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Chapter 1

 


 


Megan pumped the accelerator as she navigated the
familiar bends of the winding road. At the very top of Bluff Drive,
presiding over the small town of Corkscrew Bay and the moor that
slipped off the edge of the cliff, number 21 was an elaborate
affair leaning toward the Second Empire style. Curved dormer
windows peeped from the steeply sloped Mansard roof and the rest of
the two-story house was a production of gables and rounded
cornices, pale limestone, wrought-iron balconies and a pretty
porch.

The
low-cropped hedge splitting the front garden neatly down the middle
and the additional front entrance tagged onto the left half of the
stately house was barely noticeable. Since World War Two, the house
had been hacked into half a dozen one-bedroom flats, put together
again by a London stockbroker who’d made a fortune in the late
nineties and lost it again at the turn of the century, and finally
subdivided into 21a and 21b Bluff Drive.

Lucky for
Megan. When she’d bought a few years back, she’d only been able to
afford half the house.

Since Frank
Marlin’s death three months ago, 21a had stood empty,
forgotten…until now, she saw as she rounded the last bend and
turned onto the gravel driveway. There was a black Land Rover
pulled up in front of Frank’s gate and that could only mean one
thing.

Megan parked
around her side of the house, grabbed two shopping bags in one hand
and entered through the side door directly into her kitchen. The
milk and eggs went into the fridge. Everything else could wait.

She pulled her
cell phone from her back pocket and called the local Realtor. Mr.
Rutland answered on the first ring. With a population of three
thousand and dropping, the real estate business in Corkscrew Bay
wasn’t exactly a hotbed of activity. Once she’d dealt with the
niceties, including the approaching summer storm and his wife’s
chest ailment, she asked, “Mr. Rutland, has Jack Marlin put his
uncle’s place up for sale?”

“The first I
hear of it,” Mr. Rutland grumbled. “Nowadays, everyone’s their own
estate agent. All those do-it-yourself websites. Some people don’t
even bother visiting the homes for a viewing anymore, they buy
direct from those virtual tours. Don’t see as how an honest man’s
supposed to stay in this business, I’ll tell you that.”

She’d
disconnected the call before the implication hit her. But Jack
wouldn’t have sold 21a without letting her know, would he?

Of course he
would! If Jack Marlin had one decent bone in his body, she’d yet to
discover it. She marched to the small front bedroom that she used
as an office and rummaged through the drawer of her desk. He’d
given her his new cell number at the old man’s funeral. For
emergencies, he’d said, with the house.

Or if, you
know, you just want to talk.

Like that
would happen in this lifetime, which was why she hadn’t saved the
number to her phone. She’d shoved it to the bottom of the drawer
for that other thing, the emergency with the house thing.

She stared at
the slip of paper she’d retrieved. She’d known she’d have to make
this call soon. Her last multi-book contract had put a decent dent
in her mortgage and now her dream was to buy the other half of her
house and make it whole again. She’d had an excuse so far, telling
herself she couldn’t intrude on Jack’s grief. But if he was selling
up, she was out of time.

Her stomach
plunged a foot. She’d seen Jack at the funeral, of course, even
managed to act perfectly civil in deference to the situation. This
was different. She hated having to ask him for anything, hated that
he had any say in any plans for her future.

She took a
deep breath, punched in the number and…and the muted strains of
classical music came from down the hall. Megan followed the music
into her bedroom. Up against the wall. Someone was playing music
next door.

In the master
bedroom.

That Land
Rover didn’t belong to potential buyers. He’d actually gone and
done it. He’d sold the place from under her. Bastard.

She snapped
her phone shut in disgust. The music stopped. She paced the room,
her blood getting hotter by the second. Fingers clumsy, it took her
two attempts to redial.

The same muted
strains started up.

She spun
about, scowling at the wall. Was it possible? She cut the
connection. The music stopped. She repeated the process to make
sure, then tossed her phone on the bed and dashed down the
stairs.

Her temper was
hot enough to heat hell up twice over by the time she’d hopped the
low hedge and bounded onto the porch. She ignored the chimes and
banged a fist on the door instead.

A moment
later, the door opened.

There he
stood, his hair a dark, dark brown and slightly mussed. Eyes the
same brown, trained on her and softened in amusement. He hadn’t
bothered with a shirt. Her gaze skittered over rippled muscle and
concave abdomen to where his sweatpants skimmed his hipbone. He
hadn’t bothered with shoes either.

“What—” She
jerked her gaze all the way back up six foot of gorgeous male. Two
day’s growth shaded his jaw. “What are you doing?”

“Sleeping.” He
cracked a grin. “At least I was, until someone decided to play
musical chairs with my phone.”

He raised a
brow at that someone.

Damn caller
id. “It’s the middle of the day,” she pointed out.

“I flew in
from Kenya this morning and drove straight here from Heathrow.”

That was at
least an eight-hour drive. “Why the hurry?”

“Maybe I had
an itch for Cornish cream and scones.” He folded his arms and leant
a hip against the doorpost. “Why the twenty questions? Did you miss
me?”

The fight fled
her blood, leaving her suddenly weary. “What are you doing here,
Jack?”

His grin faded
as he looked into her eyes, long and deep. The kind of look that
made one want to lose yourself in. The kind of look that tempted
one to forgive and forget. “Let’s just say I came to check up on
things.”

Heat crept up
her throat. She stepped back, swallowing past a lump of
remembrance. “How long do you intend to stay?”

“For as long
as it takes,” Jack said.

“As long as
what takes?”

“Things.” He
shrugged and the grin returned. “But you’re the one playing tag
with my phone. Building up the courage to ask me out?”

“In your—”

“Dreams?” he
suggested softly.

Megan
bristled. “I thought you’d gone and sold your half of the house
without even asking if I’d be interested in first option.” She
turned and stomped down the porch steps before she slapped that
arrogant grin from his face.

“What kind of
bastard do you take me for?” he called after her.

“The very
worst kind,” she assured him with a glance over her shoulder.

He was still
chuckling when she slammed her front door shut behind her.
Honestly, she shouldn’t have to put up with this. Thank God she was
leaving for London in the morning. Actually… She ran up the stairs
to her bedroom and started pulling open drawers. If she caught the
night train, she’d have the whole day for shopping before the
conference kicked off with the formal ball tomorrow night. Surely
he’d be gone before she got back? Jack never stayed put longer than
three days, at least not in Corkscrew Bay.

What she
wouldn’t give to have never set eyes on the man.

 


Summer, two
years ago

Her middle
finger hovered over the backspace key… The duke
was tall, dark and incredibly handsome…

Could she make
him any more clichéd?

Her gaze
drifted outside the window. No inspiration there. Unless one
counted Mr. Marlin, which she didn’t. The old man was patrolling
his side of the neatly trimmed hedge, up and down, up and down. God
only knew what that was about. He was an odd sort, the type who
woke up under a black cloud and grew grumpier by the hour.

At least he
was quiet. Considering how thin the walls between them were, that
made him an excellent neighbour in her book. That’s another
cliché.

“Aargh.” She
rolled her eyes, was about to bring her gaze back inside, when
sunlight glinted off silver halfway up the steep road.

She didn’t
know anyone who drove a silver car and, in the year she’d been
here, Mr. Marlin had never received a single caller. Corkscrew Bay
was bursting with the summer trade, but generally the Private Road
sign at the bottom kept them off Bluff Drive.

The car didn’t
do a U-Turn at the top of the drive, but continued and pulled up in
front of the house. Mr. Marlin’s pacing took direction. Shading his
eyes with one hand, he unhooked the gate and held it open.

Megan stood,
leaning over her desk for a better view at the guy in a white
T-Shirt unfolding himself from the silver Peugeot. His hair was a
rich brown and long enough to curl into his nape. Broad shoulders,
toned arms with the kind of tan one didn’t get beneath a Cornish
sun and long legs that hinted at muscle beneath those well-worn
jeans.

He approached
Mr. Marlin and stood there talking for a few heartbeats while
Megan’s gaze got stuck on the ridges and hollows of a face that was
strong, hard as granite and finished off with bold strokes of
arrogance. He had a self-assured, forbidding look that was far too
male for anyone’s good. But then he gave a lopsided grin that
pressed a groove into his cheek and her pulse hiccupped.

Maybe she
should go and help out with this straggler. Mr. Marlin was getting
on in years and old men were even worse at directions than young
men.

Before she
could slide out from behind her desk, though, Gorgeous Guy wrapped
an arm around the older man’s shoulders in a stiff man-hug. Mr.
Marlin’s arm came around, his hand hovering before delivering a
hesitant pat on Gorgeous Guy’s back.

“Well.” Megan
fell back in her seat. Not a lost holidaymaker then.

Her gaze
landed on the laptop screen and suddenly her hero shaped up inside
her head. She hit the backspace key and hunched forward over the
keyboard.

The duke stood
at least two heads taller than her. The superb cut of his superfine
jacket gave him a supine grace, yet hid nothing of those broad
shoulders and a rock-hard chest. His face was all harsh angles and
deep valleys, cast in shadows where no emotion would dare to
tread.

But Amelia
didn’t cower when he offered his arm. She slipped her gloved hand
over his arm and let the Duke of Abberley lead her onto the dance
floor. She’d seen his smile and knew his secret. The Duke wasn’t
nearly as fierce as he thought himself to be. The music
started…

When Megan
looked up again, it was past one in the morning. The house was
quiet and the silver Peugeot was still parked outside.


Chapter 2

 


 


Bleary-eyed and highly irritated, Megan stepped off
the train at Paddington Station. So much for sleeping on the go and
arriving fresh.

Half of her
wished she hadn’t left home in such a hurry, hadn’t allowed Jack
Marlin to drive her out of her own home, her own comfortable
bed.

The other half
knew that when it came to Jack, she couldn’t be trusted to stay.
Not when he looked into her eyes with that dark intensity, as if he
knew exactly how deep to search for the burning ache that had never
fully faded, no matter what he’d done.

He’d always
known how to melt her and that hadn’t changed. Her head might be
spitting fury at the man, her heart might be cursing him to a
thousand deaths, but the rest of her still tingled, melted, burned
and crashed at the mere suggestion of his touch.

At the end of
the platform, she was refereeing the fight between the turnpike and
her small suitcase on wheels when her backside vibrated. As she
tumbled out on the other side of the turnpike and joined the stream
of commuters toward the exit, she pulled her phone from her back
pocket.

She
immediately recognised the last four digits of the number. She was
tempted to delete the text message unread. Unfortunately, Jack came
attached to her precious house, for now at least, and there might
be an actual emergency.

She opened the
message. You never came home last night. Where
are you?

“Well, of all
the—the—” She shook her head on a bitter laugh, glanced up, and
caught the bemused eye of the man walking beside her. Huh! She
shoved the phone back into her pocket and stormed outside into the
sunlight.

Who did Jack
think he was with that proprietary insinuation? They might share a
house, but her home was 21b Bluff Drive and his was 21a. She jerked
her suitcase over the lip of the pavement and slammed her way
inside the glass doors of the Starbucks squashed between a
Laundromat and Kebab takeaway on the high street.

Her blood
didn’t cool until she was tucked behind a corner table with a large
Café Latte in one hand and her phone balanced in her other. In
between sips, she scrolled down her inbox, re-read Jack’s message
and hit the reply button.

Who is this?

A few seconds
later a new message popped up. Very
funny.

You have the wrong number. She placed her phone on the
table and settled back in her chair. There, that would wipe the
smirk from his attitude.

She’d almost
finished her Latte when her phone buzzed again.

When did you remove my number from your phone? This is
Jack.

Never removed it. Didn’t store it. What do you
want?

I was worried.

Her teeth
bared. He had no right to be worried. No right to anything.
I don’t intend to report my movements to you.
I’ll be back when I’m back.

Tell me where you are.

The threat was
implied. She could imagine his eyes darkening, his jaw locking down
into a grimace. Or what?

I’ll report you as a missing person at the police
station.

I’m an adult and twenty-four hours haven’t even passed.
They’ll laugh at you.

Harry and I have become good buddies.

When? Jack
hadn’t spent enough time in Corkscrew Bay to know where the police
station was, let alone make buddies with the officer-in-charge.
Still, she didn’t want to have phone Harry and explain why Jack was
making a nuisance of himself.

Her thumb
moved over the keypad. London!!!!!

She stared at
the phone for another ten minutes, checked the connection, manually
refreshed the inbox, but nothing came through.

Good.

Excellent.

She hadn’t
rearranged her schedule just to be a jittery mess in London. She
had shopping to do. And it would be lovely to spend more time with
Lucy than she’d originally planned. She called her friend at once
to make arrangements to meet up later.

 


After checking
into her hotel, Megan hit the shops on Oxford Street. She should
have tried to fit a quick nap into her day, but her brain was too
wired for sleep. By the time she turned up at Lucy’s Chelsea
townhouse, she’d bought out half the high street.

Lucy groaned
when she opened the door and saw the dozen or so bags Megan was
clutching. “I thought we were going shopping after lunch
tomorrow.”

“We are,”
Megan assured her, stepping into her friend’s hug before they made
their way further inside.

“I’ve just got
off the phone with Kate.” Lucy moved behind the island that
separated her kitchen from the living room. “She popped by Bluff
Drive at the crack of dawn to say goodbye, but you’d already
left.”

“It was a spur
of the moment decision.” Megan dropped her shopping bags on the
floor, sank into a deep leather sofa and kicked her feet up onto
the coffee table. She’d been friends with Kate and Lucy since
forever. Of the three of them, only Lucy had made a break from
Corkscrew Bay. “Did you let her know I was here?”

“I didn’t have
to.” She went to the fridge and came back with a bottle of white
wine. She arched a brow at Megan. “She bumped into Jack
Marlin.”

As if on cue,
Megan’s phone vibrated in her back pocket. She pulled it out.

“Spur of the
moment decision, my ass,” Lucy said. “He’s back and you ran.”

I don’t bite. You didn’t have to run from me.

Megan glared
from her phone to her friend. “My life and plans do not revolve
around Jack Marlin!”

Lucy poured
the wine and brought the glasses over to the sofa. “I know what he
did was terrible, but have you—”

“No,” she cut
in firmly. Lucy was the only one she’d told about that night and
they had a deal. “We don’t talk about Jack, remember?”

Her brown eyes
narrowed in what was probably both concern and frustration. But she
made the sign of zipping her lips and shrugged. “How’s the new book
coming along?”

“I have an
earl who refuses to kiss his new bride,” Megan said grumpily. “I
have no idea how I’m going to get these two into bed.”

“What’s wrong
with her?”

“Nothing at
all.” Megan sipped on her wine, her mind instantly swept into the
lives of her characters. “Elizabeth is the most beautiful debutante
London has ever seen. She’s vivacious and witty and—”

“Okay, okay.
So, what’s wrong with the earl then?”

“He’s first
wife died ten years ago. He has to re-marry for an heir, but he’s
never got over the love of his life.”

Wine
spluttered from Lucy’s mouth. She lowered her glass and narrowed
her eyes on Megan. “Let me guess, he’s been celibate for a
decade?”

“No need to
sound so cynical.”

“You have a
warped idea of real life, honey. No man is going to wither a decade
away over the love of one woman.”

“I don’t write
real life,” Megan muttered. “I write fiction.”

“And in both,
men are just as human as women. They hurt, they love, they get
confused, they make mistakes, and sex is always the dark smudge
left behind.”

Megan knew
where this going and didn’t like it. She’d never put Jack on a
pedestal. She’d never expected or wanted perfect. She had expected
more than a one-night stand and the abrupt dismissal, as if they’d
been nothing more than strangers passing in the night. It didn’t
help that she was just as mad with herself as she was at him. She
really should have known better.

And now he was
back, sexy as sin and sizzling her blood with those heated looks.
Charming his arrogant features with that lop-sided grin and
taunting her with the familiar banter of their once-upon-a-time
friendship.

The last time
around, he’d stripped her ego and nipped her heart. She couldn’t
afford to give him anything more to walk away with this time.

Megan jumped
up to fetch the bottle of wine and steered the conversation
determinedly toward the hen party she was organising for Isobel
next month.

Isobel was
more Finn’s friend than theirs. Finn was another guy they’d known
forever, a close friend, and he’d taken the new, slightly gawky,
somewhat aloof, girl under his wing when Isobel had arrived in
Corkscrew Bay with her dad halfway through their final year of
school. Megan had been a little surprised to be appointed chief
bridesmaid, but then again, Finn would have looked ridiculous in
pink satin.

 


Hours later,
wrapped in slinky black silk and seated at a table of twelve
beneath fairy lights twinkling from the ceiling, Megan finally
responded to Jack’s message.

You know what they say about a man’s ego being indirectly
proportional to his— She reconsidered the word she’d been
about to use and substituted –shoe size. I didn’t
run from you. I’m at a writing conference that I attend every year
without fail.

There were two
erotica writers, a poet and the lead scriptwriter for a TV comedy
show at the table with Megan, which made for a colourful
conversation indeed. Megan relaxed into the laughter that was
sparked with naughty context, drank too much wine and table-hopped
to catch up with friends she seldom saw face-to-face except at
events such as this.

When she
returned to her seat for the final round of speeches, there was a
new message notification. She ignored her phone. For exactly five
seconds.

Never heard that saying, but knowing that you’re thinking
about my *shoe size* has me hard and throbbing.

Heat rushed up
her throat. Her eyes flashed around the table, but no one was
looking her way. Her fingers tightened around the phone. She should
just leave it. Really leave it. But phone-sex? Seriously? What the
hell was wrong with the man?

Her fingers
tapped furiously. Nothing to get excited about. I
was thinking how very small it is.

She lifted her
glass to her lips and took a deep sip. And maybe she should be
asking what was wrong with her, because now she was definitely
thinking about a lot more than how deeply, fully he filled her. The
feel of his strong hands caressing her skin. The taste of his mouth
on hers, the pressure of those firm lips slanting kisses with
increasing urgency until his tongue dipped inside to claim her
senses, the gentle scrape of his shadowed jaw as those kisses
trailed down her throat and fluttered butterflies to her…

Your memory is fuzzy. I’d be happy to give you a private tour
to refresh it.

She blinked.
Released her lower lip from where it had caught between her teeth.
Her blood was hot, and it wasn’t all anger.

Yes, Jack.
Oh, yes. The chemistry between them was explosive. One night
had never been enough to sate the desire that had slowly built over
more than a year and then rocked her world off-tilt.

And maybe,
despite how far and fast he’d run, one night hadn’t been enough for
Jack either. Not if the flirting and innuendos and blatant
invitation was any indication.

Was she the
unfinished business he’d come to check up on, that had drawn him
back to Corkscrew Bay?

Her pulse
raced at the possibility of accepting his invitation. But only for
one night. This time she was under no illusions. If she did this…
God, what was she thinking?

He’s like a
friggin’ fever inside me. Megan turned her phone off and
slipped it into her purse. Jack wasn’t a fever. He was a disease.
He was malaria, lying dormant inside her body but never gone.

There were
more messages between them before Megan arrived home late in the
afternoon a few days later. But Jack had toned it down after she
hadn’t replied to his invitation, kept the communication light and
general.

