the house?”

      “Uh, yeah! And he’s—well, let’s just say he’s made himself very much at home!”

      “Wow, OK …” Despite the annoying parroting, there seemed to be genuine consternation in the girl’s tone. “Let me check something.”

      Annie glared at the closed bedroom door while she waited.

      Finally, the girl returned to the phone.

      “OK, I don’t have anyone on the books and you’re the only one I’ve given keys to this morning so I can assure you that whoever’s there shouldn’t be.”

      Annie expelled a breath of relief. “Thank God! I thought maybe you guys accidentally double booked or something.”

      “That’s not even remotely possible,” the girl assured. “We only keep two sets of keys for that property. You have one and I have the other sitting right here in front of me … unless…”

      The other end of the phone went ominously silent and Annie felt like screaming. “Unless what?” she asked as calmly as she was able.

      The bedroom door burst open and out came its occupant, newly dressed in a pair of blue and white plaid shorts and a white sport shirt that nicely complemented his tan—and his pecs. But she really wished she hadn’t noticed that part.

      He walked toward her, any previous trace of amusement banished from his expression. “Is that the management company?”

      Annie suddenly felt a little like a deer caught in headlights. She nodded. The girl on the other end of the line was talking again, but Annie didn’t comprehend a single word she was saying.

      The guy extended his hand. “Do you mind? I think I can clear this up pretty quickly.”

      Annie handed him her cell phone. “Hi, this is James Heywood. Who am I speaking with?”

      Annie couldn’t help but note that Mr. Heywood didn’t seem the least bit concerned by the situation. Fiddling uncomfortably with the beach house keys, she studied the numbers written in black marker on the key tab: 1776 E. A. She looked around the porch at the number on the column.

      Right there in big bright-blue wooden letters was 1776.

      “Hi Sandy,” he was saying, “I spoke to Mike about a month ago and explained I’d be in town for the Fourth. Can you tell me what happened here?”

      Settling into a whitewashed rocking chair behind her, Annie concentrated on the one-sided conversation. Lady shoved her nose into Annie’s hand and whined. Quite honestly, Annie felt a bit like whining too.

      “Unfortunately, apologies aren’t going to resolve this,” he was saying. “Is there another property available?”

      Noticing the stubborn set of his jaw and the clear-headed gleam in his eyes, Annie determined he wasn’t really the sort of guy you really wanted to argue with, naked or otherwise.

      His next words verified her deduction. “It doesn’t matter,” he continued. “I expect you to rectify this immediately.” Then suddenly the conversation was over. He turned to hand Annie the cell phone and walked inside, leaving the door wide open yet again.

      Annie returned the phone to her ear a little uncertainly. “Uh, hello?”

      “I’m so sorry!” the girl hurriedly explained. “That was Mr. Heywood!”

      Annie had the sudden, distinct impression this wasn’t going to go her way, no matter how much it meant to her to have this house. “So I heard. What’s that got to do with me?”

      “Well, you see, he owns that property so we can’t exactly ask him to leave. So this is definitely a problem.”

      Whatever self-control Annie had maintained dissipated. “You have got to be kidding! I’ve already paid for this house! You can’t tell me I have to go home now after driving six hundred miles to get here—with my dog!” she added, completely incensed.

      “I’m so sorry, Ms. Franklin! We had absolutely no idea he was going to be there!”

      Annie bolted to her feet. “Yes you did! I just heard him say so! Now you’re telling me I have to go?”

      “This has never happened before,” the girl offered apologetically.

      “But this is July Fourth weekend!” Annie persisted. “Nothing will be available! I can’t believe this,” she added, more to herself.

      Full-fledged panic was on the verge of setting in. Annie’s palms began to sweat and her heart beat frantically. Her eyes were drawn to her suitcase and she stared at it, trying to regain focus, drawing on her grandmother’s strength as she listened to the girl carry on with profuse apologies.

      As long as there was a plan, Annie
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