

[image: Cover for Whisper of Love]



Whisper of Love


The Bradens
at Peaceful Harbor

Love in Bloom Series

Melissa Foster



[image: Logo]





This is a work of fiction. The events and characters described herein are imaginary and are not intended to refer to specific places or living persons. The opinions expressed in this manuscript are solely the opinions of the author and do not represent the opinions or thoughts of the publisher. The author has represented and warranted full ownership and/or legal right to publish all the materials in this book.

WHISPER OF LOVE

All Rights Reserved.

Copyright © 2017 Melissa Foster

V1.0

EPUB Edition

MELISSA FOSTER® is registered in the U.S. Patent & Trademark Office

This book may not be reproduced, transmitted, or stored in whole or in part by any means, including graphic, electronic, or mechanical without the express written consent of the publisher except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

Cover Design: Elizabeth Mackey

Cover Photographer: Sara Eirew

WORLD LITERARY PRESS

PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA


A Note to Readers


I’ve had Nash and Phillip in my heart for more than a year, and have been eagerly awaiting bringing them together with Tempest. They’re each incredibly special. I hope you fall as hard for them as I have.

Sign up for my newsletter to keep up to date with new releases and to receive an exclusive short story.

www.MelissaFoster.com/Newsletter

The Bradens are just one of the series in the Love in Bloom big-family romance collection. Characters from each series make appearances in future books so you never miss an engagement, wedding, or birth. A complete list of all series titles is included at the end of this book, along with previews of upcoming publications.

Visit Melissa’s Reader Goodies page for…

– Complete Love in Bloom series list

– FREE Love in Bloom ebooks

– FREE downloadable reading order, series checklists, and more

Love in Bloom Subseries Order

Snow Sisters

The Bradens

The Remingtons

Seaside Summers

The Ryders

Billionaires After Dark (Wild Boys, Bad Boys)

Harborside Nights

Standalone Romance Titles

Tru Blue

Truly, Madly, Whiskey

Be sure to check out my online bookstore for preorders, early releases, bundles, and exclusive discounts on ebooks, print books, and audiobooks. E-books can be sent to the e-reader of your choice and audiobooks can be listened to on the free and easy-to-use BookFunnel app.

Shop my store: shop.melissafoster.com


For my mother



Table of Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright Page

A Note to Readers

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

About Thrill of Love

About Bayside Desires

More Books By Melissa Foster

Acknowledgments

Meet Melissa


Chapter One


“THERE ARE TWO types of people in this world, Tempe.” Jillian Braden moved across the kitchen floor in her sky-high heels with a glass of Diet Pepsi in one hand and a purple scarf in the other. “There are people like me, whose brains never sleep, and there are people like you, whose brains need to sleep.” She wound the soft purple fabric around Tempest’s neck and fluffed Tempest’s long blond hair. She’d made the scarf for Tempest’s six-year-old client who was undergoing chemotherapy. “I could never hate you for being who you are. I love who you are.”

“I just don’t want you to think I’m ungrateful.” Tempest set her guitar case on the floor and hugged her petite cousin with whom she’d lived for the past three weeks. “Thank you for making this. She’s going to love it.” She admired the scarf, then put it in her bag for her visit with Mary later that morning.

After moving her children’s music therapy business to Pleasant Hill, an hour and a half drive with traffic from her home in Peaceful Harbor, Tempest had needed a place to stay, and Jillian had been gracious enough to offer her a room. She and her cousin were as different as night and day. Jillian, a fashion designer and owner of a high-end, slightly outlandish dress shop, worked all night, slept odd hours, and still somehow managed to function like the Energizer Bunny all day long, while Tempest required a solid seven or eight hours of sleep, lots of coffee, and tranquility.

Jillian gulped her Diet Pepsi and set the empty glass in the sink. It was seven thirty in the morning, and she’d been up all night working on a new design. Unfortunately, her studio was above the guest room where Tempest was staying, and Jillian had a penchant for dancing while she worked. They’d lived together for three weeks, and if Tempest didn’t get some sleep soon, she just might begin writing angry rock songs instead of the serene melodies her music therapy clients needed.

“So what’s your plan?” Jillian fluffed Tempest’s hair again.