Except for the
one that unsettled Megan more than all the rest. I miss you.

She hadn’t
replied to that message either. Hadn’t tried to analyse what those
three words meant. It didn’t matter. He’d still leave just the same
as he always did. If that one explosive night of her hadn’t been
enough to anchor Jack, then no amount of missing, nothing she could
do or be, ever would.

When Megan
rounded the corner at the top of Bluff Drive, she saw an unfamiliar
white car pulled up behind Jack’s Land Rover. She parked around her
side of the house and let herself in by the kitchen entrance,
trying her utmost not to think about who Jack’s visitor was. None
of her business.

She lugged her
suitcase up the stairs and hauled it on top of her bed. The beat of
a rock ballad pumped the dividing wall. Whoever it was, they’d
taken the party up to the master bedroom. In the middle of the
afternoon? Classy, Jack, real classy. She unzipped her suitcase,
flipped the lid back, and suddenly she couldn’t breathe. The room
was stuffy, the air thick—it had nothing to do with what was going
on next door, she assured herself. She all but ran into the
adjoining office and flung the window open. The sound of voices
below jerked her flat against the wall. She shuffled along the
wall, inch by inch, until she could peer around the curtain without
being seen.

A girl, she
couldn’t be twenty yet, was climbing into the white car, her
flowery sundress tugged high as she slid long legs behind the
driver seat. Jack clicked the door closed after her and there he
stood, with his back to Megan, wearing threadbare jeans and a pale
blue T-Shirt and mussed up hair.

The girl
rolled down the window and Jack bent forward, his forearms resting
on the door through the open window. Megan couldn’t hear what they
were saying, but the girl’s giggling echoed in her head as Jack
straightened and the car reversed into a U-Turn and sped off down
the road.

I don’t
care.

I really don’t
give a damn.

She shrank
behind the curtain just as Jack turned and glanced up at her
window. Her heart pounded. She didn’t care, but what kind of
careless bastard issued invitations to private tours and made
claims about missing you and then hopped into bed with an arbitrary
girl half his age? Someone needed to scrape the calluses from
Jack’s heart and watch them bleed and she’d certainly earned that
right.

Before she
could come up with a suitable plan, however, another car came
chugging up the drive. Megan peeked through the curtains.

An ancient
Ford with missing hubcaps and puffing toxic fumes stuttered to a
halt behind the Land Rover. The door opened and long, tanned legs
slid out. Megan’s mouth dropped as she watched the stunning
brunette in a cut-off T-Shirt walk up the cobbled path to Jack’s
front door, shorts riding low on her slender hips.

Red mist
clouded Megan’s vision.

He knew she
was arriving home today.

He was
deliberately shoving his callous exploits in her face. Probably
regretting the intimacy he’d established while she was in
London.

Reminding her
that sex was sex and the bodies were as interchangeable as the
sheets on his damn bed.

She grabbed
her phone and, with a little exaggeration and a lot of
truth—yes, there’s a possibility of domestic violence and it’s
going to get ugly if you don’t get here quickly—Harry arrived
in five minutes flat, hand hovering over the baton clipped to his
belt as he sprinted the distance between his car and where she
waited on the porch.

“Wh—what’s
wrong?” he heaved, worry creasing his brow as his eyes darted from
corners to shadows to bushes and then back to her.

“Jack Marlin,”
she said. “He’s running a brothel next door.”

“You’re
kidding, right?” Harry’s brow creased deeper. Blue, blue eyes
seared her. “Dammit, Megan, did it occur to you that you could be
dragging me away from a real crime?”

She rolled her
eyes at him. “Am I?”

“That’s not
the point.”

“Didn’t think
so.” She nudged her chin at the front door down Jack’s end of the
house. “I’m not kidding. He’s had two girls in there, one straight
after the other.”

A grin erased
Harry’s scowl.

Megan poked
him in the chest. “Very, very young girls.”


“Underage?”

She almost
went that far. Almost. “I’m reporting suspicious activity, Harry.
It’s your duty to investigate.”

“You’re
harassing the poor man,” he countered, “and last time I checked, I
decide which reports of alleged wrong-doing are actually worth an
investigation.”

“I have
photos.”

“Of Jack?”

“Of you,” she
said. “Remember how those railroad braces made your mouth so dry,
your upper lip was forever sticking to them, making you look like a
hungry bunny? Oh, and my favourite, the time we went swimming and
you didn’t realise how transparent white briefs were? Or maybe your
disco phase? So many photos, Harry…”

She shook her
head sadly. “You know, Corkscrew Bay never did pay tribute when you
were promoted last year and my best friend does run the Corkscrew
Weekly. We could organise such a lovely spread—”

“Kate would
never do that to me,” Harry scoffed, but his cheeks were tinged
with red.

“You turned
her down when she asked you to the prom.”

“That was
junior prom. None of the guys in my group went with girls.”

She gave him a
sympathetic look. “There’s no statute of limitations on a woman
scorned.”

Harry changed
tactics. “You could get into serious trouble for blackmailing a
police officer.”

“Oh, don’t be
so stuffy. All I’m asking is for you to take a look next door and
make sure there’s no funny business going on.”

The silence
stretched as he looked at her. Probably trying to decide whether
she was bluffing. “Okay,” he said at last. “But I want those photos
back.”

“Yeah, right.”
She prodded him ahead as they walked down the path on her side of
the hedge.


Chapter 3

 


 


Jack muttered a curse as the doorbell chimed below. He
took a long second to adjust his equipment, then straightened and
gave Susie an apologetic grimace. “Don’t move a muscle. I’ll be
right back.”

“I’m not going
anywhere,” she cooed, fluttering thick lashes his way.

He chuckled as
he left the room and trotted down the stairs. A quick glance at the
hallway clock and he saw it was much later than he’d thought. Megan
was due—he cut that thought with a smile, realising it was probably
her at the door.

She wasn’t
alone, though, and her hazel eyes, peering over Harry’s shoulder,
flashed green with anger.

Jack threw his
hands up and took a step back. “I never reported you as missing, I
swear,” he told her.

“Missing?”
Harry asked, crossing the threshold to stand inside so he could
glance back and forth between them. “Megan was missing? Were
you?”

“Obviously
not,” she snapped.

“Well, if
you’ve come for a drink and a chat,” Jack said, “you’re welcome to
my fridge, but I’m in the middle of something—”

“I’ll just bet
you are.”

Jack folded
his arms and put his back to the wall, his eyes on Megan. Her hair,
a rich chocolate brown, fell to her shoulders and his fingers
itched to tangle in those loose curls. The green flecks in her eyes
were usually more dominant when her emotions were high. The last
time he’d seen them this particular shade of green, her legs had
been wrapped around him and she’d been in the midst of a
climax.

Suddenly his
jeans were an inch too tight and he had trouble focusing as Harry
explained, “Actually, this isn’t a social call. I’ve been called
out by a concerned citizen.”

“Concerned
citizen?” He pulled his gaze off Megan and onto Harry. “What?”

Harry’s lips
twitched. “Megan thinks you’re running a brothel.”

Jack tried to
stop the laughter chortling up his throat. He didn’t succeed. “I
should be so lucky.”

“My thoughts
exactly,” Harry said, grinning.

“You’re
supposed to be here in an official capacity,” she reminded Harry in
a frosty voice.

Jack’s gaze
returned to Megan and the indignant fury staining her cheeks. She’d
never blushed prettily. How long had she been home? How many girls
had she seen come and go? And was she serious about this
accusation?

His humour
faded and irritation took its place. What the hell was going on
inside her head?

He waved a
hand to invite them both further inside. “Up the stairs, first door
on your right. I believe that’s where you’ll find what you’re
looking for.”

Harry’s grin
flattened. “Now, Jack, I’m sure that’s not necessary.”

“Since
accusations have been cast, I must insist,” he said mildly. He
angled his body to give the man a wink that Megan couldn’t see.
“Wouldn’t want any lingering rumours to bite me in the arse when
I’m not looking.”

When Megan
held back, he grabbed her arm and guided her up the stairs before
him.

“Where are we
going?” she yelped.

“The bedroom,
of course.”

She dug her
heels in on the stairs runner and glared over her shoulder at him.
“I refuse to enter—to enter that—that…”

“Den of evil?”
he suggested smoothly. “Hive of sin?”

He hadn’t
thought it possible for her cheeks to get any redder, but they were
close to glowing now.

“Yes, I read
that book,” he said softly, his hands landing on her waist to lift
her up the next step. “I won’t say I’ll be trading in thrillers for
romance any day soon, but there were one or two fascinating
scenes.”

“I hate you,”
she hissed, slapping his hands from her waist.

His eyes
roamed over the tight black pants that curved deliciously over her
snug backside and tapered down long, shapely legs. He knew exactly
how to turn that I hate you on its head. Heat simmered
through his veins and fed into a lazy grin. He froze the thought
and his grin flattened into a grimace.

He’d hurt her
and nothing had changed; he hadn’t changed. Megan was different
from his usual women. She needed more than he’d ever be able to
give. He’d known that from the start. One moment of weakness, and
he’d screwed up big time. Wasn’t going to happen again.

Okay, the
flirting wasn’t helping. That crack about a private tour was
totally out of line. Megan was hot-wired to his blood. Always had
been. She triggered impulses that bypassed his brain and shot
straight to his groin, but look how badly that had played out.

Game over.

He was here to
pack up Frank’s things and sort out the house.

At the top of
the stairs, she turned a hard look on him before jerking her head
forward again and disappearing around the corner.

The iciness
behind her fury stuck in his gut. Jack admitted then and there that
maybe Megan Lane topped his list of reasons for being here. But to
fix his last mistake, not make new ones.

Their
friendship deserved a more graceful ending than the knock it had
taken.

Except, she
seemed to think him the kind of guy who’d sleep his way through the
teenage population of Corkscrew Bay.

Hell, she’d
called the police on him.

He didn’t even
know what to do with that. And this time, he knew he’d done nothing
wrong.

He stopped
inside the master bedroom to turn the music down before catching up
to Harry and Megan as they reached the door of the guest room. He
pushed between them, deciding work was safer than trying to reason
with her right now. He’d only regret whatever came out of his mouth
and when it came to him and Megan, he already had one regret too
many.

Suzie, draped
in a dramatic pose over the armchair with one hand scooping her
hair from her face and her chin balanced on the other, looked over
their heads to him. “I haven’t moved a muscle.”

“Perfect.” He
gave her a smile as he moved into position behind the tripod that
his camera was set up on. As he glued his eye to the lens and
started clicking, he spoke to Megan, “Kate was around here the
other day, looking for you. When she heard I’d be staying on a
while, she asked me to take the headshots for the Summer Beauty
Pageant entrants.”

“But you’re a
wildlife photographer,” Megan protested, her voice small.

“She didn’t
seem to mind,” he murmured, pulling his eye from the lens to adjust
the light setting. “If you have a problem with that, you’ll have to
take it up with her.”

He heard Harry
apologise for the interruption, heard Megan stomp off, but he tuned
them out and concentrated on his work. Here, at least, he was in
control. Cause and effect was the precise click of a dial. With
Megan, he was never totally sure what he was doing and the effect
more often than not ended up disastrous.

 


The Christmas
Before Last

The black of
night was slowly retreating to the grey haze of a frosty dawn. Jack
turned from the window as he pulled his coat on.

“You going
out?” Frank, still in his pyjamas and cradling a mug of coffee,
came through from the kitchen into the front room.

“I thought I’d
get some shots over the valley.” He hitched the camera bag on his
shoulder and grabbed a pair of Wellington boots from the rack
beside the door. “Did I wake you with my shower? Damn pipes were
frozen over.”

Frank
shrugged. “Want me to make up a flask of coffee to take with
you?”

“I won’t be
out long,” he said, shaking his head. “Sunrise is in about half an
hour.”

He was halfway
out the door, and Frank was still standing there, cradling his
coffee and watching. “Everything okay?” Jack asked.

“It’s good to
have you here, boy,” Frank grunted. “Now go on, before you miss
that sunrise.”

Jack swallowed
hard around that and closed the door behind him. His uncle was
getting sentimental in his old age.

As he walked
down the path and out the gate, it struck him that Frank must be
close to eighty. He usually only stopped by Frank’s once or twice a
year, but maybe he should make more of an effort in this coming
year.

His uncle was
getting on, even if he didn’t look it. Frank had farmed a couple of
acres north of Penzance up until three years ago and still had the
robust health of an outdoor man. When Jack had helped him sell up
the farm, the semi-detached house up the hill from Corkscrew Bay
had been ideal. Frank had refused to settle in any town and at
least here he wasn’t completely isolated. The original couple from
next door had retired to Spain last year, but 21b hadn’t stood
empty long.

Jack grinned
at the fleeting impression that had hooked and stuck to his memory
after meeting Megan Lane briefly when he’d come down for a weekend
last August. Now there was a neighbour he wouldn’t mind getting all
neighbourly with.

Unfortunately,
the whole neighbourly thing also put Ms Megan Lane strictly out of
bounds. He liked his relationships short and spicy. That philosophy
would be shot to ribbons if he dipped into the candy jar next door.
That was the kind of grief he could live without.

Pulling his
collar up against the bite of late December, he cut through the
wooded copse that spread from the house. The sound of the ocean
battering the sheer limestone cliff faded as he strolled deeper
into the thick forest of pines until he came to a natural viewing
ledge that peeped over the leeward slope of Bluff Hill. A verdant
valley of evergreen trees and shrubbery fell away sharply and then
rose again gently on the other side.

Jack set his
camera up on a portable tripod, was attaching the timer chord to
keep the exposure open when he heard the unmistakeable whirr of
rotating blades. He fell to his stomach and leant out over the long
drop, surprised to discover a road ran straight down the middle.
His gaze followed the road from where it rounded the bend that hid
the town from view and ended in a stately wrought-iron gate. A
massive perimeter wall enclosed a castle nestled deep in the
valley.

The whirring
blades grew louder and a sleek black helicopter came into view,
slicing the frozen air as it flew low along the valley and then
hovered above the extensive front lawn within the castle walls.
Jack scrambled away from the ledge and onto his feet. At the same
moment, voices from behind reached him through the trees.

“I can’t
believe I’m doing this.”

“Less talking
and more walking, if you don’t mind.”

“I should be
in bed. It’s not even light outside.”

“Your bed’s
right back there. I’m not holding a gun to your head.”

“Well, I’m up
now…might as well see what all the fuss is about.”

“We’re not
going to get to see anything if you don’t—” The owner of the voice
cut off as she stepped into the clearing.

Blue eyes, a
crop of blonde hair, heavy olive green cargo pants, hiking boots
and a pretty decent camera strapped around her neck. Her frown went
from Jack to the tripod holding his camera, then back to him.
“Seriously? Has London run out of socialites trashing each other
for a good story? See?” she flung over her shoulder. “I told you
something funny’s going on and now the paparazzi’s here.”

Before he
could protest, a second woman came barrelling through the trees and
grabbed one hundred percent of his attention.

“Oh, hi!” she
exclaimed. “I mean, hi.” She shook her head on a smile. “I mean,
it’s Jack, right?”

“Hi there.” He
had no problem remembering her name. Megan Lane was just as cute
and sexy as he remembered. Even bundled up in a thick duvet, furry
bunny slippers sticking out at the bottom and a mess of dark curls
and sleepy eyes sticking out at the top. Actually, he corrected,
especially then.

Her gaze went
past him to her friend. “This is Jack, Mr. Marlin’s nephew, not the
paparazzi.” She looked at him, lowering her voice. “You aren’t the
paparazzi, are you?”

“No, I’m…” He
lunged toward the ledge to retrieve his camera as the friend lifted
it out of her way, then returned to Megan’s side. He grinned. “I am
a photographer, but I stick to wildlife and nature.”

“You’re
American, right?”

“On my
father’s side,” he explained. He carried both a British and
American passport, but didn’t spend a lot of time considering
specifics such as which was home. “I was born in New Jersey and
lived there my first couple of years. I did a chunk of schooling
out there as well, and studied photography in California.”

The sound of
rocks spraying down the side of the mountain turned them both
toward the source.

“Kate!” Megan
yelped.

“I’m fine.”
The blonde was perched on the very tip of the ledge, one leg
dangling over the side. Her eyes were glued to the camera lens and
aimed down the valley in the direction of the castle. “The
helicopter’s on the ground.”

“Kate runs the
local paper,” Megan explained to him. “Castle Darrock was sold a
couple of months ago and she’s convinced there’s something shady
about the new owners.”

“They’ve been
in residence two months,” Kate called back to them, “and they
haven’t put a foot in the town. No one’s even seen their
faces.”

“And you
intend to splash their faces all over tomorrow’s paper?” After
she’d accused him of being paparazzi.

“I’m not
taking photos,” she said. “I’m just using the lens to zoom in and
that—” She glanced at him over the top of her camera “—is not
snooping. It’s called investigation. This is the third time some or
other contingent has arrived by helicopter. It’s in the public
interest to know if Castle Darrock has been taken over by mafia or
cartels or whatever else they’re hiding from us.”

“Maybe they
just like their privacy,” Jack drawled.

“Oh, sorry to
invade your morning peace.” Megan grimaced, her cheeks splotching
with pink. “This is the only place she can get a view on what’s
happening behind those walls.”

“There’s a
fine line between privacy and secrecy and this one’s been crossed,”
Kate added, then seemed to settle into a conversation partly with
herself and partly, he assumed, with them. “Come on, what’s with
the hat? I can’t see her bloody face. They’re stepping down from
the helicopter. You should see this coat, Megs, I bet anything it’s
sable.”

Jack’s arm
shot out to catch Megan as she tried to waddle closer to the ledge
and nearly wobbled to the ground. “You don’t want to do that, not
when you’re rolled like a sausage in that duvet.”

She took his
advice to the extreme and sank into a puddle of goose down at the
base of a trunk, pulling her knees up and keeping the duvet tightly
wrapped around her.

Jack drowned
out the running commentary of her friend and sank to his butt
beside Megan. His brow arched in amusement. “So, did your friend,
Kate, literally drag you from your bed?”

“Kate crashed
at my place last night and she was up like a flash at the first
sound of those helicopter blades. I have no idea why I ran after
her.” She groaned, her chin tucked in and those expressive eyes on
him. “Kate’s a whirlwind. When she’s up to something, one tends to
find yourself sucked up and spit out at the oddest places before
you can think better of it.” She brought a hand up to smoothe her
hair. Her eyes dipped from his. “God, I must look a sight.”

“A beautiful
sight,” he murmured, resisting the urge to twine a finger through
one of those unruly, silky curls.

She peered at
him, a blush riding her cheeks and her voice snappish, “I wasn’t
fishing for compliments.”

“Prickly in
the morning, are we?” He chuckled. “Relax, I was simply stating a
fact and, just in case you’re worried, I’m not about to pounce,
either.”

Although his
blood did thicken as the thought of snuggling beneath that duvet
with her crossed his mind. He shrugged the arousal off. There were
plenty of other beautiful women for that, women who didn’t live
next door to his uncle.

