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For the friends and family 
who provide the roots that bind us together, 
and the foundation upon which is built 
a happy and contented life ... 
no matter where we each lay our heads at night.




Chapter 1

Later, she would blame the whole thing on the cupcakes.

Riley glanced through the sparkling window panes of the hand-stained, sliding French panel doors to the extended, multilevel tigerwood deck—complete with stargazer pergola and red cedar soaking tub—straight into a pair of familiar, sober brown eyes. “I know that look,” she called out, loud enough so he could hear her through the thermal, double-paned glass. “Don’t mock. I can too do this.”

She turned her attention forward again and stared at the electronic panel of the Jog Master 3000. “I mean, how hard could it be?” A rhetorical question of course. Anyone, probably even the sunbathing mastiff, could figure out how to push a few buttons and—

“Ooof!” The belt started moving under her feet. Really fast.

Really, really fast.

“Oh crap!” She grabbed the padded side bars, an instinctive move purely intended to keep from face-planting on high-speed rubber, with little actual athleticism involved. Okay, not a drop of it, but if she could keep pace long enough to get her balance, she could relax the death grip of just one of her hands and smack—press, she meant press—the electronic panel of buttons on this very—very—expensive piece of leased equipment. At which point her ill-advised, unfortunate little adventure would end well.

Or at least without the local EMTs being called. Or a lengthy hospital stay. She was way too busy for stitches.

“Yeah,” she gasped. “Piece of cake.” She managed a smirk at the irony of that particular phrase, but quickly turned to full panic mode as she realized she wasn’t exactly gaining ground. Rapidly losing it, in fact, along with what little breath she had. “Crap, crap, crap,” she panted in rhythm with her running steps. It had only been a few minutes—three minutes and forty-four seconds, according to the oh-so-helpful digital display—and she was already perspiring. Okay, okay, sweating. She just wasn’t sure if it was from the actual exertion, or the abject anxiety that she wasn’t going to get out of this latest catastrophe in one piece.

Where were those big, strong Steinway deliverymen when you needed them, anyway? Surely they could race right in and save her, in blazingly heroic, stud-monkey fashion. And she’d let them, too. Just because she prided herself on her total I-Am-Woman independence thing A.J. (After-Jeremy), didn’t mean she wasn’t above a little Rapunzel fantasy now and again.

She’d been awaiting delivery of the elegant baby grand for over an hour. So, technically, it was all their fault. The baby grand in question was the final component, and the pièce de ré-sistance, of this particular staging event. With every other remaining detail attended to, she’d foolishly given in to the urge to run a test check—all right, play—with some of the toys she’d had installed. Once again, she had managed to get herself into a bit of a pickle.

Enough with the food analogies, Riles. Eight minutes, twenty-three seconds. At a dead run. The only way she could have ever pulled that off was if she were being chased by zombies. With machetes. And the world as she knew it would end if she didn’t get to the edge of the dark, scary forest in time.

Instead, all she had was her mastiff and his baleful stare. Not exactly adrenaline inducing.

Ten minutes, thirteen seconds. She was well past sweating and deep into red-faced overexertion. She glared back at Brutus, who kept faithful watch, but otherwise appeared unconcerned with his mistress’s current distress. “No gravy on your kibble tonight,” she called out. Well, in her mind, she called out. She was so winded it was all she could do to think the words. But her expression hopefully conveyed the message to her mutant, one-hundred-fifty-pound dog ...

Who looked completely unmoved by her menacing glare. He knew she was a pushover. She’d taken him in as a rescue, hadn’t she?

The sweet sound of the cascading entrance chimes echoed through the room, indicating the deliverymen had, indeed, finally arrived.

“Thank God,” she wheezed. She didn’t even care what they thought of the situation, or how horrible she must look. She’d bribe them with a few of Leilani’s decadently delicious Black Forest cupcakes, featuring raspberry truffle filling, and topped with fresh, plump, perfectly rosy raspberries. There were two dozen of them, carefully arranged on the three-tier crystal display dish in the beautifully appointed breakfast nook. That, and maybe throw in a few bottles of imported lager presently chilling in the newly installed, stainless-steel Viking fridge with handy bottom freezer, and surely they wouldn’t say anything to Scary Lois about Riley’s less-than-professional activities.

Lois Grinkmeyer-Hington-Smythe was easily the most intimidating person Riley had staged showcase houses for thus far, or worked for in any capacity, for that matter. Given her former career as head food stylist for Foodie, the number one selling food magazine in the country, that was saying something. Even the most intimidating chef had nothing on Scary Lois, highest performing realtor for Gold Coast Properties, and Riley couldn’t afford to annoy the source of her best bookings.

The chimes cascaded again. Oh, for God’s sake, come in, already! She tried to shout, but all she could muster was a strangled, guttural grunt. Why weren’t they just coming in? Open house meant the house was open!

She could see the headlines now.


Riley Brown Found Dead!

SUGARBERRY ISLAND’S PREMIER HOUSE STAGER IN HIGH-SPEED TREADMILL INCIDENT!

 


BARRIER ISLANDS, GEORGIA—Piano deliverymen and part-time models Sven and Magnus claimed they had no knowledge that the front door to the island’s newly redesigned, prime lease property was unlocked, and that they could have entered the home and rescued the lovely and talented house stager from escalating terror and certain death. They did, however, make sure the reporter got their names right and photographed them from their good side.



Meanwhile, poor, dead Riley Brown probably wouldn’t even warrant a hunky CSI investigator, who—clearly moved by her still glowing, cherubic face and bountiful blond curls—would posthumously vow to go to the ends of the earth to find out who was responsible for this, terrible, terrible tragedy.

Of course, you couldn’t exactly arrest a Jog Master 3000.