She had a way of touching those around her, making them feel special and loved without appearing too handsy. Tempe had always been a little jealous of that ability. She wasn’t cold by any means, but she was careful. Careful in life, careful with her emotions, and careful with herself. Too careful. At closer to thirty than twenty, she was feeling hemmed in by her small hometown and, she had to admit, by her own careful nature. Moving to Pleasant Hill offered a fresh start for the direction of her business, and maybe, just maybe, the new town would expand her social life, too. That is, if she ever got enough rest to actually enjoy going out and meeting people.

“I’ll look for a room to rent someplace quiet until I see how my business grows and I can afford a place of my own. Or not, I guess,” she said, feeling disheartened. “There’s no need to sign a year lease until I’m sure I can make a go of things here.” She worked part-time at the hospital playing music for the pediatrics ward and ran a children’s musical playgroup two days a week at the community center, with the hope of one day taking the playgroup full-time. She was also still traveling back to Peaceful Harbor every weekend to work with a client until her therapy program had run its course.

“Oh, please. Once the moms around here meet you, they’ll be clamoring to sign their kids up. When you’re at Emmaline’s, check out her posting board. It’s always covered with ads. I bet you can find a cheap room for rent there.” Jillian looked at her reflection in the door of the microwave, using one finger to brush her wispy brown-slash-burgundy bangs from her forehead.

Emmaline O’Connor and Jillian had grown up together. She owned a café, appropriately named Emmaline’s, in the center of town. It was one of Tempest’s favorite cafés because the people were so friendly, it reminded her of home.

“That’s a great idea. I’m so focused on coffee or breakfast when I go there, I forgot she even has an ad board. Good luck with your designs.” Tempest picked up her guitar and pulled the strap of her bag across her body.

“No designing today. I’m going to sleep for two hours, and then I’ve got a group of girls coming into the shop for fittings.” Jillian headed for the stairs. “I don’t want you going to strange houses alone, so call me if you find someplace you want to check out. If I can’t go, we’ll grab one of my brothers.”

Tempe laughed as Jillian’s voice faded at the top of the stairs. She’d never escape her cousins’ overprotective nature. It was in their blood. Just like being careful is in mine. She buried that thought deep, because part of her worried she was fighting a losing battle by trying to break out of her cautious ways. But as a trained therapist she knew how her own insecurities could stifle her ability to grow and expand her horizons. She’d convinced her younger sister, Shannon, to spread her wings and move to Colorado, and now Shannon was madly in love and living with the man of her dreams, Steve Johnson. If only Tempe could convince herself to take a few risks, she just might get lucky, too.

“Tempe!” Jillian yelled from upstairs.

“Yeah?”

“Don’t forget, we’re meeting Jax and Nick for drinks tomorrow around five at Tully’s Tavern.”

“I work until five, so I’ll meet you shortly after.”

“Fine. But don’t blow us off!”

She cringed. She’d blown off Jillian’s invitations to happy hour pretty often over the past three weeks in lieu of taking advantage of the peace and quiet at home. But she loved seeing her cousins, and she hadn’t seen Nick in months. She hollered upstairs, “I won’t. Gotta run!”

It was early September. Soon the leaves would take on beautiful fall colors, and she’d pull out her sweaters and knit caps. She faced the oncoming breeze as she walked to her car, reveling in the reprieve from Maryland’s scorching late-summer temperatures. She placed her guitar in the trunk and settled into the driver’s seat, humming the tune of the song she was writing for her client who was in a coma, and drove toward the center of town.

While Peaceful Harbor was anchored by long stretches of beach, Pleasant Hill was defined by rolling hills and sprawling pastures. The town of Pleasant Hill was busier than the harbor, although it wasn’t much larger. Brick buildings and upscale shops lined wide, brick-paved sidewalks along the main streets. Flowering dogwood trees were planted along grassy areas on each corner, providing shade above wooden benches.

Tempe rounded a beautifully landscaped cul-de-sac in the center of town and parked in the lot behind the café. Surrounded by a sea of high-end cars, she noted the difference from home, where most of the vehicles were pickup trucks, Jeeps, or convertibles, with a requisite amount of sand in the bumpers. She missed her quiet apartment overlooking the water, where she could sit outside and smell the ocean while she played her guitar. She was sure the change in scenery would be even more inspiring once she had a chance to enjoy it. She had a notebook full of ideas for song lyrics, but she desperately needed peace and quiet to put them together.