“Sorry,” she
muttered. “I’m not good at taking compliments.”

That surprised
him. “You must have had plenty of practice.”

Her eyes
turned a shade closer to green. “You’re doing it again.”

“Or you could
simply thank me with a gracious smile.” He grinned at her
outrageous expression. “Let’s try that again.”

He moved a
little closer, angled his head a little lower, and ignored another
wave of desire heating through his blood as his gaze settled on her
lips.

“You have the
sexiest mouth, especially when you do…that.” She’d snagged the
corner of her bottom lip with her teeth, tugging her mouth into a
lopsided grimace. He moved his gaze from that temptation to find
the green in her eyes had faded into a warm, speckled brown.
“That’s what makes you so damn beautiful, the way your emotions
play across your face and draw me into the game.”

“W-What are
you doing?” she asked breathlessly.

He jerked
back. Grinned hard. Cursed his foolishness. “Helping you practice
to take a compliment.”

She looked at
him a moment longer, then a smile formed over her grimace. “Well
then, this is me, accepting with a gracious smile.”

And this is
me, he thought wryly, hard and throbbing and uncomfortable.

“Did you get
in last night?” she said into his silence. “I didn’t see your car
parked outside when I got home.”

“I flew into
Penzance.” Gentleman that he was, he refrained from pointing out
that she’d been in no state to notice anyhow. He’d heard the two
girls come in at around two this morning, giggling and shushing
each other loud enough to wake the dead. “The car rental place had
nothing available, so I caught a taxi.”

“Your uncle
must be pleased to have you here for Christmas.”

Jack let that
ride rather than explaining that his timing was a mere coincidence.
They didn’t do the family Christmas thing. It was only him and
Frank and they barely did the family thing.

“Hey,” she
said, her voice brightening, “you and your uncle are welcome to
have Christmas dinner with us tomorrow if you don’t have plans. My
mom puts on quite the spread.”

“Thanks, but…”
He shook his head. Dinner alone with Megan? Oh, yeah. Crashing her
Christmas family dinner? Not so much. “Your parents live in
town?”

“Gramps used
to work the boats when Corkscrew Bay was still a fishing village
and the Lanes have been here ever since.”

She’d grown up
here and never left? He struggled to comprehend that. “Haven’t you
ever got itchy feet to get out of here?”

“I’m not
chained to the base of the cliff.” She rolled her eyes at him. “I
have travelled, you know, but this is my home. So I guess, no, I
don’t have itchy feet.” Her nose wrinkled at him. “What about you,
Jack Marlin? Where’s home? America?”

“I’ve never
favoured one continent over any other.” He shrugged, moving his
gaze from her to the narrow view that opened over the valley. The
sun was rising, streaking rays of light through the pine forest on
the opposite slope, creating the magnificent contrast to the
grey-blue dawn sky that he’d been hoping to catch. “Home is
wherever I hang up my camera that night.”

“Oh,” she
said, and there was no mistaking the ring of pity echoing around
that word.

Not that the
misplaced pity bothered him. But the insight into Megan was another
wall slammed up between them. He grabbed a little fun where and
when he could, and he preferred his play buddies to be like-minded,
carefree roamers. That way, no one expected more and no one got
hurt.

“Well, since
you like to blow with the wind,” she said, “perhaps you’ll swing by
the Three Jugs for the New Year’s Eve bash. It’s mainly locals that
make their way to that end of town. It’s always a blast.” She
shrugged. “If you’re in the area.”

“I won’t be,”
he said, feeling a twang of regret. “I fly out to New Zealand the
day after tomorrow.”

“Do you have
to?”

He wanted to.
He hadn’t had to do anything since his trust fund had kicked in at
the age of twenty-three. “Ever heard of Jeremy Grainger?”

“The name
is—Oh, wait, doesn’t he do that Natural Geographic show on TV?”

“That’s the
one. He’s writing a book on the natural habitats of indigenous
specie in New Zealand and I’ll be tramping with him to do the
photos.”

Her eyes
widened. “That sounds very glamorous.”

“I’ll have to
get back to you on that,” he said. His experience in these types of
adventures was closer to muddy campsites, backbreaking hikes and
atrocious cellular reception.

“Will you?”
she murmured, staring into his eyes, nibbling at that lower
lip.

“Get back to
you?” he asked, confused. And distracted by that lip nibbling.

She blinked
and glanced away. “I mean, I’d love to hear all about it on your
next visit.”

“Summer,” he
said, not sure why he was committing to anything, even in half
measures. “I’ll probably be back this way in the summer.”

Her gaze slid
his way again. She made it halfway to a smile before her mouth
crumpled into an undecided grimace. “I guess I’ll see you in the
summer, then.”

He had no idea
what that sweet mouth was trying to convey, only that it was
entirely kissable. And once the thought was there, it hunkered down
inside his blood and pulsed hot and heavy to his groin.

He enjoyed sex
as good as the next man, but he’d never had trouble taking or
leaving any particular variety of woman. He controlled the urges,
but something about Megan whipped that discipline the wrong way
round.

Another
excellent reason to leave their status quo at greetings waved
across the hedge.

Which he would
have done, if he’d been in charge of the urges. Instead of giving
in to the irresistible tug that brought him close enough to inhale
her essence. What was that? Vanilla?

“I was
thinking of taking my camera to the old fishing village this
afternoon.” He lifted his gaze from her mouth to look into her
eyes. “If you’ve got a couple of hours to spare, I wouldn’t mind
some company.”

“I’d love
that.” Her eyes lit up. “I could show you which cottage was
Gramps’. It’s one of the few preserved by the heritage trust.”

Of course
it was. “Your family roots really are planted deep in this
community.”

“We even have
a family joke.” She laughed lightly. “Half the streets in Corkscrew
Bay are named after us.”

You have
got to be kidding. A moment later, it sunk in that her surname
was Lane and she was kidding.

That didn’t
change the fact that he’d probably have to go to the Outer Hebrides
to find a woman more grounded in her small village life. Women like
her no doubt married their childhood sweetheart and helped him run
for mayor in between rearing a posse of children. Not that he
minded the sort, but those weren’t the kind of dreams he’d screw
with. How the hell had he forgotten why he should be building walls
and not bridges?

She struggled
to her feet within the bundle of her duvet and smiled down at him.
“I’ll be at home for the rest of the day. Just knock on the door
whenever you’re ready for that walk.”

“Yeah, sure.”
He returned the smile, and damned if it wasn’t the truth when he
added, “I’m looking forward to it.”


Chapter 4

 


 


Megan was lucky enough to snag a parking spot in front
of the Corkscrew Weekly on the high street. She tucked her keys
into her hip pocket and flew through the doors into the unmanned
reception area. Kate pretty much ran the paper with the help of a
couple of stay-at-home moms who did regular columns and plenty of
articles submitted by the general populace of Corkscrew Bay.

She found Kate
at her desk in the back office and threw herself into the opposite
chair. “You could have told me about asking Jack to do the photo
shoot.”

“Photo shoot?”
Kate glanced up from the screen, still wearing a frown of
concentration. “Right, the pageant. And hello, by the way. How was
London?”

“London’s
fine. Lucy sends hugs.” Megan huffed an impatient sigh. “I accused
him of running a brothel, Kate. I called Harry out on him.”

Kate flipped
the laptop closed and settled back in her chair, lips twitching.
“Even if he was running a—”

“Yes, I know,
none of my business.” She gritted her teeth in pure frustration.
“What is it about that man that shoots me straight past common
sense and into a twilight zone of bloody mortification? I made such
a fool of myself.”

“You should
jump into bed with him and get it out of your system.”

Been there,
done that, and made it a hundred times worse.

Kate folded
her arms and tilted her head, her eyes on Megan. Waiting…

Had Lucy said
something? “What?”

“He’d say yes
in a flash, you know. I’ve seen the way he looks at you.”

Oh, yeah, he’d
said yes in a flash. Jack excelled at rash decisions and sprinting
in—and out—of situations.

Kate wasn’t
finished. “You two have been dancing around each other for two
years now. It’s time to hitch a ride or get off the road.”

“Huh?”

“There’s
simmering attraction that slowly blooms into a love affair,” Kate
explained with exaggerated patience, “and there’s watching paint
dry.”

Megan’s jaw
dropped. At least that confirmed that Lucy hadn’t spread the word.
“I’m off the road,” she assured Kate. “I’ve never been on the road.
What do roads have to do with anything, anyway?” She stood and dug
her keys out. “I need a drink.”

“Jugs?” Kate
pushed to her feet and grabbed her purse. “First round’s on
me.”

A half hour
later, bunched into a corner banquet of the Irish pub with large
glasses of wine and a plate of fries to share, the devil himself
walked through the doors. Megan ducked her head and slid a groan
Kate’s way. “I’m starting to understand why Lucy lives in London.
This town’s too darn small.”

“He can still
see you, you know.” And just in case he couldn’t, she raised a hand
to wave him over.

Megan lifted
her head on a sigh. The place would fill up later, but right now
the handful of regular patrons provided no buffer for her to slink
away on. She notched her chin high, slapped a smile on her face and
didn’t flinch when Jack’s gaze met hers and held as he crossed the
room toward them.

“Hey there,”
he said, his eyes creasing into his grin. “I was hoping you’d be
here.” He slid into the circular booth beside her and turned that
grin on Kate. “The last set of head shots is done. I’ll bring them
around tomorrow morning.”

“Thank you.”
Kate beamed at him. “I usually just take the entry photos myself
and everyone’s really excited about having the ‘Jack Marlin’
sparkle this year.”

“Not so sure
about the sparkle,” he murmured, “but my pleasure.”

Kate shuffled
out the other side of the booth. “I definitely owe you a drink.
Whiskey? Pear cider? Or have you broadened your alcohol horizons
since we last saw you?”

“Cider’s fine,
thanks,” he called after as she sauntered off.

“About
earlier…” Megan cleared her throat. “I might have overreacted.”

His brow went
up, but then his amusement faded and his mouth pulled flat. “Did
you really think I was trooping those girls through my
bedroom?”

“You were kind
of,” she reminded him.

“The spare
bedroom.”

Megan sighed.
“No, I didn’t really think you were.”

The truth was,
Jack could have been slouched in front of the telly and she’d have
found a reason to lash out. She was still so mad at him, at
herself, and he hadn’t stayed around long enough for her to fight
all that anger out of her system. She wanted to scream and shout at
him, hurl accusations and watch him at least attempt some sort of
defence.

She certainly
didn’t want to watch the shadows darken his eyes now and wonder if,
just maybe, he had one or two regrets after all.

His hand came
out to her, to her cheek, brushing warmth as he tucked a curl of
her long fringe behind her ear. “Megan, I’m sorry.”

He dropped his
hand, but his gaze was still heating through her, and his touch
still lingered in her blood, and her heart spluttered in the
confusion. “You are?”

She’d never
really expected an apology. Her body swayed closer to him, a
natural tug she’d always had trouble resisting. Her gaze drifted
over the hollows carved into his bristled jaw. She bit down on her
lip as a wave of desire swept over her and pooled low in her
abdomen.

Could she
forgive?

Could they
rewind time and start again?

Jack nodded.
“I need to remember how close my neighbours are. I shouldn’t have
turned our house into a temporary studio without checking with you
first.” He leaned in as well, another inch and his lips would be
grazing her forehead. “I’m sorry for the disruption, especially
when you’d just gotten home after a trip. It won’t happen
again.”

Her spine
snapped straight and she jerked out of his grazing perimeter. Trust
Jack to apologise for all the wrong things. She should have known
better. She did! She already knew his sense of honour was all kinds
of screwed up.

“It’s not our
house,” she muttered. “What happens in 21a is entirely your
affair.”

“So long as
it’s not a brothel,” he said, followed by a rumbling laugh.

“So long as
it’s legal,” she corrected with a huff, her fingers twining tightly
around her wineglass. “I certainly don’t intend to check with you
before I do exactly as I please.”

Kate returned
with his cider and Megan made a pretence of moving closer to the
plate of fries to widen the gap between them. But her eyes sought
him out and he still had that intense gaze on her and a
contemplative expression that warned he saw straight through her.
Good luck with that. Maybe she could ask him later to enlighten
her, because she had no idea what was going on inside her. She
dropped her gaze and nibbled on a French fry until Jack fell into
his old routine of riling Kate.

“What’s the
latest on the Castle Darrock hoodlums? A real journalist would have
hacked the national property register years ago to get a name, at
the very least.”

“Oh, I’ve got
a name.”

Megan’s eyes
shot to her. “Did you finally enlist Harry to your cause?”

“Harry’s
stuffier than last year’s Christmas stockings,” Kate snorted.
“Crimes are being committed under his nose and he’s too worried
about protocol to take a deeper look.”

“Now that
you’ve convicted and judged the poor bastards,” Jack enquired, “do
you have any evidence?”

Kate wrinkled
her nose at him.

“What’s the
name?” Megan wanted to know. She’d never be as passionate as Kate
about Darrock, but living with her friend’s suspicions for two
years had rubbed off on her own curiosity. “How did you find out
who lives there?”

Kate sipped
deeply on her wine before smirking at Jack. “Real journalists put
in the hard time to get what they want, they don’t cut corners that
could land them in prison.” She turned to Megan. “His name is
Alexander. He lives alone and he’s just employed a new housekeeper.
I bumped into her at the Post Office this morning.”

“Alexander
who?”

“She was very
close-lipped.” Kate slid another smirk Jack’s way. “It a testament
to my journalistic skills that she slipped up and gave me his first
name. I swear she was made to sign a non-disclosure agreement and
if that doesn’t stink...” She threw her hands up and shook her
head, as if the notoriety of Castle Darrock’s inhabitants was as
clear as day to any old fool.

Megan glanced
at Jack. Their eyes met and laughter erupted. She was the first one
to sober up and remember they didn’t do the shared-humour thing
anymore.

For the next
hour or so, Kate kept the conversation going by catching Jack up
with the last four months of Corkscrew Bay gossip. Jack kept their
glasses filled and Megan drank and listened, occasionally waving
over a friend as more and more people packed into the Three
Jugs.

The music was
turned up to drown out the chatter and everyone chatted louder. And
Megan ended up with her thigh squashed against Jack’s as their
booth filled up with those who’d stopped to say hello and stayed.
Lean muscle flush along the length of her thigh. She sensed rather
than saw his arm stretch around behind her and her entire body
tensed.

Jack was
engaged in a volley of remarks shouted across the table with the
two other guys, both of who’d been in her year at school. His arm
came down on the back of the banquet seat, but his fingers didn’t
close over the curve of her shoulder and he seemed unaware of how
he’d cushioned her into the crook of his arm. His scent was all
pinewood with a whiff of spice and far too male.

A spark of
longing ignited and made ashes of her tension. Melted her bones,
her pride, and any shred of self-preservation. She should have
leant forward with her elbows on the table. That would have been
far more sensible than drifting in the bunk until the back of her
head rested on his arm. She smiled, laughed, engaged in bits and
pieces of the conversation that came her way, and all the while her
skin prickled for his touch and her blood thickened for far, far
more.

How much had
she had to drink? Two? No, three glasses. Not enough to blame the
wine. Enough to forget, just a little. To forgive, just a little.
Just for one night.

She rolled her
head to look up at the underside of his jaw. If he noticed, if he
felt her warm cheek on the bare skin of his arm, he gave no
indication. He took a sip of the whiskey he’d moved onto, grinned
at something Pete was saying, and added to it.

Her hand slid
from view and dropped to rest lightly on his knee beneath the
table. He cut off in the middle of what he was saying, but only for
a second, and then he continued speaking without sparing her a
single glance. Her fingers itched to trail higher.

Haven’t you
ever got itchy feet to get out of here? He’d asked her that a
long time ago and no, she’d never had itchy feet.

She rolled her
head again to look forward, scanning the familiar faces seated at
the booth. Three quarters of the kids she’d grown up with had left
Corkscrew Bay as soon as they could, including Lucy, and she knew
Jack fell into that category of restless souls. He’d become a
household name after doing that book with Jeremy Grainger, and then
there was that trust fund, so he could certainly afford to buy a
dozen or so houses.

And perhaps he
did own a house somewhere, just as he’d inherited 21a when Frank
passed away, but he’d never had a home.

She understood
that about Jack. Had from the beginning. She’d known he’d always
leave. And maybe she should have guarded her heart better, but the
way he’d left so abruptly and on such a low note? She’d never
expected that.

Megan pushed
those gloomy thoughts from her head. Tonight, she didn’t want to be
mad at him and she didn’t want to nurse the fledgling ache in her
heart.

There was
another ache, a burning need pulsing through her, begging to be
fed. Because Jack hadn’t only taken from her. He’d strummed her
body to a passionate symphony, stamped that memory on erogenous
spots she’d never known existed, and that was another thing she
hadn’t been able to forget. Her toes curled and heat coiled low in
her belly at the mere prospect of one more night in his bed.

The buzz of
alcohol dulled her safety triggers. She wasn’t too drunk to
acknowledge that, but she welcomed the wanton descent into danger.
She wanted to be reckless and foolish, she wanted to have regrets
come morning.

Okay, this
is the alcohol talking. But damn it all, she wanted to feel
alive again, if only for one night. No over-thinking. No messy
emotions. This time they’d do it Jack’s way.

Beneath the
cover of the table, no one could see what she was doing and the
only person who’d notice where her attention had strayed to anyway
was Kate, and she’d cornered Harry by the bar counter a while back.
The painful expression on his face suggested Kate had launched a
new campaign to open an investigation into Castle Darrock.

Her pulse
fluttered with anticipation as she slid her hand up Jack’s leg.

Thigh muscle
bunched beneath her touch and his hand landed on her shoulder in a
firm grip. His breath tickled her ear. “Don’t start anything you
don’t intend to finish.”

His head was
still tipped toward her; she felt his warm breaths on her cheek.
His arm around her shoulder had pulled her closer into his side.
The lights were dim, the music loud, and it was just the two of
them in a crowd. The illicit thrill spiralled inside her veins,
scorching her desire with hot cravings.

“Maybe I’m
finishing what you started,” she murmured, loud enough only for him
to hear. She kept her eyes straight ahead, applied the slightest
pressure and dragged that delicious tension further along, stopping
inches from his groin.

“Ha, ha, very
funny.” There was no humour in his tone. One hand closed over hers,
limiting the journey up his leg. Skin on skin contact tingled up
her arm.

His head
tipped even lower, his jaw bristling against her temple. “Payback’s
a bitch and her name is Megan. I get it.”

She liked that
word. Payback. There were so many ways to put that to work. Most of
them moves she’d learnt in his bed. He’d clamped her hand in place,
but she could still wrap her fingers over his thigh and squeeze.
“Did you just call me a bitch?”

“What I
meant…” His hand lifted from hers as he shifted in the bunk and
tugged at his jeans, presumably trying to make more space in there.
“I deserve you messing with me after that inappropriate invitation
to a private tour, but hell, Megan, you’ve had your laugh—”

There was a
hiss and the distinct sound of liquid spluttering as she smoothed
her palm over the base of his erection. Her blood turned molten at
the effect she had on him and set a slow burning fire to her
core.