Right at the point where she knew her sweaty palms couldn’t grip the rubber padding one second longer and her gaze had shifted to Brutus out on the deck for what could likely be the very last time, someone with a very deep voice that carried the warm caress of a slight Southern accent said, “Beg your pardon. I thought this was the house being leased. My apologies, I—”

Riley jerked her head around to look at the intruder. That was no Sven. Or even a Magnus. He was way—way—better than any Nordic fantasy. Framed by what she knew was a nine-foot archway, he was a rugged six-foot-four at least, with shoulders and jaw to match. Even in his white cotton button-down shirt, faded jeans, and dark brown sport coat, he looked like he could have delivered a baby grand with his left hand, while simultaneously saving the world with his right. Thick, dark hair framed a tanned face with crinkles at the corners of the most amazing bright blue eyes ... Wait—she knew that face! How did she know that face?

Her jaw went slack the instant she realized who was standing, live and in the amazingly more-gorgeous-in-person flesh, right there in her Florida room. Well, not her Florida room, but ... that didn’t matter, because unfortunately the moment her jaw had gone slack, so had her hands.

She let out a strangled shriek as the rapidly spinning rubber track ejected her from the back end of the machine as if she were a clown shot out of a circus cannon. Sans the acrobatic skills. Or clean landing.

The good news? The tastefully arranged indoor/outdoor cluster of salt-air tolerant baby cabbage and saw palmettos, cockspur prickly pear and Adam’s Needle yucca kept her from being ejected straight through the sparkling clean, thermal double panes she’d spent a full hour on that morning. The bad news? Well, other than the part about saw palmettos and prickly pear not exactly being soft and cushy kinds of foliage? Yeah, that would be lying in a sweaty, red-faced, scratched-up heap ... all while looking up into the breathtaking, turquoise blue eyes of the one-and-only Quinn Brannigan.

Dazed in more ways than one, Riley found herself thinking that if her life were ever made into a movie of the week, she sure hoped the screenwriter would give her some clever, witty line to say at that exact moment. One that would show her to be adorably spunky and utterly charming ... despite her bedraggled, pathetic, utterly disastrous appearance.

Alas, she was more a visual person—which was why she was a stylist and a photographer, not a writer. Quinn Brannigan, on the other hand, was a writer. Of the number one with a bullet, New York Times best-selling variety. So, of course, he knew exactly what to say.

“I am sorry.” That hint of drawl in his voice made him sound inherently sincere, while the concern etched in every crease of his perfectly gorgeous face only underscored the tone. “I don’t know how I made such a mistake. I never meant to alarm you like that. Let me to help you up, make sure you’re all right.” He extended a hand.

See? Perfect white knight, perfect amount of sincere contrition, perfect ... well, everything. She’d always thought him handsome, staring back at her from the glossy book jackets of his many best sellers. What the photo didn’t convey was the magnetism and charisma that packed an even bigger wallop in person. Not to mention his voice. Deep and smooth, with a cadence hinting at warm honey drizzled all over a hot, buttery biscuit. If they could package that voice along with his books, he’d double his already enormous sales.

“You know”—her words came out in more of a post-marathon croak—“you really should read your own books.” She closed her eyes when his expression shifted to one of confusion. I said that, right out loud, didn’t I? Another rhetorical question, of course. “On tape,” she added lamely, as if that was going to clear matters right up. “You know, audiobooks.” Riley let her head drop farther back into the sharp fronds. “Never mind. I’m shutting up now.”

“Give me your hand.” When he crouched down, his handsome face and hot-sex-in-a-summer-hammock voice were even closer to her. “Are you hurt? Did you hit your head on the glass?”

Given her random commentary, his concern wasn’t the least bit surprising. It was an easy out that a lesser woman might have taken. No one had ever accused her, however, of being lesser. Too much, maybe. All right, definitely.

“No,” she managed. “Just a few scratches. I’m fine, I just—” She broke off, and, with a little sigh and a not-so-little huff of breath, tried to struggle her way out of the forest of serrated-edge foliage by herself. Then just as quickly gave up as the plants seemed to want to suck her in more deeply. She’d lost enough skin already.

She couldn’t lose any more of her pride, however. That was all gone. She rubbed her dirty, still-sweaty palm on her pant leg, then took the offered hand, steeling her already fluttering hormones against the feel of his skin on hers. Not that she was normally so overwrought about such things, but, at the moment, her defenses were abnormally low. As in, completely missing.

And ... yep. Pow. Right in the libido. Wide palm, warm skin, strong grip.

He lifted her overly tall, less-than-lithe form out of the tangle of deadly blades as if she were nothing more cumbersome than a downy little feather. She’d never once been accused of being a feather. Of any kind. She had to admit, it felt rather ... blissful. So much so, that, if he’d asked her, she’d have happily agreed to strip naked, have his babies, or anything else he wanted, right there. On the evil Jog Master, even.

Because, oh yeah, that’s what he’s dying to do, Riles. Take you, take you hard.

Not that it mattered. Even if she had somehow managed to look adorably spunky and utterly charming despite the scratched-up flesh and blotchy red face, she’d sworn off men. Nineteen months, ten days, and dozens of cupcakes ago.

Not that all men were stupid, lying, cheating, ex-fiancé bastards like Jeremy. She knew that. And she hadn’t held his actions against the rest of the male members of the human race. Most of the time. But given how thoroughly and completely duped and humiliated she’d been by the one person from that part of the population she’d most trusted with her deepest, truest self, not to mention all of her carefully guarded heart ... yeah, she wasn’t in a mad rush to find out if her judgment in that arena had improved. Hence the switch to baked goods for personal comfort.

Men were complicated. Cupcakes, on the other hand? Not so much.

“You’ve got a few scrapes,” Quinn-the-hot-celebrity-savior was saying as he steadied her with a wide palm on her shoulder. Rapunzel, eat your heart out. Still working to get her heart rate back to some semblance of normal, she acknowledged that her studly savior was probably more to blame than the Jog Master.

After another moment passed, he carefully disengaged his hand from hers, which took a bit of doing as she’d apparently switched her Jog Master death grip to a Good Studly Samaritan one, but he kept the steadying hand on her shoulder for an additional moment before letting go completely. “Let me help you get cleaned up.”