She followed a couple into the café, inhaling the invigorating scent of fresh roasted coffee and warm, baked breads. A gigantic chalkboard boasted today’s coffee specials in bright pink and breakfast specials in green, interspersed with happy sayings written in blue like, “Find your happy place,” and “Create your life!” Sunny yellow walls featured beautiful paintings from local artists, round tables lined the walls of the narrow café, and in the rear, a spiral staircase led to a loft with more seating. If the café weren’t so busy, she’d try to write there.

“Morning, Tempe,” Emmaline, a vivacious brunette, called from behind the counter, where she was filling a to-go cup. “Jilly just texted. The ad board’s over there.” She pointed to an overflowing corkboard on the far side of the register.

“Thanks.” Shaking her head at her overzealous cousin, she weaved around an elderly couple and a group of women to get a better look at the board. Help-wanted ads, ads for maid services, rooms for rent, and what seemed like a hundred miscellaneous items for sale were stuck to the board by colorful pushpins. A flyer announcing a children’s art boutique opening caught her eye, and she tore off one of the dangling strips of paper with the time, date, and place of the event and tucked it into her purse, making a mental note to ask the owner if she could play her guitar at the opening. She had a business to grow, and networking was everything. In fact, she realized, the café was the perfect place to catch the attention of busy moms who might need a break during the week. She made another mental note to make flyers for her children’s group and put them up around town.

Turning back to the board, she ripped off another tab from a flyer announcing a fall concert. There would be plenty of places to network and things to do if she could just find a place to sleep. A piece of white paper with crayon markings on the edges peeked out from between an ad for a car for sale and a blood drive. Drawn in by the cute childlike markings, she moved the other ads to the side, revealing an ad written in messy handwriting. Single room for rent. Quiet setting. No college kids. No partiers.

Now, that seemed perfect.

“Jilly said you’re looking for a place to rent,” Emmaline said as she handed her a to-go cup.

Tempest didn’t have to taste it to know it was her favorite, a caramel French vanilla latte. “Hopefully an affordable, quiet place.”

“If you want affordable,” Emmaline said, “avoid anything near the center of town. Did you get tired of Jilly’s crazy hours? I swear that girl hasn’t slept a wink since sixth grade.”

Tempest laughed. “She’s a bundle of energy. Unfortunately, I need quiet, so…” She pointed to the ad she was interested in. “This one looks like it might be perfect.”

Emmaline made a tsk sound. “I know most of the people who put up these ads, but I don’t know much about the guy who put up that one. He’s real quiet. Has the cutest little boy, but…I don’t know.”

“Do you think he’s a bad guy?”

“No, not necessarily.” She leaned closer and said, “He’s an artist,” as if that explained her concerns. “He lives on the outskirts of town, keeps to himself. That’s about all I know. He’s just…I don’t know. Maybe I’m being overly critical. He’s mysterious. Yes, that’s the right word for him.”

Tempest breathed easier. “A reclusive, mysterious artist with a cute kid? He just might be the perfect housemate.” After chatting for a few more minutes and promising to pass along a hug to Jillian, Tempest headed out to her car and called the number from the ad.

“Hello?” A deep voice came gruffly through the phone.

“Hi.” Caught off guard by his harsh tone, she forced herself not to be judgmental. “I’m calling about the room for rent.”

“It’s a single room. Four fifty a month. You’re not a college kid, are you?”

“No. You’re not a serial killer, are you?”

He was quiet for a moment, and she held her breath. No joking with Mr. Serious.

“Not today I’m not.”

His voice was so powerful, so serious, she thought about Jillian’s offer to accompany her. The guy put up a flyer in a public place, and according to Emmaline, he has a son. Surely he isn’t collecting bodies on the outskirts of town. She thought of her cousin Nick, one of Jillian’s older brothers, who could be just as gruff as this guy sounded, but he wouldn’t hurt a fly. Unless they hurt his family. Then all bets were off.

“You want to see the room?” he asked.

“Sure.” Her heart hammered against her chest. They agreed to meet after she was done at the hospital, exchanged names, and she wrote down the address. “Great. I’ll see you this evening.” After the call she immediately pulled up the Internet and searched artist Nash Morgan.