The grip on
her shoulder tightened to bruising. He slammed his glass on the
table and reached beneath to grab her hand in his. “I’m taking you
home,” he growled in a husky whisper.

His hands were
large, slightly rough from the places his photography took him, and
she already knew all the wonders those long fingers were capable
of. “Oh, yes, please,” she murmured just as huskily, then ruined it
with a giggle.

Amusement
flickered in his eyes before he turned from her to announce their
departure. “Megan needs a lift home and it seems I’m the designated
driver.”

After a quick
round of goodbyes and signalling Kate that she was tired and going
home, Megan was being guided through the back exit with a propriety
hand on the small of her back. A warm shiver rolled down her spine.
The door swung closed, cutting off the noises from the pub. The
parking area behind Jugs was an open field and as soon as they
stepped further from the pub’s outside lights, they were at the
mercy of the sliver of a new moon and the heavenly cast of distant
stars.

“Watch your
footing.” Jack’s arm looped around her waist, loosely, ready to
catch her if she fell.

She was
acutely aware of his body brushing against her side again and again
as they picked their way across the uneven ground. Neither of them
said another word, but the silence was filled with a sense of
anticipation rather than awkward. Her heart hammered ten-to-one at
what she was about to do, and not all those extra beats were
unadulterated lust.

Could she
really walk away in the morning without a scratch?

She glanced up
at his profile, a shadowland of ridges and deep hollows. He was a
feast of rugged beauty for her eyes but it was the grin she
couldn’t see now that undid her every time. The very thought of
that lopsided grin scrambling those perfect angles and creasing
softly into his jaw was enough to make her sigh with pure
longing.

Yes, she
decided, yes she could. He’d stripped her pride and left her
wanting, desperately wanting, and that’s what tonight was about. To
prove that he’d got it wrong and sate her body in the process.
She’d never wanted forever, she’d just wanted a little more. She
hadn’t intended to cage him, she’d only wondered when or if she’d
see him again. Apparently that was the death knell to a passionate
sex-affair. He hadn’t actually accused her of being pathetically
clingy, but his actions had left her feeling that and worse.

Well, she
could do the not-a-single-string-attached night of passion without
a pang of emotion other than red-hot ecstasy.

Jack’s Land
Rover was parked near the edge of the field, the last car before
the wooden fence. He’d beeped the remote to unlock it as they
approached, but still guided her around to the passenger side. When
his arm fell from her waist, Megan slid between him and his
intentions to open the door. She was done with waiting. She put her
back against the cool metal and fit her hands on his hips.

He went still
beneath her touch.

“Megan?” His
voice was raw and seemed to be both a question and a rebuke. “What
are you doing?”

She tilted her
face up to him. Her eyes hadn’t adjusted to the starlight yet, but
she felt the intensity of his gaze.

“Absolutely
anything you want.” She gave a playful tug that caught him unawares
and brought him one step closer. “Your game. Your rules.”

“This is a
mistake,” he growled. Hands pressed to her shoulders, he pushed her
firmly back against the car door. “We are not going to do
this.”

The problem
was, he’d come with, his body slanting over her and his breathing
ragged against her cheek. The muggy August evening air folded
around them, but it was the electrical charge humming between them
that heated her from the inside out. She hadn’t misread the
signals. He wanted her as desperately as she wanted him. Fire raced
through her veins, melting her in all the right places.

Oh, we are
so going to do this and more. She dipped beneath the front of
his T-Shirt, her nails scraping lightly over bare skin and a
dusting of chest hair.

“Aw, hell.”
The curse was a guttural groan of aching need. His hands came up,
his fingers threading through her hair, guiding her head back as
his mouth covered hers in a demanding kiss, parting her lips and
thrusting his tongue deep inside.

He tasted of
pear and malt whiskey, a blend of pure erotica. She met his
plunging kiss, stroke for stroke, slipping her arms around him,
palms splayed over the rock-hard definition of his back as she
pushed onto her toes and slid up against his body. Her nipples
brushed the cool cotton of his T-Shirt and peaked with tingling
heat.

He broke the
kiss to taste a line along her jaw. “You drive me crazy.” His
tongue flickered over a sensitive spot behind her earlobe that
evoked a moan from deep within her throat. “I can’t think straight
when you’re around.”

I can’t
think straight when you’re not around. All those months, seven
to be exact, she’d thought she’d die happy if she never set eyes on
Jack Marlin ever again and that was clearly a load of crap. She
arched her neck to give him access as his lips trailed down her
throat and along the groove of her collarbone. “I want you…all of
you,” she whimpered, clawing at his back as the pressure of desire
swarmed in her veins. I never stopped wanting you. She knew
better than to let that nugget slip out. “Jack, please…”

He didn’t
leave her begging. In one movement, he had her propped against the
car door with her legs wrapped around his waist and his erection
grinding heat straight through the layers of her cotton trousers
and his thick denim.

His mouth
crashed down on hers once more and her hands pushed through his
hair, grabbing for purchase against the wave of lust swelling from
her core. He worked the top buttons of her shirt loose and slid the
lacy edge of her bra beneath her breast, his thumb thrumming whorls
of agonising pleasure over her exposed nipple. His tongue plunged
hard and deep in possessive strokes that mimicked the slow rocking
motion of his hips that dragged friction between her thighs. A hot
ache spread wild and fast. Too much. Not enough. The same fever
pulsed in his veins. It was in the urgency of his deep exploration
and his ragged breaths when he pulled out to alternate with
slanting kisses that caught and tugged at her lower lip.

This was what
she’d wanted. What she’d needed for so, so long. To tingle, crash
and burn…burn for him.

Suddenly a
wall of laughter, music and chattering slammed into the piece of
night they’d stolen for themselves. Jack’s next slanted kiss slid
all the way off her lips as he pulled away.

She bit down
on a cry of frustration and glanced over her shoulder to see two
couples spilling from the pub’s rear entrance. They strolled in the
direction of the far side of the field, but it was too late. She
felt Jack withdraw from her even before the delicious warmth of his
hand left her breast. There was a sense of iron control to his
movements as he stepped back and slid her gently, firmly to her
feet.

He took
another step back and folded his arms. He might as well have hung a
No Right Of Way sign around his neck. The passionate high
drained through her confused hormones, leaving her breathless and
slightly dazed.

“Are you
okay?” he asked softly, raw hunger straining at the determination
set in his jaw.

No, she wanted
to scream. With shaky fingers, she adjusted the cup of her bra and
did up her buttons. Her eyes searched his, trying to understand
what had changed. Her throat went dry. “Oh, God, you seriously
meant it when you said this was a mistake.”

“You’d think
so too, if you hadn’t…”

“If I
hadn’t…?” Understanding finally came to her. “You think I’m drunk
and don’t know what I’m doing!”

“Not drunk.”
He gave a wry grin. “But you’ve had enough wine to lower your
inhibitions.”

This just got
better and better. “I don’t need lowered inhibitions in order to
enjoy sex for the sheer hell of it.”

“You do when
you’re still mad at me from the last time you indulged.”

“Don’t flatter
yourself,” she snorted, cursing both his arrogance and the truth.
No way could he ever find out that she’d barely looked at another
man since that night, let alone been tempted. He’d make mincemeat
of that, season it with leftovers from her pride and feed it to his
commitment phobia. “I’ve indulged plenty since.”

His arms
unfolded. He pushed his hands through his hair, then brought them
down and hitched his thumbs in the belt of his jeans. “Would you
care to state a number?” he asked casually.

Too casually.
The suggestion that he might give a damn bristled the hairs at her
nape. The scowl riding his brows and the intensity of his gaze
unwound the anger she’d coiled for the night. This primate ‘you’re
my girl’ thing he had going on was so typical Jack and such a load
of shit. She knew first hand that his actions seldom lived up to
his attitude.

“After you,
Jack.” Her smile was sickly sweet and something that felt a lot
like panic clawed at her belly. She did so not want to hear this
answer. But now the question was out there, and a darkness inside
her, compelling her to press on. “A rough estimate will do. Ten?
Twenty?”

He remained
silent. The pause seemed to stretch to infinity and then he pulled
out that grin that eased his scowl and dimpled his cheek and turned
her knees to butter. Her breath caught and the rest of her ached
for what she’d started and he refused to finish.

Why wouldn’t
he take what she offered and call it his lucky day? She hadn’t been
generating that heat all on her own. He’d been hot, hard and
pulsing between her thighs with no good reason to back down.

All the angst
and over-thinking was her style, not his.

Oh! She glared
at him, her cheeks stinging at the unvoiced accusation. Not again.
Friggin’ unbelievable. This time he hadn’t even waited until the
morning after.

“You missed
the part where I said ‘your game, your rules.’ Is that what you’re
afraid of? Seriously? That I’d wake up sober beside you and demand
more than you’re bloody able to give?” She covered the precious
distance he’d claimed to jab a finger at his chest. “Where did you
get this warped idea of me? Maybe I wouldn’t normally sleep with a
guy unless I feel there’s some potential for a future, but I’ve
never expected a life-long commitment from anyone up front.”

She jabbed at
his chest again. He glanced down, then up to meet her hard stare
again, but made no effort to stop the jabbing. He looked a little
shell-shocked.

“I’m a big
girl, Jack, I know that sometimes things work out and sometimes
they don’t…and you know what? Maybe sometimes I’m entitled to enjoy
a fling without your preconceived notions making me feel worse than
shit.”

She paused to
gulp down a much-needed breath.

He took the
gap with a drawled, “Are you done?”

I’m just
getting warmed up. This fight had been brewing inside her for
far too long and Kate had been spot on. It was exhilarating to
finally get it out of her system.

She shook her
head, giving one last jab before standing back.

“And for the
record, I never expected more than a couple of nights from you. Why
would I, when you’ve never let a single visit over-stay three
days?” Her voice pitched in anger. Of course she’d dealt with
stirrings that went deeper than sex, but she’d never put that on
Jack. She’d known his limits and she’d kept well within them. “What
I did expect was respect, for me as a woman, for our
friendship.”

“I’ve always
respected you.”

Yeah, right.
“I wasn’t a stranger you picked up in a bar and never had to see
again.”

“Come on,
Megan, that isn’t why—”

“You changed
your cell number,” she said, feeling the chill rippling over her
spine all over again. That moment of discovery was, quite possibly,
the most humiliating moment in her life.

“My phone met
with an untimely accident.” His expression indicated he still
didn’t get it. “I got an emergency replacement from a different
service provider and ended up staying with the new contract.”

“The very next
day?” That’s how long she’d waited before calling, hoping to gain
some measure over her anger so they could have a calm and collected
conversation. “That’s quite a coincidence.”

Suddenly he
couldn’t meet her eyes. He grimaced and studied her feet.

“I thought
not.” She gave a disgruntled laugh. “I had no intention of stalking
you! Stupid me, for believing we could have a rational discussion
about how to play through our attraction without making life
impossible in the future. Sex was always going to complicate
matters, but I thought once we’d burned through the passion, we
could find a way to go forward without too much baggage.”

Now she was
done. She was trembling from head to toe, her heart pounding,
pushing tears to her eyes. She fingered the bulge of her keys at
her hip pocket, but she was over the limit and couldn’t drive. She
clamped her jaw and glanced across the field to the welcoming light
that hung over the pub’s rear entrance. That option involved too
many explanations she wasn’t ready to give. She supposed the
two-mile walk home in the dark wouldn’t kill her, but what the
hell!

Megan spun on
her heels and yanked open the Land Rover’s passenger door. As she
slid into the seat, however, she decided she wasn’t quite done.
What she had to say next would probably confirm his worst
suspicions: she was an emotional wimp, a sucker for
happy-ever-after. But this was her unzipped and she needed it all
out there, whether he could handle it or not.

Jack hadn’t
moved a muscle, hadn’t said a word.

“I wasn’t
trying to chain you down to a commitment. When I asked where we
went from there, it was an opening to lay down some ground rules we
could both live with.” She couldn’t meet his gaze, kept her eyes
level with his chest. “You and Frank were all the family either of
you had. You spent so little time here with him as it was, Jack, I
didn’t want you to have yet another reason to stay away.”

She pulled the
door closed and settled into her seat. Her head fell back, her eyes
squeezed tight to hold the tears in that were closing around her
heart and swelling her throat. She hadn’t realised how much that
unleashed fight had been holding her together. Now it was gone and
she was falling apart. The pressure on her chest had lifted too, a
weight she’d grown so accustomed to, she almost missed it. She
wanted to weep like a baby and she wasn’t even sure why.
Relief…perhaps? Right or wrong, she cared what Jack thought of her
and for the longest time, he’d been thinking the worst.

She opened her
to eyes to see Jack had moved around to the other side. He leaned
forward against the door, not climbing in. Giving her some space to
get it together? Or battling his own demons? She brought her gaze
from him on a sigh, wishing she could truly hate him, plain and
simple, without the backlash of sympathy and understanding. He’d
lived a solitary, nomad’s life since the age of seven. That wasn’t
a bad habit one could break, easily or otherwise. That’s why she’d
never been mad at him for leaving, only ever for the way in which
he’d left.

It was a good
five minutes before Jack climbed in, started the engine and
navigated the Land Rover from the parking field. The threat of
weeping had subsided and she’d more or less bound her wayward
emotions. God alone knew what all the fuss was about. Tomorrow
would make it Day 5 and she’d eat every page of her current
manuscript if Jack was still in the vicinity of Corkscrew Bay by
mid-morning.

She snapped
her seatbelt into the buckle, tucked one foot beneath her backside
and turned her shoulder into the seat so that she faced him. The
reminder that he’d be out of here soon and it was anyone’s guess
when—if—he’d be back, eclipsed everything else that had happened
this evening. Megan drank in his profile, committing every shaded
hollow and shadowed ridge to memory.

Once they were
on the narrow lane that skirted the town along the base of the
cliff, he glanced at her.

“You’re not
lily-white pure yourself, you know.” His voice was a deep rumble
that spread through her with the warmth of a compliment rather than
the jibe that it was. His gaze went to the road. “No matter how
much you want me, you needed one too many glasses of wine to blame
before you’d allow yourself to give into it.”

Wasn’t that
the truth. To be fair, she felt stone-cold sober right now and if
he gave the slightest indication, she may well pounce anyway. “I
didn’t think you’d mind.”

“I take my
sexual encounters short, spicy and honest,” he said, eyes glued to
the road as they began the ascent up Bluff Drive. “If you need a
get-out clause before we hit the sheets, then that’s one doubt too
many for me.”

“No doubts,”
she murmured. Short? Yes. Honest? Maybe. Spicy? Huh! It was
the huh part that flustered her hormones all over again. “Just a
little confusion as to how mad I was at you.” She settled forward,
moving her gaze from Jack to the windshield. Down, girl. No hope of
pouncing or being pounced on tonight. Jack’s sense of honour may be
screwed up, but it was his and he always stuck to it.


Chapter 5

 


 


He was either a saint or the dumbest male on the
planet. Jack tossed the photograph he’d been staring at onto the
pile and scooted up from the floor. He was supposed to be pulling a
portfolio together for Art de Natique and that was going
nowhere fast. One half of his attention was on next door and the
other half was hard-wired to the semi-erection he couldn’t get rid
of.

Megan’s alarm
had gone off at six-thirty, a piercing cock-a-doodle-doo, and like
an idiot his body had immediately tuned in to the fact that she was
waking up in bed less than two feet away from him.

If not for a
very flimsy wall, their headboards would be touching.

From there, it
was just a short hop down memory lane to feel her satin-soft skin
slide over him in a slow, kittenish stretch as her eyes fluttered
open on a drowsy groan. Warm fingers trailing across his chest as
she rolled lazily onto her back. A long, shapely leg tangled in the
sheet she’d taken with her. The firm mound of one breast exposed
between the white folds of the sheet, peaked with a pebbled,
sensitive nipple that sent a rush of fresh desire straight to his
groin.

Maybe he
should move his bed back in here.

He glanced
around the stark guest bedroom—one armchair he’d brought up from
downstairs and a wobbly bookshelf—seriously considering it. Because
another night of sleeping beside Megan, give or take a wall, and
he’d be seriously reconsidering the noble intentions that had kept
him on the wrong side of her front door last night.

No, not the
wrong side. That kind of thinking was a shove down the slippery
slope, the one that landed him right on top of her, in his bed or
hers, it didn’t matter… Jack gave an irritable grunt. Damn it all,
when it came to Megan, he was like a plane circling in a holding
pattern and he knew exactly what the problem was.

He had a
handful of friends sprinkled around the globe and plenty of lovers
littered along the way, but he’d never blurred the lines.

With Megan,
the lines weren’t just blurred; they were non-existent. Their
friendship was founded on flirtatious teasing and had simmered
hotter with each visit.

The sound of
Megan’s front door banging drew him toward the open window. He had
to pick his way over the photos strewn across the floor, the task
that should be occupying his head instead of the
testosterone-induced clutter.

The sight that
greeted him on reaching the window wasn’t much help.

Not at
all.

Megan, skimpy
white shorts riding up her backside, balanced on one leg with the
other raised level with the porch, her foot propped against the
edge for support. She stretched forward with the supple grace of a
ballerina, her torso bent double along that golden thigh by the
time she was finished. She grabbed her ankle and perked her cute
butt high while she worked a calf back and forth to warm up the
muscle. As she straightened, her breasts bulged close to spilling
from a body-hugging tank top. She changed legs, flipped her
ponytail off her cheek and spread out over the opposite thigh.

“Aw, come on,”
he muttered under his breath.

He was walking
on eggshells around his own damned cock and his neighbour had taken
up erotic aerobics in the front garden. “You have got to be
kidding.” His eyes turned skyward, but of course they didn’t stay
there.

Her top slid
even lower the second time around. She came up again, gave an
ineffectual tug to the bodice, then dipped a hand inside to cup one
breast back into her bra. His jaw dropped. There might have been
saliva. His blood was definitely panting.

Why was she
off limits again?

She raised her
arms and linked her hands high above her head, arching her back and
jutting out her breasts in a feline manner designed to drive a man
wild. Her head went back and she’d started to roll it from her left
shoulder to her right, when her eyes met his and startled wide.

Okay, so that
performance hadn’t been for his benefit.

He leaned out
the window with his forearms resting on the ledge. “Morning
there.”

Her cheeks
tipped in a hot blush. She dropped her arms and shook them out.
“How long have been gawking at me?” she demanded.

Long enough.
She’d been doing the stretching, but he was all warmed up and not
looking for a fight. “Sleep well?”

“Like a baby.”
She flicked her ponytail over her shoulder and turned to jog down
the path and through the gate she always left open.

He watched her
pert backside bounce to the rhythm of her stride until she
disappeared around the bend at the end of the drive. His gaze moved
to the blue expanse of ocean as he contemplated his options. Leave
Megan the hell alone. And leave Megan the hell alone.

“I am so
screwed.” He pushed away from the window, dragging his hands
through his hair.

Maybe he was
approaching this problem from the wrong angle. Their friendship
didn’t need to end gracefully; it deserved to go out on a big bang
for old time’s sake.