Riley belatedly realized she was staring at Quinn with God only knew what kind of glazed, starry-eyed expression plastered all over her blotchy and battered face. She might have sworn off men and wrapped herself in fiercely guarded independence, but that didn’t mean she was quite up for inviting them to stare at her in abject horror. Or worse, pity. “I—uh, no, that’s okay,” she managed, finally pulling herself together. “That won’t be necessary. Just a few scratches. Really. I can—I can take care of it. I’m ... really sorry.”

“You’re sorry?” His eyes truly were the definition of piercing.

“To give you a scare like that, I mean. I was just ...” She looked behind her at the Jog Master, which was still churning away. “Never mind. Not important.” She turned and casually bent down, trying not to overtly wince at the parts of her that rebelled at being bent at that moment ... and jerked the cord from the wall socket, using a wee bit more force than was actually required. Or perhaps a lot more force, as the plug snapped back and stung her ankle. Right in that tender, vulnerable spot that brought instant tears to the eyes. She dropped the cord like a live snake as she somehow managed to suck in every single one of the very unladylike, but totally appropriate-to-the-moment swear words, then forced herself to straighten, slowly, while giving herself a quick, silent talking-to. She could fall apart later, and swear to the heavens if she wanted to.

Right now, she had to salvage the few remaining bits of professionalism that hadn’t been shredded along with the foliage. Only then did she turn back to face him, trying for a sunny smile, though that was likely ruined by the way the stretching of her lacerated skin made her flinch. “So, you’re here for the open house?”

He was still frowning. The concerned, Good Studly Samaritan. It made her feel ridiculous and pathetic, though she was certain that wasn’t his intent. Not that he needed to try. She could feel ridiculous and pathetic with no help at all.

“I really think we should give those scratches some attention, and you might want to sit down. At least for a few minutes. Get your balance. Again, my apologies for startling you like that.” His frown eased into an abashed half smile that kept her pulse humming right along. “What in the world you must have thought, a strange man walking right into your home. I guess it’s good you recognized me. I can’t believe I got the number wrong. The island’s not that big—wait.” He paused, the half-smile turning back to a look of confusion. “Did you mean to say that this ... is the house that’s up for lease?”

For the briefest moment, Riley entertained the wild thought of pretending she was also there for the open house and had just made the unfortunate decision to give the Jog Master a try. But she ditched the plan almost as fast as she thought of it. Even if he bought the story, at some point, if he ended up leasing the place—which would be just her luck—he’d no doubt run into her around the island. Sugarberry was the smallest of the inhabited barrier islands and the only town on it was hardly big enough to be called a town. They couldn’t help running into each other.

He’d quickly find out she was hardly in any position to lease the newly renovated and exceedingly high-end beach bungalow. The houseboat she lived on might give the impression of a decent annual income, but it was a loaner, and while nice, not exactly yacht club material. Not that Sugarberry had a yacht club. The Seaduced was presently tied up on the south end of the island alongside a bunch of commercial fishing trawlers, as it was the only pier that could take her.

For that matter, Sugarberry didn’t have any other high-end beach bungalows. The old Turner place—bought at a bank auction by a pair of Atlanta investors looking to mine new Gold Coast development opportunities—was the first of its kind. And, if Sugarberry residents had anything to say about it—and they had plenty to say—the last.

Unlike Quinn Brannigan, who was exactly high-end, upscale bungalow, yacht club material.

“Yes, this is the one,” Riley answered him, making a grand gesture to the room around them. Anything to take his concerned gaze from her face. “It’s truly a gem. I’m so very sorry your first impression of the property was well ... you know. Hugely unprofessional of me. Not the hoped-for introduction, I’m afraid.” She deliberated a brief moment on asking him not to mention her little adventure to Scary Lois, but ditched that idea, too. Not a good idea to beg favors from the guy who’d just saved her life. Inadvertently, maybe, but still.

“You’re not Lois of the multi-hyphenated last names, are you?”

That earned a real smile and a wince before she could control it. “No. No, I’m not.”

Quinn gave her that ridiculously charming half smile again. “I didn’t think so.”

“You mean I don’t look like the Gold Coast’s most successful A-List Realtor?” she said dryly. “I’m stunned.”

His half smile grew to a full smile and if she’d had any doubt her heart had fully survived her Jog Master marathon, that fear proved unwarranted. It was pumping just fine, thank you very much.

“I’ve not had the privilege of meeting her as yet,” he said, a bit more of that honey-coated-biscuits-and-melted-butter tone flavoring his words. “But what communication we’ve had, well, let’s just say you seem far more ... approachable.”

“You mean less scary?” Riley looked down at herself and sighed. “I don’t know about that. I don’t want to see myself in a mirror anytime soon.”

“Come on. Let’s find the kitchen and get you cleaned up a little.”

A gentleman’s way of saying, yep, super-scary looking. Not that it would have made a difference either way.

“That’s okay, really. I’ll go take care of it. Why don’t you have a look around? Lois has all the literature with her, but once I’m cleaned up, I can give you a tour. I’m familiar with all the upgrades and should be able to answer most of your questions, at least as they pertain to the house itself.”

In actuality, Riley knew every last inch of the place, before renovations and after. She knew every gizmo and upgrade that had been installed, as well as what parts of the property had been preserved, and why. Not because she had personal knowledge of Sugarberry history—she’d only been living on the island for a little over a year. This was actually the first project she’d done on the island itself. She normally worked farther down the barrier island chain, where the money was. She’d simply made it her business to know everything there was to know about the Turner place, just as she did with all the projects she was hired for.

In many ways, staging an entire home or condo wasn’t any different than styling food for an elaborate magazine layout. She used to learn as much as she could about the cuisine being presented, including the history, the traditions, and, in many cases, preparing the dishes herself, or as close an approximation as she could, in order to come up with the most unique, authentically detailed settings possible. Knowing the history and setting of the property she was staging was as important as all the more glamorous, flashy details.

Not that every client, or even most clients, were interested in half of what she took the time to find out. They might not care, specifically, about the fact that the refinished, hand-carved sliding panel doors were original to the house, or that she’d purposely matched the colors of the pottery and doorstops throughout the house to the terra-cotta shingling on the roof, but she knew it was that attention to detail that ended up selling them on the place. It didn’t matter that they didn’t appreciate why they loved it, just that they loved it enough to write Lois a big fat check. And, in turn, Scary Lois kept signing hers.