The few articles she found were dated more than four years ago, focusing on his artwork being sold in galleries along the East Coast. The accompanying pictures of his intricate wood and metal sculptures took her breath away. She searched back in time, seeking a picture of the gruff man behind the talent, but the only photograph was dated more than ten years ago. He was sitting on the hood of a truck wearing a pair of faded jeans and a gray T-shirt. Several leather bracelets circled one wrist, and a silver ring shone on his right ring finger. Dirty-blond hair stuck out from beneath a red Washington Nationals baseball cap. He had a small, beautiful mouth that curved up at the edges and a hint of a five o’clock shadow. His smallish dark eyes were fringed with lashes so thick they looked fake.

Handsome and artsy, an irresistible combination.

She set her phone on the passenger seat, telling herself she shouldn’t be thinking that way about the man who might become her landlord. As she drove toward the hospital, his image lingered in her mind. She struggled to reconcile the unguarded man in the photograph with the gruff one with whom she had just spoken.

[image: * * *]

NASH MORGAN SHIFTED his three-year-old son, Phillip, onto his hip and reached behind him to shut the gate. The chickens scurried away amid cackles and mad wing flaps. He set Phillip on the ground, and his son shook his head, shrugging like he’d been doing this for twenty years and couldn’t believe the chickens still ran from them. He ruffled his boy’s springy dark curls, drawing a serious, expectant look and an outstretched hand from Phillip. Nash loved his little man’s eagerness to get started on their evening chores. He handed him a smaller bucket from inside his larger one and nodded toward the coop.

Phillip returned the nod and clomped his booted feet into the coop to collect the eggs. Nash adjusted his baseball cap, listening as Phillip counted off each egg with an “Mm-hm.”

He drew in a deep breath, hoping, for the millionth time, that he was doing enough for his son. He was the only parent Phillip had. Or rather, the only one who wanted him, a fact that never failed to grate on him like nails dragging along a chalkboard. His cell phone rang and Larry Robert’s number flashed on the screen. Nash uttered a curse. Larry owned a gallery in North Carolina, and he’d given Nash his first big break. A break that could have carried him to a lifetime of success. But after Phillip was born he’d been unable to keep up with the demands of custom orders. Larry was opening another gallery in Virginia, and he wanted to feature Nash’s work. Nash had turned him down, but Larry was persistent.

Swallowing the acidic taste of disappointment, he let the call go to voicemail and looked across the yard at the barn, which served as his workshop for the furniture he made and sold in town. He’d long ago locked up his metalworking and wood-sculpting workshop and stored his unfinished work. Gallery-worthy pieces, if he ever had the time to finish them. Pipe dreams. He’d had them, even made them a reality for a while. But that was a long time ago, and there was no sense thinking about something that could never be—at least not until Phillip was much older.

He ducked into the coop and checked the chickens’ food and water. Scanning the nesting beds, he snatched up the few eggs Phillip had missed. Phillip leaned against Nash’s leg and yawned. Nash couldn’t imagine anyone not loving their child with all their heart, but Phillip’s mother, Alaina, had taken off three months after their son was born, and other than receiving official documents releasing her from her parental rights, he hadn’t heard from her since. Not a day passed that he didn’t worry about the long-term effects her leaving would have on his son.

“Good job, Phillip.” He said his son’s name so fast it came out sounding like “Flip.” He set down his bucket, wrapped his arms around his boy, and whispered in his ear, “I love you, little dude.” He kissed his cheek and scooped him up, earning the sweetest giggle known to man.

Nash grabbed the buckets and headed for the goat pen. Big and Little, the two goats, trailed behind them as Phillip followed Nash through the process of checking their food and water and sweeping out the goat house, as he did every night. Phillip wiggled the nozzle of the water pipe, just as Nash had, mimicking his “Hm.” Nash tossed a cup of oats in the food bin and waited while Phillip did the same. Big nibbled on Phillip’s shirt, and Phillip leaned down and kissed his head.

“C’mon, buddy.” Nash had grown up in rural Virginia. Most of his friends had lived on farms, and he had no doubt that caring for animals would help Phillip learn responsibility. Not to mention that his son adored all types of animals, from squirrels to goats to worms. That was just fine with Nash. In his experience, animals were a lot more trustworthy than people.