Megan wasn’t
going to be the girl-next-door for very much longer. She’d wanted
first option on 21a, and he’d give it to her as soon as the
contract arrived from his lawyer. He didn’t know her financial
position, but he’d set the sale price back four years to what he’d
paid for the place. He knew she wanted to restore the house to its
whole again, and he’d do his damned best to help her make it
happen.

Meanwhile, he
had a little free time on his hands and a hot soon-to-be-ex
neighbour to fill them.

When that
didn’t sit quite right in his chest, he knew he was deluding
himself. That argument might have worked initially, but since then,
he’d gotten to know her. He’d gotten to care. However
unintentionally, he’d already unearthed the kinks in his
tried-and-tested philosophy when it came to Megan Lane.

He refused to
risk hurting her again.

But damn,
there had to be more than one alternate angle to come at this. He
never gave up this easily when it came to looking for the perfect
shot

Fragments from
her outburst last night came back to him.

I’m entitled
to enjoy a fling without your preconceived notions making me feel
worse than shit.

I never
expected more than a couple of nights from you.

I thought once
we’d burned through the passion, we could find a way to go forward
without too much baggage.

Maybe it was
time he listened to the woman. She wasn’t a child and she seemed to
know exactly what she wanted. And how she wanted it. She even had a
strategy to conclude their fling in an amicable fashion.

He couldn’t
find a single flaw to argue against. His grin came out before he
recalled the obvious hitch: Megan was royally pissed at him.

He was waiting
for her on the porch when she pulled up in her car forty minutes
later. She must have jogged the two miles into town to collect it.
He jumped the hedge and strolled around her side of the house.

“Hey,” he
called as she climbed out, “I could have given you a lift in.”

“I was going
for a jog anyway.” She clicked the door closed and leant against
it. “What time are you leaving?”

“For
where?”

“Oh, you
know.” She shrugged, those expressive eyes narrowing on him. “The
Serengeti plains? The Amazon rainforest? The Republic of
Congo?”

“Tempting, all
of them.” He grinned, taking a step closer to her. “But my
immediate plans don’t extend beyond Smugglers Inn. This evening,”
he added succinctly. “Join me?”

“Yeah, right.”
She folded her arms, inadvertently—he guessed, given her
tone—swelling her breasts practically out of her low cut Lycra tank
top. “Because that worked out so well for us the last time.”

“It wasn’t all
bad,” he reminded her. The romantic setting of the
eighteenth-century Inn, tucked away in a sea-battered cove, had
lured them to their downfall faster than a smuggler chasing a case
of contraband rum.

In his
defence, they’d been trapped in a cosy room for the night, a winter
storm battening down the hatches outside and heat crackling off a
log fire inside.

Her mouth
opened in protest, then closed without a word. Some of the fire
left her eyes. Her lips softened a fraction. She was thinking about
relenting, but not without an inner struggle.

“It’s only
dinner,” he said, recalling all the unresolved shit between them.
He could at least attempt to go after her with more finesse than a
hormonal teenager. He didn’t want another one-night-stand that
ended in disaster. For what he had in mind, he’d need a couple of
weeks of long summer afternoons and even longer summer nights. “You
need to eat.”

“Only dinner?”
A frown pulled her brows and tugged at the edges of her mouth. “It
smells like a truce to me.”

Amusement
quirked his mood. “Would that be a rosy scent or skunk?”

“Things have
been a bit crazy between us lately.” Laughter fed into the creases
of her frown. “Okay, dinner, but not tonight. I’ve already got
plans.”

Any plans that
involved Kate, Finn or Isobel was always an open invitation along
the sentiment of, ‘the more, the merrier.’ He waited another
heartbeat, but there was no offer forthcoming. His amusement dried
up. “Intimate plans?”

She rolled her
eyes. “None-of-your-business plans.”

He took a deep
breath to push down the wave of anger he had no claim to. “I
disagree. After the way you came on to me last night—”

“After the way
you turned me down flat last night,” she cut in, her voice cool and
even, “why don’t we just agree to disagree?”

“A lot went on
before I turned you down and none of it was flat.”

“You know what
I mean.”

His jaw
clenched. They’d gone from lazy summer nights of endless pleasure
to Megan dating another man in zero seconds. How the blazes had
that happened? He rubbed his jaw. Pushed a hand through his hair.
“Do I look like a man who knows what you mean?”

Green flashed
in her eyes as she wrenched her body away from the car. She threw
her hands up, then shook her head on a long-suffering sigh.

“You know
what? You—me—” She brought her hands down to her side and stalked
off in a huff. Halfway to the kitchen door, she spun back around,
pointing a finger in his direction. “You look like a man who
doesn’t know what he wants, Jack. That’s what.”

His gaze raked
over her, starting at that plush lower lip, over the Lycra imprint
of her breasts and down onto the best set of legs in the South West
Peninsula.

“Oh, I know
what I want.” He didn’t hold back the hunger and need that
thickened his blood and heated his gaze. She’d have to be a blind
stone to miss the desire pulsing off him. She could go on that
date, but she’d do so with her eyes wide open on what was waiting
at home. “I’m just considerate enough to think twice before I take
it.”

“And I’m
not?”

“I never said
that.”

Fists curled
at her side. “You didn’t have to.”

There were a
good couple of yards between them, but he took a further step back
and put a hand out. What had her so riled up now? He’d never
accused her of taking— Wait, had she been serious?

“Does this
have to do with what you said last night? Of me being afraid you’d
wake up sober and want more than I was willing to give?” She hadn’t
just been venting, then. She’d actually thought that. And not just
last night, he realised. “Megan, that was never it. You deserved
more than I was able to offer. There’s a difference.”

She managed to
take offence to that as well. “How about we pretend I’m a fully
functioning adult and capable of making those decisions for
myself?”

He winced at
the stinging delivery, then again as she stomped inside and slammed
the kitchen door hard enough to rattle the eaves. She made a fair
point, though. He’d already had the same argument with himself and
lost.

She was
entitled to enjoy a fling. She didn’t need lowered inhibitions to
enjoy sex for the sheer hell of it. She wanted to burn through the
passion.

He was fully
onboard with any and all of those decisions and he intended to make
sure she knew that before she went on her lousy date. He started
forward.

The kitchen
blinds drew up and the window flew open. Megan stuck her head out,
cheeks mottled red and eyes blazing. “I’m about to make myself a
percolated coffee. Do I need to ask permission, Jack, or is that
just for wine and sex?”

Her head
disappeared and the window slammed shut.

He checked his
watch. It wasn’t yet ten in the morning. Maybe he’d give her a
couple of hours to calm down first.

 


At eleven
o’clock on the dot, a canary yellow Lotus pulled up. The
deep-throated purr of twin engines had actually twanged at his
groin, sending him outside onto the porch. He put his back to the
wall and folded his arms. Hot damn, driving a car like that took a
close second to sex.

Then it hit
him. Jack’s mouth hardened as he watched Megan’s date step out. The
man ran a hand through copper-gold curls that hung down to his
shoulders as he turned to lean over the low roof. Flash
bastard.

A door clicked
shut beside him. Megan tripped down the steps, wearing a strappy
sundress with a tight bodice and a floating skirt that ended
mid-thigh.

“Gabriel, hi,”
she called out, her voice full of bubble and sparkle. “I’m ready on
time for a change.”

“I never
complain about waiting on a beautiful woman, Megan.” His thick
Italian accent rolled her name into the sound of an exotic
appetiser.

“Flattery will
get you everywhere.”

Gabriel tipped
his sunglasses up and grinned, teeth a brilliant white against his
dark complexion. “I live in hope.”

Megan’s
laughter rang out, full-bodied and carefree. He hadn’t heard her
laugh that openly since…since… Jack stepped deeper into the shadows
cast by the ornamental balcony above, frowning at the happy
scene.

The sports car
growled to life, tires spinning up loose stones and dirt as it sped
off.

If he really
were as considerate as he’d told Megan, he’d let her go. He’d pack
his bag and be gone before she got back from wherever Lotus man was
taking her.

Except, she
used to laugh that way with him. And it was his body she’d wrapped
those gorgeous legs around last night. His hard-on she’d ground
into with those soft, delicious moans.

I want
you, she’d said. All of you. Jack, please… Didn’t that
count as begging?

Despite her
protests, he knew Megan well enough. She might be thinking of
enjoying sex for the sheer hell of it, but she’d never slip
directly from his arms into another man’s. That wasn’t in her
nature. Besides, it was eleven in the morning. What kind of date
was that anyway?

He marched
inside and grabbed his phone from the hallway table.

She answered
on the third ring. “Jack? Is something wrong?”

So, she’d
finally stored his number. Or memorised it. Either option was
enough to put a smile on his dark mood. “You left without saying
goodbye.”

“Goodbye.” The
line went dead.

He hit the
speed-dial button.

“What now?”
she snapped.

His smile
deepened. “Just letting you know you have my permission to have
fun.”

A snarl came
down the line. She was definitely rolling her eyes.

He ended the
call before she could. Why should Lotus guy get the sparkling,
laughing Megan? Let him see what it was like to be on the wrong
side of that temper.

His smirk held
some satisfaction, but not enough. Jack made his way upstairs,
determined to finish the selection of photos for the portfolio. He
needed a goal to get him through the afternoon. When the
prestigious gallery had called, offering a collaboration to exhibit
his photography alongside the abstract metal sculptures of a
well-known artist who specialised in wildlife forms, their
excitement had rubbed off on him.

Hours later,
he had a respectable pile of possibilities. Mostly digital and a
couple of film prints. The prospect of getting his hands dirty in
developing chemicals thrilled him. While he appreciated the wonders
of technology, nothing beat the magic of watching a photograph
being born beneath his capable hands.

The only thing
he missed about not having a permanent base was not having his own
darkroom. Still, he had access to some first-class old-fashioned
developing studios—friends he’d made in the field along the way—all
he had to do was choose the continent that took his fancy. As soon
as he was ready to leave Corkscrew Bay.

He packaged up
the photos with notes on his vision for the scale, aspect and mood
on each, and set the bulky envelope aside.

It was past
six and Megan was still out with her friend. Unease stirred in his
gut. He refused to acknowledge the cause as anything other than
hunger. He grilled a rib-eye steak, tossed a salad and planted
himself in front of the telly. He flipped through the channels
until a DIY survivor show caught his interest. This particular
episode had been shot off-trail in a Congo jungle, which led to
thoughts of Megan’s barbs about his next project and his visits
never out-staying three days.

He often spent
longer than three days in a place, obviously. For work. Never for
pleasure. Never for family. At the age of seven, Frank had become
his guardian, but the farm had never been home.

Home had been
a variety of boarding schools and, as he grew older, whichever
holidays the odd school buddy invited him to tag along with.
Usually abroad to fascinating locations. Those holidays had given
him the scent for wanderlust, and more. The interludes within the
bosom of real families had centred him, balanced his isolated
independence with true friendship, borrowed love and bonds of
trust. In the small doses he could handle. As far as he was
concerned, he’d always had the best of both worlds.

He must have
dozed off, because the next thing he knew, he was drifting awake to
the growl of a mechanical panther.

The room was
dark, the only light coming from the television screen. He took a
minute to adjust his vision, then left the sofa to peek through the
front window. Hoping to see the Lotus turn up some more gravel as
it sped away. What he got was Megan leading the way up to the porch
and inside, with Lotus guy a step behind.


Chapter 6

 


 


“I won’t be a second, the boxes are in my office
upstairs,” Megan said as she stepped into the hallway and set her
bag down. She glanced over her shoulder. “Unless you’ve got time
for a coffee?”

Gabriel
checked his watch. “Coffee will be great.” He closed the front door
and followed her into the kitchen on a yawn.

“I’ll make
that a double espresso, shall I?” She grabbed the espresso pot from
beside the stovetop and filled it with water. “Wouldn’t want you
falling asleep behind the wheel.”

“Ah.” He
placed a hand across his chest. “Your concern is touching.”

She giggled.
“I’m more worried about you crashing your latest toy. Now that
would be a tragic loss for humanity everywhere.”

“She is a
beauty, no?”

Megan turned
to lean against the counter and folded her arms. “You really are a
little boy, aren’t you?”

“Not so
little, Megan.” He gave a wicked grin. “Or so the ladies tell
me.”

She rolled her
eyes, but smiled. A day out with Gabriel Santini had been just what
she needed. She’d known him since before his self-promotion and
marketing books had rocketed up the charts and he’d always been
good for a laugh. She hadn’t even given Jack a—well, not more than
a handful of thoughts.

Once she’d
waded through the mist of anger, the underlying context was rather
heart-warming. Everything Jack had done, everything he’d said,
added up to him being protective. Cute.

Problem No. 1:
he was trying to protect her from herself. Not so cute.

Problem No. 2:
he was also trying to protect her from himself. That just made her
want to hurl herself onto the floor and kick and scream. Just like
the child he seemed to think she was.

Her phone rang
from down the hallway. “Excuse me.” She skipped from the kitchen to
dig inside her bag. Speak of the devil. Tender emotions swirled
with anger and frustration. She couldn’t do this now. She hit the
end-call button and pretended she’d missed the call when Gabriel
raised a questioning brow. She tossed her phone onto the counter
and pulled two mugs from the cupboard.

Gabriel yawned
again. “I’m getting too old for these road-trips.”

“You love
being the centre of attention,” she scoffed. He was doing a series
of seminars around the country to promote his current book, Every
Contact Counts. She’d gone along for the dinner and chat afterwards
to catch up with Gabriel, not the marketing advice. Although she
had to admit he was good. She’d come away on a buzz. When he’d
offered to hand out some of her publisher review copies at his next
seminar, she’d snapped up the opportunity.

She was
frothing milk for her cappuccino when a new message pinged. She
concentrated on her frothing.

“You’ve got a
message on your phone,” he observed.

She sent up a
prayer of thanks when the espresso pot whistled. “It can wait.” She
poured two inches of syrupy coffee into each mug, stirred a heaped
teaspoon of sugar into one and took a deep sniff. “This always
smells so divine.” She pushed the mug into his hands.

“And then you
go and ruin it with that…stuff,” he groaned as she filled her own
mug to the rim with frothed milk.

She stuck her
tongue out at him. Had just put her mug to her lips, when another
message pinged on her phone. She glared at the offending
object.

“Are you sure
you don’t need to get that? It could be an emergency.”

Mentally
flexing the tension from her muscles, she set her mug down
carefully. “I suppose so.”

What’s going on there? She scrolled down to the second
message. Stop torturing the poor man and send him
home.

“Megan, is
everything okay?”

“Perfect.” She
unclenched her jaw to smile at Gabriel.

She hit the
reply button. Some men happen to love my brand of
torture.

Any brand of foreplay is torture if it ends up going
nowhere.

Her gaze
flashed to the wall between their kitchens. But no, if Jack had an
ear pressed to the wall, he’d know there was no foreplay going on
at all. He was guessing. Worse, he honestly believed she was too
friggin’ straight and narrow to take that foreplay to its natural
conclusion.

She could
scream, kick and bludgeon him over the head, but he’d never wrap
his mind around the fact that she could actually want—might
actually enjoy—crave, with every sexual fibre that pulsed to the
burning heat in her veins—to have him over her, deep inside
her…trailing sensual lips down the sensitive skin of her throat,
pausing to lavish attention on her nipple before sucking it to a
throbbing peak, rocking into her, pushing her higher…

She moved her
eyes to Gabriel. Released her lower lip from the gnawing grip of
longing. Had she moaned out loud?

His brow was
creased in concern. “Is the news bad?”

“No, um, no…”
She swallowed with some difficultly and shrugged. “A friend, that’s
all, in a fluster about… Oh, you know.” She flapped a hand at him.
“Nothing you’d be interested in.”

Another
message. Gabriel sipped on his coffee, his eyes on her. She smiled
harder, took a deep breath and looked down at the phone clutched
tightly in her hand.

You’re not going to do anything.

An order or an
observation? With Jack, it could be either. Only he could act like
a possessive boyfriend while pushing her away. For her own good. To
pad his precious China doll in case she broke into teeny weenie
pieces from a night of unattached sex. And yes, she wanted more
from Jack. But she also knew she couldn’t have it. She was willing
to take what she could get. For as long as she could have it. Jack
didn’t have the right to decide how little or much she was allowed
to compromise.

She tapped on
the keypad. You sure about that?

Yes.

Well, she
hadn’t actually bludgeoned him over the head. Yet. Maybe that would
do the trick. She closed her fingers over her phone and beckoned
Gabriel to follow her out the kitchen.

“Make yourself
comfortable,” she said in a low voice, directing him to the sofa
furthest from the dividing wall.

“Why are we
whispering?” he asked in a whisper.

“My neighbour
is very, very nosy and the walls in this room are very thin.”

His voice rose
to a normal level. “Do you always have to whisper?”

“Shhh.” She
leaned in slightly. “I’m going to run upstairs to fetch the
books.”

He started to
rise from the sofa. “Let me help you carry—”

“No!” she
whisper-yelped, pressing him down again. “My office is a total
mess. A private sanctuary. I don’t let anyone up there.”

A strange look
came over his face.

“Relax, finish
your coffee and I won’t be long.” She backed away, whispering, “Try
not to move too much.”

Halfway up the
stairs, she paused to send her message. We’re
going upstairs now for some carefree, adult fun. I’m not fragile.
I’m a woman and I have needs that don’t come attached to a string
of expectations.

There was no
reply. She didn’t expect one. He’d probably swooned or something.
But if she knew Jack, and she believed she did, he was tripping up
the stairs right now, if only to prove himself right.

Inside her
bedroom, the door softly closed, Megan crossed the room and pressed
an ear to the wall. She waited a moment, then sent her final text
of the night before turning the phone off. Please
do not disturb.

The muffled
ping of a new message notification filtered from the master bedroom
on the other side of the wall. Busted! She tiptoed away from the
wall before flipping from covert tactics to baby elephant stomping.
She put some music on, dialled up the volume and flopped onto the
bed. Rolled over onto her back, arms flung out, and closed her
eyes.

Not so smug
now, hey, Jack? Maybe this would teach him to think twice about
his dictatorial consideration next time she threw herself at him.
Which she wouldn’t, of course.

Was he still
there? Would he stay to listen? She slid off the bed and positioned
herself at the base.

God, what was
she doing?

She took a
deep breath and squared her shoulders. Bludgeoning him over the
head, that’s what. She could take her sex just as wild, hot and
brief as he could. She bent, gripped beneath the base and gave a
hard shove. The oomph that left her lungs added to the effect as
the headboard slammed up against the wall. Another two mighty
shoves and she was done. Gabriel might be quick, but he’d
definitely delivered a punch.

A few more
minutes, and she collected the small boxes of books from her office
on her way down the stairs. She rounded the corner into the sitting
room and froze at the sight of Jack seated in the armchair opposite
Gabriel.

“What have you
been doing up there?” Jack grinned at her. “Rearranging
furniture?”

A hot blush
heated her entire body. Her spine went weak and her arms collapsed,
dropping the boxes onto her toes.