“Why don’t you start with the ...” She’d been about to say the deck, pool, and gardens, but remembered the sunbathing Brutus. Crap. Normally she and her faithful companion were no longer on the premises when the actual event began. That she occasionally brought Brutus with her while staging various properties was also a teeny-tiny detail she’d neglected to tell Lois. This project had been so close to home, and she’d known he’d love lolling out on the deck. And, frankly, she enjoyed the company. Obviously not for protection purposes.

“Uh, bedrooms,” she improvised, careful to keep her gaze averted from the sliding French doors. “Just up the stairs from the foyer entry. You’ll love the master suite.” Too late, she remembered it had a second-story deck that looked right down on the first-story deck. “Though you might want to begin with the guest bedrooms along the front of the house. The, uh, lighting, right now ... they have the morning sun. Truly spectacular.”

If he sensed the slightly panicked edge in her tone, his affable expression didn’t show it. “And risk my dearly departed Grams coming back to chase after me with her wooden rolling pin for being anything less than the gentleman she raised my pa and me to be?” The easy grin returned. “No, ma’am. Especially considering I caused the calamity in the first place.” He gestured for her to lead the way to the kitchen. “Pretty sure she’s capable of it, too,” he added with a touch of dry reverence, as he followed her from the room.

Riley smiled, and didn’t mind the wincing so much. It was impossible not to be charmed by him. But she needed to get him poking around upstairs as swiftly as possible. Not that she had any place in particular she could quickly stash a dog the size of a subcompact car, but she was due for a little luck.

She entered the kitchen, and if Quinn was impressed by the newly installed, state-of-the-art appliances, the marble-topped center island, or the array of terra-cotta-toned Calphalon pots and pans hanging from the hand-hammered silver overhead rack, he didn’t mention it. Nor did he seem to even notice them. Of course, things like that were probably par for the course for his lifestyle.

He was opening cupboards and pulling out drawers, but she doubted he was taking inventory. “Not much to work with here,” he murmured.

“I’ve got it.” Riley stepped around the center island and walked over to the small breakfast nook table and the three-tier crystal cupcake display. She grabbed a few of the color-coordinated napkins that were artfully arranged next to the themed paper plates and plastic forks, then edged back around the center island to the twin stainless-steel sinks. “Really, you should take a look—”

“Here.” He came right up behind her just as she’d turned on the water and shoved a wadded-up napkin underneath the steady stream.

As in, right behind her. Deep in her personal space. Like she hadn’t just recently recovered her ability to breathe normally.

“Let me.” Quinn put one broad palm on her shoulder and turned her to face him, relieving her of the soggy party napkins with his other hand, which he used to carefully dab at the scratches on her cheek and her forehead. And her chin. And her neck.

How lovely that must look.

She couldn’t think about that. Unless she closed her eyes, there was nowhere else to look but directly into his, and though he was busy attending to her wounds and not really looking at her ... she couldn’t resist taking the opportunity to look at him. Really look at him.

And, up close? He looked even better. Every laugh line, every crinkle, even with a tiny scar just above one temple ... he was truly and spectacularly gorgeous. So unfair. Even scratch-free, she wouldn’t hold up to the same up-close-and-personal perusal. For one, she had freckles. And not that faint little scatter you got from being out in the sun. No, she had real freckles. Thirty-one years old. With freckles. Not adorable at that age. Then there was the whole mouth situation. Hers was wide and full, just not in that sexy and mysterious Angelina Jolie kind of way. Instead of a vampy pout that did wonders for selling lipstick and lingerie, Riley’s was sort of perpetually curved in a big, goofy smile. At best, good for selling bubble gum.

She always looked like she was smiling, which shouldn’t be a bad thing. But just try being taken seriously in an editorial meeting full of men when no matter how much you tried on your stern, I-mean-business face, you always looked like a brainless bimbo. Dolly Parton looked fiercer than she did.

And don’t even get her started on being a natural blonde. With curls. Lots of them. Long or short didn’t matter. Her hair fell in big, happy, springy sproings no matter what. No one took that seriously, either. No matter how sleek a bun she’d torture her hair into, curls sprang out to frame her apple-cheeked, freckled face. Throw in the bombshell-sized boobs, with a back porch to match and ... yeah. Maybe slim, perfectly coiffed ice princess blondes got respect, but she couldn’t pull off even a hint of that kind of frost. Smiley, sproingy, and stacked never added up to frost. No matter how you did the math. And that had been before factoring in a year’s worth of Cupcake Club get-togethers.

“There,” he said, with a final dab.

“Thanks.” She felt herself flush as his eyes finally met hers.

The corners of his eyes crinkled ever-so-fabulously as he smiled. “Least I could do.”

“Right.” She heard the breathy note in her voice. She needed to get out of his personal space, pronto, or get him out of hers, before she made an even bigger fool of herself. If that were possible. “I mean, no worries. It was just one of those things. Could have happened to anyone.” She took a step back, banged her hip into the counter, then turned with the intent of putting herself anywhere but in proximity to him and caught the edge of the refrigerator handle where it jutted out just a bit farther than the cabinets and counters. “Oooh, ouch!”

And just like that, his hands were on her again. On both shoulders, as he guided her back to safety. Dear God, didn’t he know he was the more dangerous thing? She was a natural klutz on her best days—yet another minus from the ice princess equation—and what he did to her equilibrium was downright hazardous to her health and well-being.

“I’m fine, really, I just—” She turned around, attempting again to put space between them, but somehow only managed to wedge herself, front-to-front, between him and the counter behind her.

His gaze caught hers and held for that moment. You know, that moment. Like the one that happened in the movies, where a hundred things are said, but not a single word is spoken. And the tension is so tightly wound it all but makes its own soundtrack with its taut silence, fraught with so much promise, so many possibilities, if only one of the couple would just ... do something. One little move was all it would take, and you watch, and wait, dying inch by inch, waiting for one of them to make that oh-so-crucial, heart-pounding move. The moment stretches, and expands, until you think you’ll scream from the sweet, knot-tightening tension of it all.