The sound of tires on gravel drew his attention. He scooped Phillip into his arms, locked the goat pen, and grabbed the buckets.

“Visitor,” he said, carrying Phillip toward the house and eyeing the Prius parking behind his old Ford pickup truck. His truck was a gas guzzler, but as much as he hated that, he needed the bed of the truck to haul the furniture he made into town. He hoped Tempest Braden, the woman coming to see the room he was renting out, wasn’t a preachy tree hugger. Hell, he hoped she would turn out to be the silent type so he could pretend she didn’t live in their house.

Phillip’s brows knitted, his hands firmly planted around Nash’s neck. He wasn’t used to visitors. The last several people who had come to see the room they had for rent hadn’t been the kind of people Nash wanted around his son. They’d rubbed him the wrong way—too aggressive, too loud, too shady, too flighty. He just needed a stable, responsible person to rent the room so he could afford to upgrade a few of his tools and start saving for Phillip’s future. He tightened his grip on his son and headed up to meet the tall blonde stepping from the car.

Her wispy skirt fluttered around her knees. Large pink roses with muted green leaves looked as if they’d been thrown onto the flimsy white material haphazardly. A fringe of lace lined the edges. On anyone else the flouncy, floral skirt might look immature. But her legs went on forever, and coupled with her tight, curve-hugging tank top, she looked like Sweet and Sexy collided at the corner of Sinful Temptation.

She turned as he approached, and Nash stopped in his tracks, standing still as a stone. The setting sun caught her hair, highlighting several different shades of blond in long, cascading layers that hung to the middle of her back. Her nose was slightly upturned, and she had a cute, rounded chin. He’d never seen such natural beauty.

She smiled and tilted her head. “Nash?”

Shaking his head to clear his thoughts, he forced his legs to carry him forward. “Yes. Tempest?”

She met him halfway up the hill. “Thanks for seeing me so quickly.” She peered into the buckets. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

“Evening routine. Did you have any trouble finding us?” She was even more beautiful up close. Her hair was tousled, as if she hadn’t brushed it all day, and her eyes were so light blue, they had starbursts of white around the pupils, sparkling like diamonds. It had been a long time since any woman had caught Nash’s interest, and he reminded himself to rein in that attraction. The last thing he needed were complications in Phillip’s life. Even for a girl with the most spectacular blue eyes he’d ever seen.

“No. Your directions were perfect.” She smiled at Phillip, and when she spoke again her voice was soft as a summer’s breeze. “What’s your name, cutie pie?”

Phillip’s fingers dug into his neck. Nash nodded his approval.

“Flip,” Phillip said.

Tempest’s eyes widened with amusement. “Flip? That’s a unique name.” That beautiful smile lit up her face again. “I’m Tempest, but everyone calls me Tempe. It’s nice to meet you both.”

When she turned that smile on Nash, his entire body heated up. As a sea lover, he knew the word tempest meant a violent storm. It was obvious what type of unexpected storm this sweet-natured, soft-spoken beauty could cause, and he couldn’t afford to be caught in a squall.

“My son’s name is Phillip.” He said it faster than he’d meant to, and realized his son’s name came out sounding like Flip. He’d also said it harsher than he’d intended. Reeling in his attraction was going to make him look like an asshole.

“Then Flip it is.”

The way she said it sounded so damn cute, he wasn’t about to correct her.

“Flip,” Phillip repeated.

“Come on, I’ll show you the room.” He caught a whiff of her floral perfume on the way inside. It had been a long time since he’d smelled anything so feminine. Maybe this housemate thing wasn’t such a good idea after all.


Chapter Two


EYES THAT HAD gone slightly hard and a father? At least Tempest was safe from fantasizing too much about the six-four-or-so stud leading her through his front door. He was strikingly handsome, with thick Viking-like legs and shoulders made for carrying the weight of the world, but she wasn’t into married men, and tension rolled off this guy like a heat wave.

He led her through a rustic living room with stunning, hand-carved wooden furniture. The scuffed wood floors had seen better days, and the walls were painfully bare. A fireplace, dark with ashes, was tucked between two bookshelves on the far wall, each packed from top to bottom with books and toys. A leather couch sat before a coffee table littered with toys. A soft-looking child’s blanket lay across the arm of the couch, and the sunken end cushion revealed Nash’s favorite spot to sit. She imagined him and Flip curled up on the couch. Spicy scents of wood and man hung in the air.