“Ouch!
Freaking friggin’ ouch!” She hopped, gritted her teeth, and died a
slow, slow death of shame.

Both men
jumped up. Jack reached her first, swooping her into his arms and
carrying her to the sofa. He hunched before her, lifting her feet
onto his knees and sliding off her sandals. His fingers wrapped
around her toes, applying pressure until the throbbing dulled.

Gabriel was
gathering the books that had spilled out. “Do you need ice,
Megan?”

“Yes,” Jack
said.

“I’m fine,”
she countered. She jerked her feet from his grip and pushed into a
corner of the sofa, folding her legs beneath her.

“Ice,” Jack
barked.

Gabriel
jumped, and then hurried into the kitchen.

Megan squeezed
her eyes tight. “I know what you’re thinking, Jack, and I don’t
want to hear it.”

“What would
that be?”

She opened one
eye to peer at him. “Yeah, like I haven’t humiliated myself enough
for one night.” She wanted to crawl under the sofa and never come
out. “Just go, Jack, please.”

He stayed
right where he was, gazing into her eyes. “I rushed over here to
stop you.” His grin was absent, although the expression on his face
still crinkled the edges of his eyes and softened the angles of his
jaw. “I’ve spent most of the day being an over-confident jerk and
it suddenly occurred to me that I might have pushed you into the
arms of another man.”

A knot formed
in her throat at the intensity of his gaze. The humble admission of
his flaws to make her feel better about her own plucked a chord
within her chest. The rare, and oddest, moments he chose to express
vulnerability were precious arrows that burrowed deep. Right here,
right now, reminded her of the day she’d grown to like Jack. Not
simply lusted after him. Really, really liked him.

“Now I’ll go.”
Jack pushed to his feet. His grin came out to play. “Be nice to
Gabriel. I’ve grown rather fond of him.”

She pulled a
face at him. “You met him five minutes ago.”

Jack shrugged.
“He has excellent taste in cars.”

“And women,”
she said with a smile, her mood thoroughly warmed up.

“Not that
nice,” he growled and turned to go.

 


Early spring,
last year

Megan hugged
her coat around her, stamping her feet to ward off the chill. She
glared heavenward at the threatening clouds. March had started off
with the promise of glorious warmth, but two weeks later and it had
turned mean. Splat. A drop the size of a hailstone struck her on
the forehead.

She brought
her head down and jumped back in alarm as a white hatchback Renault
swooped to a halt alongside the curb directly in front of her. The
passenger window slid down and a familiar crop of dark hair leaned
across.

Even darker
eyes met hers. “Hey, there, I thought that was you.”

“Jack?” She
hunched forward, beaming a smile at him. Her day had just turned a
shade brighter. “You weren’t due back this way until the
summer.”

“I was getting
cranky and needed a fix of civilisation.”

“New Zealand
doesn’t have cities?” Not that she was complaining.

“Not the
same.” His gaze heated her from the toes on up. It was a look that
filled in the blanks with dangerous whispers of because you
weren’t there and because I missed you.

Not just
dangerous, Megan told herself bluntly, but insane. Point in fact:
technically she’d known him for close on five months and out of
that, he’d spent a total of five days in Corkscrew Bay.

Sure, there’d
been all kinds of sparks shooting between them last Christmas, but
sparks fizzled and spluttered into wisps of smoke. They didn’t haul
a guy—especially a guy like Jack—across two continents.

Megan stepped
back from the impact of his gaze in order to gain some much-needed
perspective.

He glanced
around her. “Are you waiting for someone?”

“My mother.”
She uncurled her toes, ordered her hormones to behave and waved a
hand at the Daily Food Store behind. “She’s buying up enough
ingredients to bake ten dozen fairy cakes for the spring fair
tomorrow and I’m the lucky elf she’s enlisted to help.”

He grinned at
her lacklustre enthusiasm. “This car doesn’t have much horsepower,
but then your mom will be on foot. Wanna make a run for it?”

“Don’t tempt
me,” she groaned. His grin had pressed that dimple into his cheek,
reshaping dark, brooding features into rugged charm. Another fat
raindrop landed on her cheek. She lifted a hand to wipe it away,
then got distracted by the butterflies fluttering at her pulse and
behind her knees.

“Megan,
darling…” Her mother’s voice yanked Megan back from the edge of
oblivion and she realised she’d been staring. “I still need to pop
into— Hello there,” she said, her gaze flickering between Jack and
Megan.

“Mom, this is
Jack Marlin,” Megan introduced with a resigned sigh. The glint of
curiosity in her mom’s eyes didn’t bode well. “Jack, this is my
mother.”

His grin
reduced to a pleasant smile. Hmm, so he knew exactly how to
regulate that charm wattage and he’d dialled it up for her.

“How do you
do, Mrs. Lane,” he said.

“Oh, yes, Mr.
Marlin’s nephew, right?” She turned to face Megan. There appeared
to be flint in her eye. Please God, not a wink. “You must call me
Jean,” she went on to insist enthusiastically. “Megan has spoken
about you so much, I feel as if we already know each other.”

Jack gave
Megan a look she had no wish to decipher.

“It wasn’t
that much and only because everyone kept asking,” she assured him
hurriedly. “Your uncle’s something of an enigma around here and you
know what this place is like.” Which he probably didn’t. Portraying
herself as the town crier wasn’t doing her any favours either.
“Anyway, you must be eager to see your uncle,” she blabbered.
“Don’t let us keep you.”

“Actually, I’m
heading for the beach and a long walk.” Jack rolled his shoulders
in the cramped interior. “I’ve been travelling for thirty-two hours
straight. My joints feel as if they’re glued together.”

“It’s a
beautiful day for a walk on the beach,” exclaimed her mother. The
rain had picked up, and the drops weren’t getting any smaller.
“Megan, why don’t you go along? I’ll manage fine without you.”

Megan hadn’t
needed anyone arranging her play-dates for almost two decades. She
gave her mother a hard look along the lines of: I love you dearly,
but I may still have to strangle you later. “I’m sure Jack
doesn’t—”

“I wouldn’t
mind the company,” Jack cut in. “If your mom can spare you.”

“Of course I
can.” Her mother shuffled her shopping bags into one hand and
prodded Megan forward. “Go on, darling.”

Resistance
would have been futile, not to mention churlish. Besides, who knew
what would come out of her mother’s mouth next if she didn’t get
Jack away?

“Okay, mom,
thanks.” She opened the passenger door. Jack retreated to his side
of the car as she slid inside and pressed the button to slide the
window up on a hastily uttered, “I’ll stop by later.”

She didn’t
draw breath until they’d turned off the main road into Windigs
Lane. “Sorry about that,” she groaned. “What is it with parents and
boundary issues?”

“I don’t
know,” Jack muttered as he navigated the roundabout. Once he’d
taken the exit for the main beach, he glanced her way with a frown.
“I mean… I’m not criticizing your mother. I really don’t know. My
parents died when I was seven and Frank’s never been one for
interfering much.”

“Jack, I’m so
sorry.” Her face crumpled in sympathy.

“A plane
crash.” He shrugged, looking away. “Their Cessna went down over the
Atlantic.”

Goodness.
Seven years old? Goosebumps prickled her arms.

She must have
made a sound, because he shot her another look. “That’s generally
the next question on everyone’s minds, whether they ask it or
not.”

Not an
accusation. His voice betrayed nothing. She tried to imagine a much
younger Jack, a little boy, having this conversation and couldn’t.
Although he must have, a hundred times, a thousand times, until the
explanations had eroded all emotion to the bone. “So, your uncle
stepped in to raise you?”

“I guess you
could say so.” In profile, his jaw clenched as he turned into the
parking lot. He pulled up into a spot at right angles to the sandy
beach and switched the engine off.

The rain was
coming down harder now, splattering the windshield. Jack’s eyes
remained on the blurred ocean straight ahead.

The silence
stretched until she thought the conversation was over. From the
little she knew of Mr. Marlin, she wasn’t surprised at the lack of
enthusiasm in his response. That man wasn’t capable of raising
anyone, let alone a lost, heartbroken seven-year-old boy.

But then the
tension in Jack’s jaw loosened. She heard him release a breath
softer than a sigh.

“There was no
one else to take me in.” An edge hardened his tone. “My parents’
will had every ‘i’ and ‘t’ crossed when it came to securing their
wealth into my trust fund, but they never made the time to bother
with appointing a guardian. Frank felt he had no choice in the
matter. He stepped up to his familial obligation and there was no
one else to offer him a reprieve.”

Megan put a
hand on his arm. Biceps bunched beneath her touch, then relaxed.
“I’m sure they would have, Jack, if they’d known they were…” Few
people have prior warning. Most people prepared a little better,
especially when kids are involved.

That hard edge
was bitterness, she realised. He blamed his parents for being so
careless with his young life. She had nothing against Frank Marlin
personally, but she’d never put the love and caring of any child of
hers into that man’s grumpy hands. “That couldn’t have been easy
for you, living with your uncle. He’s very…stern and, um, gruff,”
she decided was a good euphemism for ‘somewhat depressing.’

He turned to
her. The scowl, she assumed, was aimed at his childhood memories
and not at her. “Frank’s wife left him when the courts appointed
him as my guardian. She didn’t fancy the idea of an instant family
not of her making. The irony is, he didn’t know what to do with a
child, so he sent me to boarding school straight away. Once I
settled in, it was a pretty good deal.”

Jack’s brow
cleared. “He took on his responsibilities as best he could, and he
ended up alone because of it. I think I got the better end of that
stick.” The way he said that, it was the truth. Or at least, he
believed it was the truth.

The edge left
his voice. “Frank doesn’t say much, but he’s not a bad guy.”

He looked into
her eyes, the angles of his face softening slightly. His openness,
his sincerity, his obvious tender instincts for his uncle, made her
reconsider the man behind the roving lifestyle.

“I’ll make
more of an effort,” she found herself promising, not even sure if
Jack was asking. “Drag him over for a cuppa now and then.”

“Thank you.”
His gaze stayed on her for the longest moment, wrapping around her
like a warm blanket, pulling her in, keeping her close. “Frank’s
getting on, and I’m making an effort to get back here more often,
but it’s reassuring to have someone closer looking out for
him.”

So, he hadn’t
crossed two oceans just for her. Megan smiled. She hadn’t really
believed he had and she didn’t mind. He loves the old man.
She didn’t know why Jack didn’t spend more time here himself. Maybe
growing up in boarding schools had left him too restless, maybe he
didn’t know how to make any house his home.

Jack was a
wanderer with bad-boy attitude and the rugged good looks to
match.

But he was
more. He had a gentle heart beneath that hard shell and he was
sufficiently comfortable—or confident—in his life-worn soul to bare
himself, to express vulnerability in a manner that didn’t invite
pity.

She hadn’t
even registered exactly when, but at some point, he’d also
completely wiped out the residue of her embarrassment. Her mother
was in for the biggest hug ever when she saw her next.

The
complexities didn’t end there. He clearly resented his parents for
leaving him in his uncle’s care. Whatever he said, Mr. Marlin must
have been a difficult old bugger to put up with, even for short
holidays at a time. Is that why Jack felt the urge to run and run
and never stop?

Jack’s eyes
creased into his grin just before he pulled his gaze from her to
outside. “So, when last did you get drenched on purpose?”

“Seriously?”
She squinted through the windshield, tried to remember she was an
adult, but the thought of feeling the rain on her skin, the sand
between toes, took over. She kicked off her shoes, peering sideways
at him as she bent forward to roll up her jeans. “You’re out of
luck if you were joking.”

“I never joke
when it comes to getting a girl to remove items of clothing,” he
drawled.

“You are such
a flirt,” she snorted, then ruined her indignation with a laugh
that started in her belly.

“I’m such an
idiot.” The grin turned downright wicked as he pulled off his
jacket. “Why didn’t I suggest swimming instead?”

He was out the
car first, backing away onto the caramel sand, his arms thrown wide
and his hands beckoning her to come out and play. Within seconds,
the rain had plastered his hair to his scalp, to his cheekbones.
His soaked T-Shirt clung to his body, defining rippled muscles at
his chest and a lean abdomen.

Megan felt the
effect all the way down to her bare toes. Her pulse ticked a little
faster, heat pooled low in her stomach and a shot of fun, crazy
energy bubbled warmth in the vicinity of her heart. She wasn’t just
half gone on steaming hot desire for the guy next door. She really,
really liked him.


Chapter 7

 


 


Megan had been up since the crack of dawn, roused by
the light streaming in past curtains she hadn’t drawn properly the
night before. She’d slunk lower beneath the covers, determined to
snooze until a decent hour, when the solution to her heroine’s
dilemma had popped into her head. The delicious anticipation of
ruffling the Earl of Canwick’s feathers had charmed her out of
bed.

“I’m duty-bound to provide you with an heir and a spare before
I seek pleasure outside our marriage.” Elizabeth met the storm
roiling in his eyes with a resolved tilt of her chin. She refused
to flinch as she delivered the finale. “You’re an honourable, fair
man, James. Surely you don’t mean for me to wither into old age
without ever having known the comfort of a lover?”

She swore she
heard bone crack as his jaw clenched.

“Am I to understand, madam,” he pushed out through gritted
teeth, “that you have the audacity to confront me in my own
library—in our house—with your intentions to seek out a
lover?”

A vein ticked
at his temple. Her husband was on the edge of an apoplexy.
Elizabeth suppressed a smile and, despite the uneven tattoo of her
daring heart, gave a careless shrug. “Honestly, James, I didn’t
think you’d mind.”

His mouth
opened. And snapped shut again. The scowl riding his brow darkened
his entire face. His gaze went from her to the vast expanse of lawn
outside the library window. The silence stretched, and her pulse
beat a little more erratically with each passing second. What if
this didn’t work? Good Lord, what if he actually sent her out to
procure a lover so he could continue to remain faithful to a woman
dead and buried a decade ago?

“I do not mind,” he said at last, stamping each word with cold
detachment, “other than in the obvious context.” That iciness
settled into his eyes, turning ocean blue to polar arctic. “I will
not tolerate a bastard heir.”

Got you! Megan
leaned back in her chair, grinning at the document opened on her
screen. This was why she loved her job so much.

Her eyes went
from the screen to the wall and her thoughts went to the man behind
it. She rolled her eyes on a sigh. The rules of getting a man into
bed were so much simpler in the eighteen hundreds.

At least she
was reaping one reward from her recent spate of outbursts that had
ended in that debacle of utter humiliation last night. Her spiking
hormones seemed to have settled somewhere between resignation and a
drop of optimistic hope. Jack hadn’t rushed over to prove himself
right. He’d come to stop her.

Huh! Maybe
this century wasn’t all that different from Elizabeth’s.

Still, this
was Jack and he didn’t need an heir. God, he’d run a mile at the
suggestion of pregnancy.

But she was
done with tormenting herself. Since he’d returned, she’d been
walking around like one big exposed nerve-ending and it was both
painful and exhausting.

All tingling,
overheating and melting was officially on hold until Jack decided
what he wanted. And if it never happened, well, maybe that was
okay. Anything with Jack was strictly temporary. She was driving
herself nuts over something that would be over almost as soon as it
started. She’d never be immune to Jack, but she didn’t need to fall
apart around each corner either.

She returned
her attention to a world where happy-ever-afters were guaranteed
until the chimes of her doorbell sounded. She stuck her head out of
the window. “Hello...?”

Jack stepped
back from the narrow balcony overhanging the porch and looked up at
her. “Hey there. Are you working?”

“I could do
with a break,” she called down. “Do you want to come in?”

He shook his
head. “I’m on my way into town. I thought we could go to the beach
later? If the weather holds.”

“Yeah, sure,”
she said after the slightest pause.

“Great. I’ll
grab a bottle of wine while I’m in town.”

“I’ll bring
the glasses.”

“I’ll come
knocking at three, then.” He flashed a smile up at her before
turning to go.

Megan watched
him walk to the car, her gaze inadvertently sliding over the denim
worn into the shape of his firm backside and lean, muscled thighs.
Sea, sand, sun, and Jack. No problem whatsoever.

 


The cove was
little more than a patch of golden sand that would disappear
beneath the encroaching waves when the tide peaked in a couple of
hours. Jack had driven about ten miles up the coast, then made her
cross a field of gorse and heather, jump a wooden fence and
practically abseil the twenty-foot drop into the cove using a
weathered rope ladder that was actually just a rope. The effort,
Megan thought as she spread her towel out and watched Jack shrug
off his backpack, was definitely worth it.

The only sound
came from the gentle echo of the ocean and seagulls swooping low
over the bay. Numerous yachts and fishing vessels dotted the flat
waters in the distance, none veering too close to this particular
rocky stretch of Cornish coastline.

And the
view…she sank onto her towel and gave in to the pleasure of
feasting her eyes as Jack stripped his T-Shirt and threw it on top
of the backpack. Swimming trunks tugged low around his hips and
ended inches above his knees. His lean biceps, solid chest, concave
abdomen and long thighs were naturally toned from his active
lifestyle rather than the stockier build that came from pumping
iron indoors.

“Are you
coming in?”

She dragged
her eyes all the way back up that gorgeous physique and shook her
head. “I always need to warm up first.”

His appraising
gaze suggested he could help with that, but then he grinned and
turned from her to jog into the waves. Her insides softened in
languid desire as she admired the muscles rippling over his back.
When the water covered his calves, he waded a little deeper and
dived into a swell. He broke the surface with broad strokes that
took him further and further from the shore.

Realising he’d
be a while, she removed her clothes and stretched out over the
towel, arms folded beneath her head. With the heat of the sun
brushing her bikini-clad body, she closed her eyes. After a few
minutes of inner struggle, she decided there’d be no harm in
letting her imagination take flight.

Jack
striding out of the waves, his sun-kissed torso glistening with
seawater, maybe one toss of his head to shake a dripping fringe
from his forehead—all in slow motion, of course. Her own
body tightening in coils of anticipation as he approached, that
dark gaze brushing heat over every inch of her skin. His trunks
clung to muscled thighs and hugged the outline of his thick
erection…despite the frigid water? She sighed deeply. Oh, yeah,
his blood was hot for her, heating him up faster than the Atlantic
could cool him down.

Her toes
curled as she reversed that thought. He’d lost his trunks to the
drag of the ocean and rose from the water in all his naked glory.
His intentions lurked darkly in the hollows of his jaw as he strode
up and dropped over her, fitting neatly between her thighs in a
single move that put them breast to chest and thigh to tangled
thigh.

A shadow broke
the warmth of her sun-baked daydream.

Megan’s eyes
flashed open. He stood a foot from her, rubbing the excess moisture
from his hair with a towel. The rest of him glistened with water.
His gaze was on a slow journey up the length of her body, dark and
hungry. Intentions definitely lurked in the hollows of his jaw.
Unfortunately, his trunks had survived the swim. And he wasn’t
dropping between her thighs. But everything else was pretty darn
perfect.

She lifted
onto her elbows. “How’s the water?”

His gaze
finally reached hers. “Refreshing.”

“In other
words,” she interpreted, “freezing.”