A small furrow creased the center of his forehead. “I do think maybe you should sit for a bit. You’re still a little flushed.”

She slowly closed her eyes, and felt her cheeks flame hotter. So not what the movie guy would say. “Thank you,” she murmured, making a point to be looking anywhere but at him when she opened her eyes. She edged herself to one side, away from the Viking monster, and Quinn mercifully stepped back.

“Why don’t you sit at the table and I’ll fix you some water. Unless there’s something stronger—”

“No, really. You’ve been more than kind. You really should take advantage and go look at the place before the event starts. Scary Lois will be here shortly and I—” She broke off when he stifled a laugh with a fist to his mouth, followed by a clearly faked coughing attack.

“What did I—?” Then she realized exactly what she’d said. Wow, just ... wow. Apparently she really didn’t want to work again. Ever. Except she did. She loved her job. Maybe not as much as the one she’d left behind in Chicago, but as close—closer, really—than she’d expected to find again. Groaning in ever-deepening embarrassment, she turned toward the pantry door and leaned her forehead on it. Any other time she’d have given her noggin a good rap, but she wasn’t too sure, given how the day had gone so far, that she wouldn’t end up in the ER with a concussion. Or in a coma.

“Are there any beds? In the bedrooms? Upstairs?”

“What?” She lifted her head and turned to look at him. Had she rapped her head anyway and hit it so hard she’d just forgotten? Clearly she did not just hear him say—“Beds? Wh-why?”

“I think maybe a little lie-down would be even better.”

He didn’t even give her the chance to respond. He gently, but firmly, took her elbow and guided her to the front hall and the staircase landing. Unfortunately not in that “Hurry! I must ravish you now!” kind of way. More in the way a person would when helping the frail and feeble-minded.

“And don’t worry,” he added dryly “I’ll keep an eye out for Scary Lois.”

Riley groaned again, her mortification complete. At least if she got him upstairs, she could redirect his attention to looking at the rooms, then slide back down, round up Brutus, and make her escape.

They were at the halfway landing when the entry chimes reverberated through the foyer, finally announcing the arrival of the piano delivery guys. How had she forgotten she still had a baby grand to stage? Not to mention there was foliage carnage to clean up.

It turned out the delivery guys weren’t exactly Sven and Magnus.

More like Jeffy and T-Bone. Those were the names someone had actually stitched on their navy blue uniform shirts. She also doubted that either had enjoyed a modeling career. At any point in their lives. Though, with neither one of them clocking in at a day under sixty, who was to say that with less around the middle, and more on top of the head ... and, well, teeth in the mouth, they might have, at one time, turned a lady’s head.

Then Jeffy wedged a fingerload of Skoal inside his mouth and Riley thought ... then again, possibly not.

“I’m—I need to go direct them to—” She didn’t keep explaining. She just turned to make her escape. “Go on up and look around.”

Quinn shifted so she could pass by him to head back down the stairs. He put a guiding hand on the small of her back as she took the first step, which sent a delicious shiver over her skin she had no business feeling. He is just being kind to the feeble, she reminded herself. She put her hand on the railing, just to be safe. As she started down the stairs, she felt a tickling little tug at the back of her head and almost lost her balance all over again when she instinctively swatted at it ... only to freeze momentarily when her hand come into contact with Quinn’s. She glanced back to find him holding a small palm frond that he’d apparently plucked from her hair. He gave her the briefest of smiles as he tucked it discreetly behind his back.

Apparently her cheeks were never going to be any shade but flushed as long as she was around him. She managed to nod a quick thank-you before turning back to oversee the matter at hand.

Mercifully, the task quickly enabled her to get her footing back—and hopefully her equilibrium—as she directed the two men to put the piano in the space she’d saved in the Florida room at the rear of the home.

“What the heck happened to you, missy?” Jeffy asked, nodding toward her face.

“Slight mishap with the foliage,” she said, which reminded her she still needed to clean up that mess. “Nothing to worry about. Here, this way,” she directed, not even so much as glancing back at the staircase. She could all but feel that half-amused smile heating up the back of her neck. “Right through there.”

The two men put down protective runners on the hardwood flooring and rolled the piano—frame-packed on its side—into the house and carefully angled it through the arched doorway.

Naturally, that was when Brutus’s up-to-then nonexistent protective instincts kicked in. He didn’t so much bark as emit a very loud woofing noise that came from somewhere deep inside his mutant-sized canine frame.

“Good gravy. What on God’s green earth is that?” T-Bone paused in removing the packing from the piano legs to stare through the French doors at Brutus, who was staring directly back at T-Bone from his position on the other side of the dog-slobbered glass.

The same glass she’d spent half the morning cleaning. Lovely. “That’s just ... my dog. Don’t worry. He’s fine.”

“I don’t rightly know that it was his health that concerned me,” T-Bone replied. With one eye carefully still aimed in the general direction of the deck, he went back to work.

“Must be like feeding a horse,” Jeffy commented around the lump in his cheek, less worried than his partner. Actually, he looked like he was trying to gauge how many of his family members he might be able to feed hunting with Brutus.

“If you could just position it here, so it’s out of the direct sun, but facing the windows and the ocean view, that would be perfect,” Riley directed, trying to keep them—and herself—focused on the task at hand. She worked at setting the potted plants back to rights and sweeping up the dirt and plant detritus while they finished up.

“You know it ain’t tuned or nothing,” T-Bone said. “We just deliver. You want to play it, you’ll have to get in touch with Marty and set up an appointment.”

“Yes, thank you.” She didn’t need it to be in tune. It was just for show. She had specifically chosen some sheet music—Debussy’s First Arabesque, perfect for sunsets—to place on the rack above the keys, but intended to keep the key cover down, so hopefully no one would actually touch it. Marty was one of her better contacts, and she didn’t plan to do anything to change that.