“Hold up,” he said, and disappeared into the kitchen to the left of the foyer. She heard running water and assumed he was washing their hands. He returned a minute later without the buckets and motioned for her to follow him upstairs.

The muscles in his back rippled beneath his white T-shirt. Flip peered over his father’s shoulder. His skin was the color of chestnuts, and he hadn’t lost that sweet toddler chubbiness yet. A shock of dark curls hung over his eyes and brushed along his collar. He and his father could both use a trim, but the longish hair made Flip even cuter—and softened some of his father’s rough edges, the way it peeked out from beneath his red baseball cap. She wondered if that was the same hat he’d had on in the picture she’d seen online.

“I read that you were a sculpture artist. Did you make the furniture in the living room?” She stepped onto the landing of a barren, narrow hallway. He obviously didn’t believe in decorating.

His lips parted in surprise. “You checked up on me?”

“Single girl going to a stranger’s house. I call it being safe.” She had wondered about there being no recent articles about him, but it was clear that he was protective of his son and their privacy.

“Probably a smart move. Yes, I made it.” He motioned toward the bedroom at the end of the hall.

She glanced into another bedroom as she passed. A child-size bed with an intricately carved headboard sat against the wall. A lamp sat atop a tall dresser beside the window. In the center of the room, plastic tools lay beside a heap of plastic and wooden animals on a plush navy rug. She took that all in quickly, her attention drawn to the left side of the room, where intricately carved squirrels perched along branches of tall, sculpted trees. They looked as if they’d grown right out of the floor. Nearly life-size wooden carvings of raccoons, bears, birds, and deer in various stages of play also decorated the wall, making the entire room feel like a veritable forest. The hours it must have taken to create the scene were nothing compared to the love Nash had obviously poured into them. She stole a glance at the big, brooding father, who was completely focused on his son, silent messages she couldn’t read passing between them.

She continued down the hall, thinking about the mysterious man following her. His demeanor, and his size, made him appear hard, but she’d glimpsed moments of softness in the way he held and looked at his son.

She pushed those thoughts away as she entered a cozy, L-shaped bedroom. The walls were painted a dull wine color, which might feel oppressive if not for two sets of French doors that led to a small deck off the back of the house. Cream-colored drapes framed the glass doors. A bed, dresser, and nightstand took up the space to the left, and a gorgeous claw-footed bathtub sat beneath a set of windows in a nook to the right. The tub faced one set of French doors, providing a gorgeous view of the yard. She imagined relaxing in the tub at the end of a long day. The room had old-fashioned charm, and the bathtub made it feel luxurious despite its small size.

“Does the bathtub work?” She moved across the hardwood to check out the tub. It was sparkling clean, save for an old and rusted faucet.

“No.” He hiked his thumb over his shoulder. “The bathroom is down the hall.”

She tried to hide her disappointment. “Have you lived here long?”

He ran a gentle hand down Flip’s back. “About four years.”

Her mind spun with questions. Had he rented the room out before? Had his wife moved out, taking half of their family’s earnings with her and leaving him short on cash? Did he share custody of Flip? Why had he named his son Flip? Was it a family name? A nickname? She decided to focus on the room itself, and not the reasons it was available, the adorable child’s name, or his baby mama. One thing at a time.

It was slightly dark, rather small, and she’d prefer a private bathroom, but despite all of that, the room, and the house, had a homey feeling. As if it had somehow soaked up the love Nash had for his son. She looked over as he brushed a kiss to Flip’s forehead. Sharing a house with a quiet guy like him would definitely provide hours of uninterrupted time for writing songs and making plans for the Girl Power group she helped her sister-in-law run.

“May I?” She motioned to the French doors.

His heavily muscled body moved swiftly past her, his large hand swallowing the handle as he unlatched the lock and held the door open for her. An act of chivalry or control, she couldn’t be sure. That perfect mouth of his was set in such a serious line, she felt a challenge growing inside her to make it curve up in the smile she’d been thinking about since she’d seen his picture. If not for the dirty-blond hair, silver ring on his right hand, and leather bracelets around his wrist, she might think he was a different man from the one she’d seen online.