She couldn’t
resist sneaking a look lower down and was proved wrong. Apparently
his blood wasn’t quite that hot for her after all.

“You’re not
going to swim at all, are you?” A smile creased the corners of his
eyes. “The sole purpose of that bikini is to torment me.”

She arched a
brow on him. “And perhaps to get some colour into my skin.”

“There’s
nothing wrong with the colour of your skin.” Jack spread out his
towel beside her and rolled onto his side, propping himself up on
one elbow.

Their bodies
were so closely aligned, his trunks pressed cold and wet against
her thigh. His eyes never left hers as his palm flattened on her
abdomen just below her belly button. “Nothing wrong with the feel
of your skin either.”

His hand was
cool on her sun-drenched skin, evoking a small gasp from her. He
bent his head over her and pressed butterfly kisses to the swell of
each breast. Her heat mixed with his chill and tiny reactions
exploded throughout her body.

He’d brought
her to this secluded cove for a seduction, she realised. There’d be
no rude interruptions, no second thoughts and no stopping. Her
blood caught fire, swirling want and need through her veins. Her
body had been in a state of readiness for him for two days, waiting
and wanting. She arched into the imprint of his lips, too weak to
resist the demands of her desire.

Too soon, he
raised his head to give her a warm, sultry look. “There’s nothing
wrong with the taste, either.”

She melted
beneath that look; tried to form a response, perhaps tease him
about sniffing her skin next, but all she could do was stare into
his heated gaze and melt a little more.

“The answer to
your question is none.” His thumb rimmed the indent of her belly
button, sending tingles to her pulse. “I haven’t slept with another
woman since that night.”

The marrow
swooshed from her bones and her elbows collapsed, the back of her
head sliding flat onto the towel.

It was
probably a bad sign, she knew, that that admission had the power to
floor her even faster than his touch. She didn’t care. What was
done was done. If her heart was more invested than she’d allowed
herself to believe, then shoving him aside now wouldn’t change a
thing.

Another night
with Jack, though, another memory to savour when he left…that
didn’t sound so bad.

Then his hand
lifted from her belly, his index finger tracing a path up the
middle of her ribcage, and she stopped thinking altogether. He
hooked the edge of one skimpy triangle and slid the material aside.
His gaze moved down as he cupped her breast, massaging gently.
Exposed to the fresh air, to the sun, to his heated gaze, desire
throbbed to her nipple until it stood erect, swollen and seeking
attention.

“Jack…” She
was pleading for him to take her into his mouth and suck the aching
throb.

“Close your
eyes and enjoy,” he said, misunderstanding. “I’ll hear and see
anyone long before they get near.”

Giving herself
completely up to his ministrations, she did as she was told and
closed her eyes. She bit down on her lip at the sweet agony as he
rolled her sensitive nipple between his thumb and forefinger. He
moved to her other breast, massaging, tweaking, and then leaving
both her nipples in an identical state of arousal as his hand moved
away. But not for long. His lips closed over the peak of her
breast, his tongue rasping over one engorged nipple as he sucked
her deep into his mouth.

The beating
sun crested her other nipple, lavishing a different kind of heat
and twin threads of desire pulled tight all the way to her core.
She arched her spine, unable to keep still, her breasts reaching
for more of both.

Jack’s fingers
worked loose the bows on both sides of her bikini briefs. He didn’t
displace the material, but her body knew what was coming and heat
pooled low in her abdomen. Her blood steamed inside her veins and
each breath came out on a whimpered moan.

“Part your
thighs, baby.” His voice was husky, a groan of his own need, and
she obeyed willingly. He flipped the final triangle of her bikini
down, this time exposing her intimate core.

His mouth
moved off her breast. Her lids were so heavy, she couldn’t open her
eyes, but she knew instinctively that he’d lifted his gaze to the
apex of her spread thighs. Without his mouth sucking her, without
his body covering her, with only his gaze on her and the
anticipation of his next touch, every sensory nerve seemed to be
pulsing at her centre. The intensity grew with each passing second
that he didn’t touch her. The heat of the sun stroked her core,
hotter and hotter, until her lower folds were swollen masses of
aching desire.

“Jack,
please…” She couldn’t take much more. She bucked as the tip of a
finger stroked a line between the folds and rubbed lightly over her
pulsating pearl. Liquid heat rushed from her. That finger trailed
down to dip inside and massage her own juices into her throbbing
flesh.

“Jack, I
can’t…” A burning tremor started deep inside. She needed to
explode. Right now.

“Okay, baby,
let go.” His mouth crushed over her breast again, sucking her
nipple hard against the length of his tongue. Between her thighs,
his thumb swirled a point of hot pleasure into her pearl bud while
his palm rubbed hard against her swollen lower lips. Two fingers
speared her, touching an erogenous spot deep within her.

Her torso
lifted off the ground as she exploded in wave upon wave of burning
heat, grinding her core against his palm and the fingers thrusting
to the rhythm of her climax. Once she’d peaked and crashed, his
fingers stopped moving but remained buried deep so she could pulse
and clench against the thickness as she slowly floated down from
that staggering height of oblivion and brought her legs
together.

Megan felt
utterly boneless. Each breath was a gulp for air as tremors of
aftershock shuddered through her.

She opened her
eyes and saw the agony of unspent desire carved into Jack’s face
just before his head came down, his mouth crushing hers in an
unyielding kiss. His tongue pushed deep inside to mate with hers
and she met each stroke with a fresh surge of passion. His body
moved partially over hers as he inserted a leg between her thighs.
The length of his erection lay thick and heavy on her belly. Skin
roughened by chest hairs scraped a new level of sensitivity over
her breasts and her nipples hardened against his warm skin.

Her belly was
tightening again, demanding more, aching for the fullness of him
thrusting deep inside her, joining them with the same intimacy of
his darting, exploring tongue.

She hooked one
leg around him and arched her hips, rocking slightly, thrilling in
the sensation as he grew even harder against her belly.

His fingers
tangled in her hair, his body sliding over hers with a hot,
dragging friction. She slid her arms around him, her nails scraping
lightly down his back until she reached the ribbed waistband of his
trunks. She gave the wet material an impatient, ineffectual tug,
but it was enough to encourage Jack to roll off her and shrug out
of his trunks. He reached for his backpack and settled between her
thighs a few moments later, fully sheathed.

Supporting his
weight on his elbows, poised for entry at the juncture of her
thighs, he looked into her eyes. He didn’t say anything, didn’t
move as he looked at her.

His eyes held
a depth of emotion she’d never seen there before. Hunger, need, the
same raw desire that strained at his jaw, but so much more. He
hungered for her, not just a woman’s body. The urgency to bury
himself deep inside her was the culmination of building desire and
not merely the urge to sate an immediate need.

Every primal,
possessive instinct he’d shown along the way had returned to gather
in that look with a common theme: You belong to me.

Not forever.
She knew that. For one day at the most, perhaps even for only one
hour. She told herself it was enough.

Then, finally,
he brought his mouth down to brush kisses over the column of her
throat and he slid into her an exquisite inch by inch until he’d
buried himself to the hilt. He filled her completely, his heat
pulsing thick and heavy inside her, and she threw her head back on
a soft moan at the overwhelming sensation. His kisses had trailed
to one breast and he took the peak into his mouth, his tongue
flicking her nipple to an erect nub. He cupped her other breast and
teased that nipple with his thumb. Fire licked her veins and spread
a web of aching heat throughout.

He withdrew a
couple of inches and then thrust hard with a force that pounded a
wall of red-hot desire straight to her core. She cried out on the
wave of pleasure-pain. Her fingers tore through his hair and
clutched in a desperate need to anchor herself as he withdrew
slowly and plunged hard and fast again, and again, taking her to a
new, burning height with each thrust. His mouth clenched on her
breast around a hoarse grunt.

Her body
bucked off the ground as he tensed deep inside her and then, on an
almost savage roar that rumbled in his throat, he found his release
and swept her over the black edge of her own climax. Her muscles
clamped his pulsing length, milking every last drop of his release
as she rode wave upon wave of blinding heat.

He stayed
seated deep inside her until the last shudder left her body, then
he rolled off her and reached for his trunks.

Feeling
suddenly abandoned and confused, Megan popped her breasts back
inside her bikini top and looked around for her bottoms. Her
fingers were trembling—damn, her heart was trembling and where the
hell was—Oh! She went onto her knees, grabbed the scrap of material
and concentrated on sliding it between her legs and tying the
bows.

“Megan.” His
voice was butter soft, a balm to her splintered nerves. “Come here,
baby.” His arm came around her waist, pulling her down firmly into
the cradle of his embrace as he sprawled out over his towel, her
cheek pressed to the thudding beat of his heart.

“That was
amazing.” His fingers curled in her hair, brushing her fringe
aside, and his lips pressed gently to her forehead. “You’re
amazing.”

A knot formed
in her throat at his tenderness. The sexual energy consuming her
had been drained, the anxiety attack squelched, and emotion rushed
in to fill the gap.

At least half
of the ache of longing she’d kept suppressed for so many months had
been for this…to be folded in his warmth and to be cherished, to
feel complete and at peace instead of like a live wire that had
been abruptly severed.

She’d lied to
herself. She couldn’t do the not-a-single-string-attached night—or
afternoon—of passion without letting her feelings get in the way.
Not with Jack. But he need never know.

She slanted
one leg over his and folded her arms across his chest to prop her
chin on. She gave him a playful smile. “Tell me something I don’t
know.”

“It’s always
been different with you, Megan. Special.” His grin came on slow and
sexy as he linked his arms around her, his hands resting on the
small of her back. “That’s why I resisted for so long.”

Spread over
him, satin soft skin flush with rock hard abs and rippled chest,
appreciation for his animal maleness soaked into her pores and kept
her blood simmering. Lost in the intensity of his gaze, her muscles
growing languid beneath his exploration, her heart opened to his
words and demanded answers.

Why
resist?

What are you
so afraid of?

Because she
knew this wasn’t Jack yielding to compelling forces beyond his
control. This was his version of a goodbye speech.

Thankfully her
mind sharpened against the lull of too much Jack, too much sex and
possibly too much sun, and she kept her mouth shout.

She’d already
asked those questions in various forms, long before they’d crossed
the line from friendship into lovers, and his stubborn answers
never changed and didn’t actually answer anything at all. He wasn’t
afraid. He didn’t do long-term relationships. The world was too big
and exciting and life was too short to cram into one corner of
it.

Pain stabbed
at the edge of her subconscious, but she couldn’t allow it to
pierce. That he’d be gone by morning was a certainty grafted to her
bones and she was determined nothing would ruin these precious few
hours. If she pushed him, he’d back off so quickly, he’d topple
over into that abyss of secret fears and God knew what else and she
didn’t want them to end in that particular manner again.

So no
questions, no probing, not even a casual reference to when she
might see or hear from Jack again. She’d bargained this deal
between her body and her heart and reneging was not an option. She
got Jack this one last time and then she moved on swiftly.


Chapter 8

 


 


Megan couldn’t sleep. She tossed and turned until her
covers strangled her and then she kicked them off with a burst of
frustrated energy. She tried emptying her head of all thought, but
that just left a blank canvas for a fresh slew of mind games. She
should have stayed; could have spent the night in his arms.

They’d shared
the bottle of wine on the beach and talked for hours, swum in the
frigid ocean and warmed up afterwards with slow, lingering kisses
and entwined limbs. Talked some more and watched the oranges and
pinks bleed into inky blue as the sun met the horizon with
spectacular grace. They’d stopped in town for calamari takeaways
and eaten on the pier while Jack told her all about his upcoming
exhibition at a London gallery, his eyes lit with passion as he
delved into technical aspects she didn’t quite understand. It
didn’t matter. With a breeze cooling the muggy evening, his thigh
brushing hers as their legs dangled off the end of the pier, his
enthusiasm rumbled out on a sexy baritone that washed her senses
with pure pleasure. And then he’d brought her home and taken his
sweet time adoring every inch of her body.

Dragging
herself away from his warmth, her limbs drugged with his lovemaking
and the heaviness of sleep invading her muscles, had felt like the
hardest thing she’d ever had to do.

It wasn’t.

Waking up in
Jack’s bed, watching his eyes shut down as he back-pedalled from
the night before, tripping over his own feet in his haste to
leave…a repeat performance of the last time she’d woken up beside
him would have been much, much worse.

Sleep must
have claimed her eventually, because next thing she was drifting
awake, her head groggy but her senses seeking out the disturbance
that had roused her. She lay perfectly still and held her breath.
Nothing to hear, except the familiar echo of the churning ocean.
She released that breath, was just relaxing into the long descent
back to sleep, when her body jerked and she was instantly wide
awake.

Something
wasn’t right.

She scrambled
out of bed and padded across the room to peek through the drapes.
The view from her window was the sloping meadow and the town
nestled in the crook of the battered limestone headland that
reached deep into the ocean. The sun wasn’t up yet, but the black
of night had lifted and the winding pattern of streetlights far
below was a dim yellow against the creeping dawn.

She let the
drapes fall back into place with a sigh.

The only thing
that was wrong was also the one thing that felt a hundred percent
balanced, whether she liked it or not. Jack was leaving. Assuming
she’d been the unfinished business keeping him here, well, he’d
definitely taken care of that yesterday. Twice over. She rolled her
shoulders and took a deep, calming breath. No regrets.

She went
through to her office and switched her computer on so it could boot
up while she brewed her morning coffee. Her inbox would be bulging
and there was always admin stuff to catch up. Plenty to keep her
too busy to…her thoughts flat-lined as her gaze strayed out the
window.

It wasn’t the
knowledge that Jack was leaving today that had unsettled her enough
to rouse her from sleep.

It was Jack
actually leaving. Sneaking away at the crack of dawn.

He tossed a
bag onto the backseat of his Land Rover and then slid his camera
bag from his shoulder and leaned further inside.

It’s for the
best, she told herself. The sooner he left, the sooner she could
prove to herself that she’d be just fine.

I don’t
have to watch this. But her legs refused to obey. Thankfully
she hadn’t turned the light on. He wouldn’t see her framed in the
window unless he looked directly up at her office.

Jack pulled
out of the backseat, pushed the door closed and turned. His head
came up and she was busted. He came forward a few steps, flapping a
hand at her. She answered with a small goodbye wave of her own.

He rounded the
hedge onto her side, still flapping that hand. Oh! Megan flipped
the latch and pushed the window open.

He grinned up
at her. “This is early for you.”

No
regrets. She dug deep and found a smile. “I don’t always sleep
till noon.” Only when she wrote through the night.

“There goes my
theory.”

“What theory?”
And speaking of theories, shouldn’t he be halfway down Bluff Drive
by now?

“As to why you
insisted on going back to your place last night.” He didn’t wait
for her to launch into another round of excuses about convenience
and practicalities, which he clearly hadn’t bought into anyway.
“I’m off to the magic roundabout. I didn’t want to wake you, but
since you’re up, come with me?”

“Bunny
Island?” Her nose wrinkled in confusion. The roundabout was on the
outskirts of Wherrytown, and that was only eight miles down the
coast.

“I know.” His
grin turned sexy, churning a dimple into the mix. “But Frank
mentioned the place once and it sounds like fun.”

She’d been so
certain he’d leave today; a fact etched into stone and walled
around her heart. Now he was staying. A day longer? Maybe two?
Three? To have fun. And she was invited. “Jack, I don’t…I’m not
even dressed.”

“I’m not
running to a clock,” he said. “I’ll wait.”

A part of her
wanted to happy dance all the way to Bunny Island. A larger, more
sensible part understood that the tectonic plates of her world were
shifting and that could lead to earthquakes. Earthquakes shattered
walls.

She’d bartered
one last day for herself, one last time with him. She couldn’t take
another day with Jack without causing irreversible damage.

Did he not
understand?

She stood
there a moment more, drinking in the sight of him. He hooked his
thumbs in the front pockets of his jeans, his gaze on her and his
grin never wavering.

Of course he
didn’t understand.

She’d gone out
of her way to make him see that she could do the casual dating,
hot-sex thing just as good as he could. She’d bludgeoned him over
the head with it and in the process completely forgotten about a
significant conversation from their past. She’d been teasing him
about his fast lifestyle and his response had carved a notch into
her heart. A woman’s body is an extension of the woman herself.
It’s not possible to be attracted to one without the other. He
never slept with a woman unless he enjoyed her company first and
one-night stands didn’t fit that profile.

Their previous
encounter had been the exception, and that hadn’t been
intentional.

“Five
minutes,” she called down, turning from the window to dash through
to her bedroom.

She pulled on
a pair of shorts, sneakers, a long-sleeved T-Shirt, scooped her
hair into a high ponytail and brushed her teeth, splashed water on
her face. With each task, her blood seemed to gather a little more
momentum in her veins, until the buzz forced her to stop. She
braced her hands on the edge of the basin and stared into the
mirror. “You’re racing toward a natural disaster.”

She couldn’t
do this.

She wasn’t
that much of a fool.

 


Bunny Island
was a large traffic roundabout on one of the quieter roads that led
inland from Wherrytown. Dense shrubbery and wild grass covered the
central hub and had been home to a colony of brown rabbits for as
long as anyone could recall.

The best time
to experience the magic of the roundabout was daybreak: you’d be
sure to spot a couple of bunnies frozen in the glare of your
headlights. Megan had once made her parents circle the island about
twenty times and she wasn’t above detouring past Wherrytown if she
happened to be out and about at dawn. But an actual outing to Bunny
Island was a first for her.

The ‘bag’
she’d seen Jack toss onto the backseat was a blanket that folded
into a carry-pack. They’d stopped for coffees and blueberry muffins
at a 24-hour service station. Jack had spread the blanket out on a
grassy knoll opposite the roundabout and was currently lying flat
in his stomach, fiddling with the camera he’d set up on a short
tripod.

Megan sipped
her coffee as her gaze washed over him. She’d tagged along with a
clear mission in mind. Find out how long Jack was staying, and why,
and erase any little misunderstandings. Yesterday was a once-off
and not to be repeated.

She just
wasn’t sure how to initiate that conversation, so she slanted a
cheeky smile his way instead. “So, this is your idea of showing a
girl a good time?”

“What?” He
gave her a wounded look. “You’re not having fun?”

“Oh, I’m
having fun.” Across the road, movement shook the bushes. “I’m just
not sure this is entirely legal.”

“I don’t see
any ‘Don’t stake out the bunnies’ sign.”

She brought
her gaze back to him. “You need headlights if you want to catch a
frozen bunny, you know. That’s why we generally drive around the
island,” she said, twirling her finger in a wide circle for
emphasis, “instead of picnicking on the side of the road.”

“A car will
come along eventually.”

“Hmm, that’s
what you said about mama seagull.” She finished her coffee and
crumpled the paper cup.

He rolled onto
his side, leaning on one arm and facing her. “You’re never going to
let me live that down.”

“The nest was
empty!”

“Which we
discovered after I risked life and limb scaling that cliff to get a
better view of the ledge.”

“The ledge was
seven feet off the ground, you idiot.” She popped the ball of
crumpled paper at him, aiming for the forehead. He smoothly raised
a hand to deflect the ball before it hit him. She pulled a face.
“My point is: sunrise waits for no man. You need a plan.”