By the time it was all said and done and she’d signed the paperwork stating she’d personally be responsible for any damage done to the piece before its return, Quinn was no longer in the immediate area. Assuming he’d gone off to look at the rest of the place, Riley took a moment, after ushering the men out the front door, to duck into the bathroom off the foyer.

“Yet another bad idea.” She sighed as she catalogued the damages in the beveled vanity mirror positioned over the transparent glass pedestal sink. She hadn’t thought it possible to look worse than she’d imagined, but she’d managed to pull that off. Making a stab at cooling off her face with cold water, she cleaned up the worst of the scrapes on her arms and hands. The dirt smears on her plaid camp shirt were beyond repair, but since it was still damp and rumpled from her sweaty Jog Master marathon, there was no point in trying to salvage it.

She smoothed her hair and rewound it back into the knobby bun she’d previously been sporting—before the palmetto fronds had yanked it down and to the side, like a drunken harlot’s. She addressed her reflection as she snapped the puffy, sky blue braided elastic back into place. “This is your life, Riley Brown.” Smirking at herself, she squared her shoulders and took one last inventory of the cuts and scrapes. It was either laugh, or cry. And she’d learned one thing for certain in her year on Sugarberry Island. “Laughing is a hell of a lot more fun.”




Chapter 2

Quinn was standing on the back deck, with snapped-in-half pieces of a pretty decent size tree limb in either hand, when the curly-headed blonde found him. Well, them, really. “I didn’t get your name, before.”

“Riley,” she responded as she crossed the deck. “Riley Brown.”

“Quinn Brannigan,” he offered in return, well aware she already knew his name, but being polite nonetheless.

That dry smile tugged at the corners of her outrageously compelling mouth. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, though perhaps I’d have chosen a different way to greet you, had I to do it again.”

“You do know how to make a lasting first impression,” he said, hopefully appealing to her dry sense of humor.

The wry hint of a smile remained as she inclined her head and performed a quick curtsy, but it was the rather lovely shade of pink that suffused her freckled cheeks that ended up captivating him. “I’m quite the master of all-eyes-on-me entrances,” she replied gamely, “just not always executed in the most preferable manner.”

He chuckled at that, but not wanting to cause her further embarrassment, he shifted his gaze back to the beast. “He’s not much for fetch, is he?”

“Search and destroy is more his idea of a rousing sport.”

Quinn hefted the weight of the longer chunk of tree limb in his palm and looked to the far end of the property, past the small pool, toward the gardens and the dunes that lined up beyond it. “Yep. I’d say he’s got scholarship potential in that department. What’s his name?”

“Brutus.” She held up a hand when he choked out a laugh. “I didn’t name him. It really doesn’t suit him at all.”

“If you say so. Here you go, big fella.” Quinn gripped the limb, pulled it back, then launched it like a javelin, in a high arc, over the pergola and the organic sea gardens, to the more sparsely designed pine-needle-carpeted rear of the property. Scrub-covered dunes formed the rear fence line, somewhere behind which, from what he could hear, was the ocean.

“Impressive.” She followed the trajectory of the lofted limb with one hand framing her forehead to block out the sunlight. “High school quarterback, right? College, too, probably?”

“Nope. Too scrawny. Track and field. Decathalon.” He smiled as he watched the limb sail. “Didn’t know I still had it.”

Quinn thought she might have muttered something under her breath after that last comment, but he didn’t quite catch it. His attention was still on the beast.

Brutus remained seated next to him and calmly tracked the branch’s entire trajectory along with them, not overly excited about the pitch or the game as far as Quinn could tell. Only after it hit the ground, stirring up a little cloud of pine needles and dried palm fronds, did the monster-truck-sized dog set off in a deliberate but unhurried trot down the tiled walkway.

“I guess I can see why he doesn’t really feel the pressure to exert himself,” Quinn commented. “Even if he’s not first to the prize, who’s going to keep it from him, right?”

“He’s really a big, gooey sweetheart.” Riley walked over to stand beside Quinn. “Wouldn’t hurt a flea.”

“Not unless the flea was trying to take away his big stick.” Quinn waggled the shorter end of the limb he still held in one hand, before tossing it in the hedgerow that edged the deck.

“He only cracked the stick because he thought you were playing tug-of-war. He loves tug-of-war.”

“I’ll bet. It’s always fun to play games you never lose.”

She laughed. “I wouldn’t know much about that.” She turned to watch her pet beast trotting back, tree limb clenched in his mighty jaws, but Quinn hadn’t missed the brief wince when she’d laughed, or the way she’d reached up to put her hand over the worst of the scratches on her face.

She’d gamely applied her sense of humor to the whole ordeal, taking her bad spill with a great deal of grace. It was pretty much the only thing graceful about her, at least that he’d witnessed thus far. Perhaps his reaction simply came from long-evolved instinct. Having spent most of his formative years as a fast-growing young man with an awkward command of his gangly body, he understood what it was like to wish gawky long limbs would behave in a more coordinated fashion. Though she was obviously well past her formative years—as was he—just because he’d outgrown gawky didn’t mean he wasn’t empathetic to those who never did.

While she’d appeared to be a bit of an uncoordinated klutz, ditzy she definitely was not. Despite the bountiful blond curls and farm girl freckles framing that intriguingly deluxe set of lips, those big brown eyes of hers didn’t miss much, he guessed.

Brutus trotted up and plopped himself on his butt right in front of Riley, dropping the branch on her toes, then looking up at her with what could only be termed pride and a great deal of self-satisfaction. “You’re such a good boy.” She rubbed his massive head, which leveled out above her hips, as if he were nothing more than a wriggling pup, needing approval. “Scoot,” she told the dog, then bent down and picked up the stick.

Brutus instantly shifted his stance and faced Quinn, eyes alert, jaw tense.

“What?” Quinn said, holding up his empty hands, palms out. “I don’t have the stick, she does.”

Riley laughed. “Yes, but he knows I can’t throw. He also knows, now, that you can.”

“Ah.”