She stepped outside, feeling his presence like a powerful guard dog behind her. His authoritative demeanor relayed a sense of safety despite his brusqueness. Maybe she was just used to that from growing up around overprotective brothers.

“The property follows the tree line,” he said a little more kindly.

The pastoral views took her breath away. A lush forest buffered the property from the rest of the world. Not that there were neighbors close by. His house was on the edge of town, about fifteen minutes from any other residential areas, which suited her perfectly. Colorful wildflowers grew in patches along the tree line and throughout the yard. A picnic table sat a few feet away from the house with an upside-down bucket in the center of it, and a short distance away there was a bonfire pit that looked as though it had been recently used. The land sloped gently to the left, leading to a chicken coop and another animal pen of some sort. At the base of the hill, a large, weathered barn faced the road. The deck ran the length of the house, with a built-in bench on either end. On the other side of the house she spotted another, smaller barn, a pond she hadn’t seen from the road, and a large vegetable garden. Her heart skipped a beat at how calming the setting would be after a long day of work. It wasn’t the beach, but it was definitely the next best thing.

“Do you keep animals other than chickens?” she asked.

“Goats, a few barn cats.”

“And what’s in the barns?”

He pointed to the weathered barn by the animal pens. “My workshop’s there.” Motioning toward the barn by the pond, his expression grew darker. “Supplies for work. It stays locked.”

That answer might make her nervous if it weren’t for his adorable son. But it made her even more curious. Flip rested his head on Nash’s shoulder with a sleepy sigh. He looked tiny against his father’s broad chest and brawny arms. Nash kissed his forehead, gently stroking his back. You might be gruff, but you love your boy.

She followed the deck to the other side of the house, passing the window to Flip’s bedroom and finding another set of French doors at the far end. The curtains were open, the master bedroom in full view. Toys and a child’s fluffy, animal-print blanket lay on the center of an unmade bed. A dark wooden dresser took up residence opposite the bed. There were no pictures on the walls or decorations of any kind in there either, which struck her as odd, although it was clear that he’d put a lot of effort into decorating his son’s room.

“Will I have a chance to meet your wife?” She wasn’t above fishing for information.

He brushed a hand protectively over Flip’s head, and when he met her gaze again, it was with a slightly warmer expression. “It’s just us, but I can assure you I’m not the kind of guy who would try to take advantage of you.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean…I don’t think you’d do that. I was just curious who else lived in the house.” She hurried back to the bedroom, feeling awkward for making him think she was worried about that, and tried to focus on her surroundings, rather than the urge to flee from embarrassment. She could picture herself sitting on the deck playing her guitar and writing songs, taking a moonlight walk in the yard, maybe working in the garden if he’d allow it.

“How would this work?” she asked. “I’ve never rented a room from someone I didn’t know before. Would I put my groceries in the kitchen with yours?”

He motioned toward the hall, and she followed him downstairs to the kitchen, which was as rustic as the rest of the house. Dark wooden cabinets with nondescript countertops lined the right side of the room. A red plastic bucket sat beside the sink, along with another plastic hammer. The little boy must love tools. A farmhouse-style table took up most of the left side of the room. A pile of crayons and paper lay in the center. A pretty iron light hung above the table. The kitchen felt lived in and inviting. It would be simple to brighten up the place. A few vases of wildflowers, a fresh coat of paint. But she wasn’t there to decorate. She was there to find a quiet, safe place to live, and this might just work perfectly.

Nash opened a door that led to a walk-in pantry, which was full of canned foods, water bottles, and a few essential children’s staples like oatmeal, cold cereal, and macaroni and cheese. He kissed Flip’s forehead as he moved to the refrigerator and pulled it open, revealing the buckets of eggs he’d been carrying earlier along with a few grocery items.

He tilted his head to one side, his lips twitching in an almost smile. “Plenty of room for your food.”

She was glad he was easing up. “Are there house rules I should know about?”

“The safety of my son comes first. So I wouldn’t want a stream of men coming in and out of the house.”

She stifled a laugh. Obviously he had no idea how lame her social life was. The list of available men in Peaceful Harbor who didn’t feel like family was short and littered with too much history to ignore. “That’s not a problem.”

“Are you a heavy drinker? A smoker? I won’t allow drugs in my house.”