She shadowed her eyes again when she turned and looked up at him. She didn’t have to look up as far as most people, and he discovered he rather liked that about her. Perhaps still a bit gawky as a woman grown, her body was anything but. Lush was the word he’d use to describe the abundant curves that wrapped around her sturdy frame. Combine all that with the greater than average height, the equally lush mouth, and all those blond curls, and, klutzy or not, she was a definite attention getter. Actually, it was the klutzy part, and those farm girl freckles, that made the otherwise bombshell body all the more interesting. She’d gotten his attention anyway.

“Not much of a dog person, huh?” she said.

“I love dogs. Had them all growing up. It’s just ... been a while. Also, the dogs I had as a boy were a mite smaller than a half-ton pickup truck.”

She smile-winced again, then looked away. “It’s okay. Most folks don’t look past the size to the heart.”

She was talking about the dog, but something in her tone made him believe she meant something else entirely. Herself maybe? He felt like he’d been judged, and found lacking. Or, worse, predictable. He wasn’t sure why that stung—but it did—or why he cared what she thought, but apparently, he did.

Before he could decide how he wanted to respond, she dug into the side pocket of her bleached white khaki trousers and came out with the world’s largest dog biscuit, then slapped her leg.

“Come on, Brutus, let’s get you out in the Jeep.” She started off toward a gate in the fence that framed the sides of the backyard. “I’ll be back in. I’ve got to finish setting up the breakfast nook area with the food. Lois should be here momentarily, and he needs to not be here when that happens.” She glanced over her shoulder as she opened the gate for Brutus. “I know it’s asking a lot, but I’d really appreciate it if we could keep my catastrophe in there our little secret.”

“Given it was my fault, I don’t see how that’s a favor.”

Her lips curved briefly. “You’re being very kind. It was going to have a bad end, no matter what. I just—well, thanks. I owe you one.” She let herself out the gate and trotted after Brutus, who was already out of sight before Quinn could reply.

She really was the damndest thing. And despite her attention-getting frame, not at all his type. That thought annoyed him. He liked to think he didn’t have a type, that he took everyone he met as he found them. Maybe it was just that he’d never met anyone quite like her. He didn’t know what to think about that.

Not that it mattered. He wasn’t there to socialize. He was there to focus, to get a firm handle on his next book. The last thing he needed was Claire making her politely professional but pointed phone calls as the publisher started pressuring her for a due date, or worse, for his agent, Lenore, to start in. If they only knew the depth of the concern they should already be having.

The real reason he’d come back to Sugarberry Island was in hopes it would remind him of the handful of summers he’d spent there as a teenager with his grandfather, and, more important, the wisdom his grandfather had passed down to him. Quinn had to figure out what direction to take, not only with the manuscript in question, but with his career. He wished his grandfather were still alive, but hoped just being back would give him the balance and perspective he needed to think things through and make the best decision possible.

And to get on with the damn book. One way or the other.

Did he take the path he always took, the one he knew his readers wanted him to take? Or did he risk everything, and continue down the new, tantalizing trail that was calling to him, the one he had no idea if anyone would take along with him? He smiled at that and shook his head. “Being predictable. Good or bad? Right or wrong?”

He went inside and found Riley in the breakfast nook, putting the final touches on the crystal display stand filled with amazing looking, heavily topped cupcakes. He didn’t have a huge sweet tooth, but looking at them made his mouth water and his stomach grumble a little with the reminder that he’d only fed it toast and coffee thus far that day. “Those look incredible.”

She squealed and dropped the cupcake she’d been carefully sliding onto the top tier, which in turn, hit the cupcake on the tier just below it ... and, of course, both plopped down to wipe out the entire side of the bottom tier.

“Oh, no. I’m so—”

“Sorry,” she finished for him, sighing as she stared at the cupcake catastrophe. “Now I know why you write mystery novels. You’re naturally stealthy.”

“I like to think it’s more about being observant, but I suppose if I truly was, I’d have noted your focused concentration and done something to announce myself before I spoke. The cupcakes just got my attention.” He entered the nook area and stepped over to the display. “I am sorry, though.”

Reaching out, he scraped a dollop of frosting from where it had been clinging to the side of the middle tier and licked it off his finger. “Wow”—he groaned a little as he swallowed—“if the cake part tastes half as good, you can leave them all right there in a pile. I’ll just get a fork.”

“Unfortunately, I can’t leave them looking like that. The open house officially opens in”—she glanced at the clock and blanched—“fifteen minutes. I’ve got more of these stashed in the fridge, but I’ll have to clean off—” She stopped talking and started moving.

He was savoring another scraped-off dollop of the rich, creamy frosting, so he stopped her the only way he knew how. He reached for her arm, turning her back to face him, belatedly realizing as she looked in surprise to where he held her, that he’d reached for her with his frosting-fingered hand. “Oops,” he said, when she lifted her disbelieving gaze to his. He tried out his best disarming grin. “I don’t suppose you have any ice-cold milk to go with these?”

Her mouth dropped open, and suddenly he forgot all about the cupcakes, distracted once again by her mouth. It matched her body, but was so incongruous with the splashy freckles and big, brown doe eyes.

At the moment, all he could think was how incredibly decadent those lips would be with frosting tipping the bowed curves in the middle and ...

Still holding on to her arm, he impulsively reached out and snagged another cupcake—a perfectly intact one—and held it up to her mouth. “Have you tried one?”

“Mr. Brannigan—”

“Quinn. Please. And I’m not kidding. Try this.” He nudged the cupcake closer to her mouth. “I’ll replace the shirt. And the ruined cupcakes. Did you make these?”

“No, my friend Leilani Dunne made them. She owns the Cakes by the Cup bakery, in town. Now I really”—she tugged at her arm, gently but firmly—“need to get this display finished before—”

“What you really need is to try this.” He drew her and the cupcake he’d proffered closer. He had no idea, less than zero, actually, why he was doing it, but couldn’t seem to stop. The more annoyed she became, the more determined he grew. “After the day you’ve had, you’ve earned it.” He nudged the frosting to her lips, leaving a chocolate smudge.