She crossed her arms, wondering what type of people had tried to rent the room in the past. “Do I seem like a raging alcoholic or a drug user to you?”

“Just looking after my son,” he said with absolutely no apology in his voice or his expression.

She admired the seriousness with which he took his parental responsibilities and let that lack of apology slide. Lord knew she’d seen enough parents who weren’t nearly as careful.

“Do you have any bad or strange habits, or…?” Late-night visitors? She bit back the question. He might reek of rugged, brooding maleness, which equated to a hell of a lot of sex appeal, but she doubted he had a revolving bedroom door. He was as closed off as Fort Knox, and he was clearly too protective of his son to let strangers anywhere near him.

His eyes never left hers, and the combination of the silence and his piercing stare was like a slow-burning fire. A flutter of attraction she didn’t realize she’d been tamping down bloomed inside her. Okay, maybe he could have a revolving bedroom door. After his son goes to bed at night. She inhaled a shaky breath, taking a closer, more assessing look at him. The tension around his mouth made her wonder if the heat she felt was one-sided, which was a good thing since she shouldn’t be attracted to her potential landlord. Why was she, anyway? He wasn’t exactly warm and welcoming. She told herself his incredible body would not look good naked, and his enormous hands would not feel heavenly on her skin. She snapped her mouth closed against the barrage of unfamiliar—and inappropriate!—racy thoughts.

[image: * * *]

NASH LINGERED IN the mental space between thinking this was a bad idea and the reality of needing the income from the rented room. And then there was the beautiful blonde with the inquisitive mind, looking at him like she was trying to figure him out. Good luck with that. He was still trying to figure himself out. A few years ago he’d thought he had life figured out. Now he was just trying to make it from day to day without fucking up his son.

He realized he hadn’t answered her question and said, “No strange habits. You?”

“Strange habits?” She shook her head. “I’m pretty dull, actually. I spend most of my free time either hanging out with family, playing guitar, or writing music for my music therapy clients.”

“You play guitar?” He hadn’t picked a guitar up in years. There was a time when his guitar was his constant, and only, companion. His brother, PJ, had taught him to play “Something” by George Harrison when he was thirteen. When you meet a girl who rocks your world, this is the song you’ll play. He’d played it nearly every day after PJ died. He couldn’t remember when he’d stopped playing the song, but it was well before he’d met Phillip’s mother, and not once had he played it for her.

“Is that a problem?” she asked. “I can play outside. And I don’t play angry or offensive music.”

He chewed on that for a minute, wondering if seeing her play would stir painful memories, and weighing his options. He needed to rent the damn room, and she seemed responsible, fairly quiet, and trustworthy. Where Phillip was concerned those were the most important things. “It’s fine.”

She gazed tenderly at Phillip, who’d fallen asleep on his shoulder.

“I better put him to bed,” he said. “But I’d like to know a little more about you before we make this decision. Can you wait a few minutes?”

“Sure.”

He motioned for her to make herself comfortable in the living room and took the stairs two at a time to put Phillip to bed. Something about Tempest had his gut churning, and he didn’t know if it was that she had already asked him more pointed questions than any of the other people who had inquired about the room, or that she’d stirred feelings that had been dead for a very long time. But he liked that she was careful, had checked him out before showing up, and asked a million questions. And the rest? Yeah, he liked that, too. He’d buried his emotions for so long, ignoring his attraction was just tossing another log to the pile.

Phillip slept as he changed him into his pajamas and tucked him in bed. The poor guy was whipped every night. Nash didn’t know any other kids, but he was sure his boy was the best sleeper around. He would have liked to brush his teeth, but he could skip a night.

He found Tempest looking over the books by the fireplace. She turned as he came into the room, flashing another easy smile that brought his guard down a notch.

“You like stories about the sea.”

“Among other things.”

“My father used to tell me stories about mermaids hooking fish on the lines of fishermen.”

My father used to tell me and PJ stories about a future that would never be.

“Mind if we talk in the kitchen while I clean off those eggs?” Without Phillip, he needed something to do with his hands, and there was always something to be done—laundry, cleaning, caring for the animals. The list was endless.

He waited for her to go into the kitchen before him. Big mistake. There was no place to look besides her long, thick hair, which his fingers itched to touch, or her gorgeous ass in
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