He’d been teasing, telling himself he’d wanted to make her smile again. He hadn’t meant to smear frosting on her lips, but tell that to his body, which jerked instantly to attention. When his gaze shifted to that sweet little dab of chocolate fascination clinging to her lips, he was gripped by an almost overwhelming urge to take another little lick of frosting. A very specific little lick.

Her tongue darted out to remove the temptation, increasing his discomfort ... and his impulsive urges.

“Why are you—”

“I honestly don’t know. But you’ve got frosting on you now.” He nudged the cupcake toward her again, careful not to leave any traces. He smiled as she narrowed her gaze. “Might as well, right? It’s incredible, I promise.”

“Mr.—Quinn—I really have to—” She broke off, and looked back at the wrecked display. “Lois is due any second, and I don’t want her to find me standing here in the midst of cupcake carnage, sampling the wares, so to speak.”

His body jerked to renewed attention, needlessly reminding him of just whose wares he’d really rather she sample. “She won’t. I mean Scary Lois won’t. Be coming. Not today.”

“But, how is that possible? I can’t run the open house, it’s not my function. Besides, she has all the—is she okay? Has something happened?“

“She’s fine, and yes, something has happened. While you were setting up the piano, I called my manager and had him make an offer on the place. A very nice offer.”

“You—did what?”

“Leased the place. I believe there is a flurry of faxes going on between Scary Lois and even scarier David as I speak. I’m sure I’ll have to sign something at some point, but the deal is done.”

“So ... no open house.”

“No open house.”

“But ... it’s been advertised. People will show up.”

“Then they’ll be disappointed to find a sign on the front door telling them the property is no longer available. I suppose I should go take care of that.”

“Right, but—”

“But first ... honestly, try this.”

She stared at him over the top of the cupcake. “Are you always like this?”

“Like what?” He grinned. “Unpredictable?”

He watched as her gaze darted from his eyes, to his mouth, and back to his eyes again. Her pupils expanded, her brown eyes growing darker and deeper as her throat worked and the muscles in her arms tensed—quivered, actually. He wrote, in great detail, about all those little, telltale signs that took place when someone was aroused. Though, admittedly, it had been a while, a good long while, since he’d had an opportunity to personally observe them.

“That’s not entirely a bad thing, is it?” he asked.

“Uh, no,” she managed, still all hung up in his very direct gaze. “No, I guess it’s not.”

“Good. Now... lick.”

She did—which surprised him, though he wasn’t sure why. He’d expected an eye roll. Or a cupcake shoved into his face. Either of which he’d have deserved. Having brought her up earlier, he absently wondered what Grams would say about his rather ... assertive behavior. But those fleeting thoughts vanished when Riley immediately closed her eyes and made a sound in the back of her throat as the rich chocolate coated her tongue, in that instinctive way a person did who was naturally, even viscerally connected to the sensuality of experience. Smell ... taste ... touch ... Watching her, he felt a very distinct, deep-in-the-gut quiver of his own.

“Lani,” she murmured. “Once again, you rule.”

“Possibly the patron saint of baking,” Quinn agreed, almost reverently, as he continued to watch, fixated, as she finished enjoying every last creamy bite.

She opened her eyes, and caught him watching—staring, really—and her cheeks bloomed once again. “I—” She tugged her arm free and took a short step back. “You—just, uh, let me know when you’ll be moving your stuff in and I’ll make sure to have all the staging furnishings and decor out of here. I, uh, it will take at least two days, but I could easily have everything ready for move-in by the weekend.”

She jerked her gaze to his hand, which still held the cupcake, then back to his face again. He couldn’t tell what was behind the hunger clearly written on her face, but it didn’t seem to matter to every inch of his anatomy. Some inches more newly invigorated than others.

“I just have to make a few calls.”

“I offered for it as is,” he said, not any more in control than she appeared to be. Perhaps for entirely different reasons, but still proving that while unpredictability might be exciting, it wasn’t exactly without risks. A point to remember.

“Oh. Oh! Well ...” She gazed around a bit wildly.

Maybe it was just his interpretation. His own pulse was like a jungle beat at the moment.

“I guess I should just ... uh, go then. I’ll go.” She looked back at him, and smiled brightly, though it didn’t reach her eyes, which were still kind of half-glazed. “If you have any questions, Lois can just—or you could call me. Or—David, was that his name? He could. Actually, you should. Call me, I mean. I’m the one with the contacts for the furnishings and I’m here on Sugarberry, too. Full time. So, anything you don’t want, I can just—do you want me to clean this up?” She gestured haphazardly toward the mangled display. “No,” she answered herself when his gaze dipped to her mouth again.

“Okay, I’ll just—I’ll go. Now.”

He was still standing by the ruined cupcake display, cupcake in hand, as he heard the door shut and the crank of her Jeep engine a moment later. He rather thought the sound of sprayed gravel, indicating she’d torn out of his driveway like the proverbial bat out of hell, was perhaps a bit of an extreme reaction to the situation. Until he tried to take a step and realized he was so hard and his jeans so accordingly tight that he could barely move without risking damaging something ... and decided maybe she’d had the right idea all along.

“Focus,” he said. “You came here to focus.” He promised himself he’d get on with it ... just as soon as he finished every last bit of the cupcake in his hand. The one with the dollop of frosting missing. And that’s exactly what he did, without questioning why, right down to the last swirl, fleck, and crumb. Savoring each bite, he stared at the ruined cake display, imagining how differently the afternoon might have gone if he’d simply pushed her back onto the breakfast nook table, peeled open her blouse, and drawn one of those frosted cups of heaven over the rosy tips of what he knew would be lovely, lush breasts ... then followed up with his tongue. He wondered if her senses were engaged so rapturously when involved with pleasures of the flesh, rather then the decadent results of cleverly combined amounts of flour, butter, and sugar ... and already believed he knew the answer to that question. A sensualist was a sensualist.

He groaned at the new round of images that idea brought to mind, tossed the crumpled paper on the table, and went off to find out how well the advertised drenching showerheads worked when they were set on ice cold.

Ten minutes later, when that hadn’t worked, he switched to steam heat. At least, for the following ten minutes or so, he remained focused on something.
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