“Such as?”

She pointed at
the Land Rover parked a little further down the road. “I could
drive a few laps around the island and you’d get all the photos you
want.”

His brow
arched. “You’re talking about engineering the scene?”

“Is that
cheating?” she asked, wondering if there was some or other
photographer’s code of honour he’d sworn an oath to.

“It’s
downright boring,” he said. “A part of the thrill lies in the
waiting for that perfect shot, the uncertainty, the surprise, and
sometimes, even, the disappointment when it doesn’t come.”

“So basically,
disappointment thrills you?”

He chuckled.
“It makes the successes that much sweeter.”

“If you say
so.” Megan wriggled down so she was lying on her back and stretched
her legs out, folding her arms beneath her head. “Lucky for you,
Wasting Time is my best buddy. I’ve been known to go an entire day
with nothing but the conversations in my head for company.”

“That’s one of
your most endearing qualities. Most people start fidgeting after
half an hour, or feel the need to chew my ear off to fill a
void.”

She blinked
and a shadow loomed over her.

He’d slid up
to her at a perpendicular angle, propped up on his elbows. “My
wildlife stakeouts were strictly a solitary affair until you came
along.”

Why did he
always look ten degrees sexier when he was saying things like that?
She felt her body soften beneath his gaze, melt in places that went
beyond physical desire.

“So, that’s
what you like best about me?” A smile tugged lazily at her lips.
“My ability to shut up?”

“Oh, I
wouldn’t say that.” His eyes went to her mouth and a moment later
his lips followed in a slow kiss that stole her breath and most of
her senses.

Common sense,
however, prevailed, and it told her she wasn’t strong enough to
survive much more of Jack’s loving without her heart cracking wide
open. She slid one arm from behind her head and pressed it to his
chest. “What are you doing?”

His eyes
creased into his grin. “After last night, I think you’ve memorised
my instruction manual back-to-front.”

“Oh, I know
how exactly how you work.” She gave a firm push, knocking his elbow
out from under him. You leave. “I don’t think we should take
this further. Yesterday was fun, but it wasn’t a beginning, it was
an ending.” She swallowed hard and forced her words to come out
evenly. “I think we should just be friends.”

He came back
up, muttering, “What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking
about you and me. And how it’s over.”

“Over?” he
growled, his expression one of disbelief. “What the hell happened
to burning through the passion?”

She had no
intention of going into the details with him, of baring her soul.
The best way to get him to listen, she realised, was to stop
waffling and get blunt.

“Been there.
Done that.” Pulling off her shrug of casual dismissal should have
won her an Oscar nomination at the very least. She looked into his
eyes, saw the confusion there, and almost relented. But one step
backward, she knew, would degenerate into a marathon. “Moving
on.”

His eyes
narrowed on her, his jaw clenched—no doubt on a choice of pretty
curses. Megan immediately saw her mistake. She’d interrupted him
mid-stride, messed with his pride. But she didn’t have the luxury
of waiting for him to end this his way, or even wondering why
hadn’t already done so.

The far off
rumble of an approaching car cut the silence building between them.
“That’s your ride,” she said.

“When you’re
ready to tell me what you’re so pissed off about, I’ll be here.” He
rolled back to his camera and glued his eyes to the lens. “This is
far from over.”

Megan flipped
onto her stomach and turned her eyes on the bunny action rippling
through the undergrowth of the traffic island. What was she
supposed to say now? It has to be, Jack, before I fall for you
completely, before you break my heart into so many pieces, I’ll
never recover.

The problem
was, that’s exactly what she should say. Nothing else would send
him scuttling faster, put the distance she needed between her and
temptation.

But she’d done
the humiliation thing last time round and she couldn’t, wouldn’t be
the wounded party left behind again.

This time, it
was her decision.

No
regrets.

“Jack,
yesterday was great. Last night was…” She gave a breathless
sigh.

His eyes
remained glued to the camera lens. “Not as amazing as it would have
been if you’d stayed,” he said gruffly.

The way Jack
spoke, the way he looked at her, the way he kissed her… He wrapped
her in his world with the kind of age-old promises that had never
needed words. But those promises came at the price of heartache and
one day, possibly tomorrow, she’d have to pay in full.

“Perhaps,” she
said softly. But she never could have spent the night, and wasn’t
that the point? Her and Jack, well, all they were good for was a
one-night stand. She couldn’t even sleep in his arms without
dreading the repercussions when she woke. How could they possibly
make anything else, even a brief affair, work?

Logic told her
everything was different from that night at Smugglers Inn. She’d
offered him no-strings-attached sex and he’d thought twice, and
then again, before accepting. The rest of her, however, still froze
as if she were the bunny and that memory the headlights.


Chapter 9

 


 


January, earlier this year

The small
restaurant of Smugglers Inn had emptied out until there were only
two other tables occupied. The storm blowing in from the Atlantic
had picked up tempo within the last half hour, rattling the windows
in their ancient frames and rushing nervous diners through their
meal. Jack wasn’t too concerned. They only had a couple of miles to
drive home and he was in no hurry to end the evening.

Megan’s stare
was thoughtful, somewhat distant, as she swallowed a mouthful of
seafood pasta. His lips quirked in amusement he didn’t try to hide.
A frown creased her brow. His grin deepened.

“I’ve got it!”
Her eyes lit up, sparked with excitement and premature confidence.
Her fork clattered against porcelain as she pushed the bowl of
pasta aside. “Someone here in Corkscrew Bay…someone you know,
actually, is the granddaughter of a Duchess. Well, a Dowager
Duchess really.”

“Is that so?”
His gaze dipped to the fullness of her lips.

She folded her
arms on the table and leaned in to declare, “You’re shocked.”

“Mildly
surprised,” he countered, lifting his gaze. Her eyes narrowed on
him and he offered a compromise. “If I can’t guess the person in
question, then we’ll call it in at shocked.”

“Fair enough.”
She settled back in her chair.

“Obviously
it’s a woman,” he mused, concentrating on keeping his gaze from
sliding to that delicious mouth again. One taste and apparently he
was a slave.

“Obviously,”
she snorted, reaching for her glass of wine, which only had one sip
left in it.

“And someone
close to you.” He caught the proprietor’s eye and signalled the
burly man over.

“How do you
figure that?”

“You said it’s
someone I know.” That crossed everyone from the list except Frank
and the townsfolk he’d met through Megan. The frequency of his
visits to Corkscrew Bay had increased over the last year, but only
his uncle and Megan, always Megan, had been the draw and he never
stayed long enough—never had the inclination—to involve himself
outside their circle.

He glanced up
as the proprietor approached with the offer, “I’ve two rooms
available if you folks are of a mind to stay warm and dry.”

“Thanks, Liam,
but we’re fine,” Megan answered.

“An Irish
Coffee to warm our bones before we head out?” Jack asked her.

“Definitely.”
She turned her smile on Liam. “I’ll have mine with Kaluha instead
of whiskey.”

Liam gave them
a doubtful look. “The storm’s whipping itself into a right
frenzy.”

Megan laughed.
“We’ve seen worse.”

“So we have,”
Liam muttered sagely. “So we have.”

Once he’d
departed with their order, Jack moved them to one of the cosy
rawhide sofas crowded around an enormous hearth. Heat blazed from
the crackling logs and slowed his blood until he was seriously
reconsidering Liam’s offer.

Megan, curled
against the armrest at her end of the sofa, prodded his leg with
the tip of her booted foot. “So, have you got a name for me yet or
do you give in?”

His hand
instinctively closed around her ankle. Their eyes met and the
seconds dragged. His fingers spread up with a gentle pressure,
exploring the slender curve of her calf beneath the layers of denim
and the supple leather of her boot. Desire swelled his veins and a
moment later he filled his jeans a fraction too much for
comfort.

Her gaze had
turned a warm, sultry gold reflected from the firelight and,
perhaps, from another source of simmering heat. Was she thinking of
that kiss? Just before Christmas, when he’d stopped by en route to
Cape Town. An early Christmas party at the Three Jugs. Kate had
been appointed Lord of Misrule, some silly tradition dating back to
the Middle Ages that put a castle servant in charge of pranks for
the day, so far as he could tell. She’d strung a sprig of mistletoe
from the end of a stick and spent the night waving it above the
heads of unsuspecting couples.

One taste, his
slightly parted lips brushing over Megan’s, hitching on the corner
with stubborn reluctance to end the intoxicating rush to his blood.
If Kate hadn’t been standing over them, he doubted he could have
found the control to stop from crushing his mouth to Megan’s and
deepening that kiss until he’d had his full.

The arrival of
their coffees knocked him back to his senses. With a gruff laugh,
Jack completed the act of flinging her foot aside and accepted the
glass from Liam. Friends. Just friends. Don’t stuff this
up.

He spread his
arm along the back of the sofa and glanced around the restaurant.
An elderly couple were just tucking into some sort of steamed
chocolate pudding and the group of lads at the other table each had
a pint glass of Guinness in the hand and one to spare. He noted
that someone had shuttered the windows from outside, which
suggested the storm had worsened.

“I don’t mean
to rush you,” he said when he saw Megan’s glass untouched on the
table, “but the storm doesn’t appear to be easing and we should
probably drink up and get out of here.”

“Then you’re
on a time limit.” Her voice was just a shade too husky for playful
teasing. Her gaze had definitely snagged on his lips.

She was
thinking about that kiss.

“It’s not
Kate,” he threw out, determined to focus on anything but that
temptation. Kate had mentioned once that her family was originally
from the peat mining district. Didn’t sound like the kind of place
that gave birth to blue blood.

Megan rolled
her eyes. “You’re not allowed to recite your way through the entire
town’s roster.”

“I don’t
intend to,” he assured her with a grin.

She scraped
her hair back from her face, her arms raised behind her head as she
twined the rich brown curls into a knot. The movement exposed the
slender length of her throat and pressed the mounds of her breasts
against the thin ribbed cashmere sweater. His body leaped to
attention and now his jeans were damned uncomfortable.

This was
ridiculous. He sipped on his Irish coffee and, by sheer force of
will, cooled his blood.

Megan reached
for her drink and folded one leg beneath her, sliding deeper into
the sofa. Her fingers twined around the stem of the glass, the rim
pressed to her lower lip as she gave him a contemplating look. “Why
is it that men are incapable of admitting defeat?”

“Because we
never lose,” he said with a broad wink and gave the matter his full
attention.

He hadn’t met
that many people in the town. Megan had hauled him along to a
family barbeque at the end of last summer…there’d been Kate, and
Harry, a policeman friend of theirs. An aunt and the twin cousins,
but they were all from her father’s side of the family and he
already knew that line descended from a pirate who’d gone by the
name of Captain Cork Squirrel. Megan had told him about the
great-great-dot-dot-great grandfather when they’d spent the
afternoon at the heritage site of the old fishing village. That
revelation had shocked him speechless and started Megan on this
game.

She beamed at
him. She thought she had him.

He ignored her
victory smile. There was Finn, their Irish friend who’d recently
demolished the local camping site to erect—that thought sliced
straight through to his answer. “Isobel.”

Her mouth
dropped. “Lucky guess.”

“Elegant,
poised and reserved,” Jack said. “The three marks of royalty.”

“What does
that say about the rest of us? Are we all babbling baboons?”

“Some of the
time,” he teased.

She pulled a
face at him, then a smile snuck over her scowl. “Frank’s got a pen
pal.”

Jack
spluttered up his mouthful of Irish coffee. “What?”

“It’s true.
He’s been corresponding with a farmer from the Valencia district,
Spain, for years. They both write regular letters to some European
agricultural magazine and that’s how they met.”

He wiped his
mouth and set his glass down on the table. “And he told you
this?”

“Last week,”
she confirmed, grinning. “I was next door with your uncle when Bill
brought the post. He said something to Frank about there being a
new one from Valencia. I thought Valencia was a woman and I wasn’t
going to let that go. It was like draining water through a sponge,
but he finally burst two days later.”

“Well, I’ll
be…” He shook his head in amazement, smiling at that glint of
delight in her eyes, not sure when he’d started shifting along the
sofa but suddenly her bent knee was grazing his thigh. His hand
came up to tuck a stray curl behind her ear, the back of his
fingers brushing the silken line of her jaw.

“You win,” he
murmured. “I’m officially shocked. In a good way.” Warmth unfolded
within his heart and sealed his veins. This woman was in his blood
and she was there to stay. Wherever he went, whatever he did, he’d
always carry a little part of her with him. “Thanks for telling
me.”

She held his
gaze, tilting her chin into his touch rather than out of it.
Familiar energy strummed the air between them like an old friend
growing less and less content to wait in the wings.

He couldn’t
keep away from Megan. He was drawn to her infectious smile, to the
source that lay within her wide, soft and welcoming heart. She was
content at the deeply planted roots of her life, not because she’d
settled for less but because she’d worked hard to shape her world
to fit.

Her house on
Bluff Drive was a prime example of how she balanced her
independence and occasional solitary instincts with the cramped
demands of her friends and family in the suffocating town. She
didn’t need to run away like that friend of hers, Lucy. She carved
her space into the foundations that grounded her and forged a path
that was distinctly hers.

Where his job
pushed him around the globe in search for the next perfect shot,
Megan brought the world to her with that brilliant, imaginative
mind.

He was drawn
to her naturally exuberant nature, to her open, friendly manner
that invited him to take a brief respite from his restless,
never-ending journey. No questions asked, no recriminations. He
could be gone for months and she welcomed him into the tight fold
of her friendship as if he’d never been away.

Yielding to
these surges of lust, even once, would signal the beginning of the
end of their relationship.

As much as he
wanted her, he didn’t want that.

He pulled his
hand away and stood. His head was in the right place, if not his
body. He wouldn’t screw this up.

And he
wouldn’t have. If they hadn’t stupidly braved the storm. If the
gale force winds hadn’t swept Megan off-balance almost as soon as
they stepped out the door.

She stumbled
off the low deck and landed in a deep puddle that soaked through
her coat and clothes. He tucked his head in, unsteady on his own
feet as he strode into the wind slamming in from the ocean. She’d
picked herself up by the time he reached her side, but he had to
grab her arm to keep her upright.

He squinted
into the distance. The steep flight of rock steps they’d have to
climb out of the cove to the parking was hidden behind the wall of
rain pounding down. They had no choice but to retreat.

No one was
leaving Smugglers Inn tonight. The second available room went to
the other couple and the group of guys would have to make do with
sprawling themselves over the sofas downstairs in the public
lounge.

Half an hour
later, stripped to his boxers and with his back to the fire Liam
had stoked into a blaze, Jack watched Megan emerge from the
bathroom and lost the battle with his head. Skin flushed from the
heat of her shower. Damp hair twisted into a knot at her nape. He
was instantly and acutely aware that it was his T-Shirt drooping
off one shoulder and skimming just above her knees. Her clothes had
been thoroughly soaked, as had his jeans and sweater. She was
wearing his scent. And possibly nothing else. Had her panties
survived the puddle? Just like that, he was hard, throbbing, and
there was nowhere to hide his erection.

Her gaze
flickered below his waist, then jerked high. She sucked in her
lower lip and pure, naked lust lurked in the sultry depths of her
eyes. Her chest rose and fell in quick succession as she took small
steps toward him. She opened her mouth, then closed it again on a
faltering smile as her gaze levelled to his chest and stalled.

Too much naked
skin between the two of them.

One bed.

Firelight
dancing across the shadows of the room.

The layers of
desire had been packing on thicker and faster each time he’d
coasted into town. His blood slowed to the consistency of warm
honey and pulsed with an urgency that drowned the whispers of
control he tried to summon. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. His
gaze touched hers, slipped to her gorgeous mouth and glazed across
the curve of her exposed shoulder.

A series of
thumps at the door broke the spell.

Jack blinked.
“Th-that—” He cleared his throat. “That will be Liam. I asked him
to bring up a hot toddy.”

“Okay, then.
Well, I’m just going to…” She glanced around the room, then turned
abruptly and padded back into the bathroom.

He shook his
arms out and rolled the tension from his shoulders. On his way to
the door, he swiped his damp sweater from where he’d hung it over
the top of the open cupboard and tied it around his hips to mask
his hard-on. This was going to be a long night.

Liam delivered
a tray holding two mugs of hot whiskey and a plate of dry crackers.
“Everything okay here? I’m off to bed now, but the buzzer at
reception comes through to my apartments.” He shrugged. “If you
need anything.”

“Thanks, we’ll
be fine.” Jack closed the door and set the tray down on the bedside
table.

Megan
reappeared with an armload of soggy clothes. She gave his nether
regions a pointed look.

“What?” he
challenged.

Her eyes lit
with laughter and her smile broke wide open. “If that sweater wets
through to your boxers,” she said, turning from him to pull a
rickety chair closer to the fire and draping her clothes over the
seat and back, “we’re going to be in real trouble.”

Hell, he’d
passed real trouble five minutes ago. Right now he was in disaster
management and just barely holding on.

He unwound the
sweater at his hips and tossed it over the cupboard door again. The
mattress sunk beneath his weight as he sat on the edge and ruffled
through the drawer of the bedside table. A bible and a deck of
cards.

A game of
solitaire might work, maybe bore him to sleep before he did
something stupid. He grabbed the pack, shook the cards out and
settled against the headboard. It was the bed or the floor. The
room had exactly one chair and that was currently functioning as
Megan’s clotheshorse.

He pulled his
legs up loosely, his arms resting over his knees as he shuffled the
cards mindlessly. Watching Megan fiddle around with her clothes was
a fulltime distraction.

“You should
call your uncle,” she said. “Let him know we’re stuck here.”

“I already
did.” He caught a glimpse of black lace before she arranged the
pair of jeans neatly over her bra. And panties? That seemed to the
question of the hour and he couldn’t shake it. “While you were in
the shower.”

She slid a
look of surprise his way.

“I’m not a
totally thoughtless bastard.”

“I never said
you were.” She straightened and came over to the foot of the bed,
folding her arms. She nodded at the deck of cards he was shuffling.
“So, what are we playing?”

“I’d suggest
strip poker,” he drawled, “but we don’t have enough clothes between
us to last past two hands.” His gaze roamed a little lower, to the
hidden junction of her thighs. He had no defence. The pull was
irresistible and he was weak. “Or would that be three?”

“Jack Marlin,”
she gasped. “Are you seriously asking if I’m wearing anything
beneath this T-Shirt?”

He glanced up
and saw humour glinting warm in her eyes. “Enquiring minds want to
know.” He grinned at the mock outrage spearing her brows.
“Curiosity being the forefather of progression and all that.”

“I’ll just
bet.” She tugged the spread loose at the foot of the bed and
climbed beneath the covers to sit cross-legged, facing him at an
angle from her side of the bed.

They hadn’t
discussed sleeping arrangements yet, and he guessed head-to-toe was
a good compromise. But then his mind took that one step further, to
thighs gliding past each other in the night, tangled sheets and
misplaced feet. He inhaled a deep breath and cursed silently.
Head-to-toe was a really bad idea.

Megan tipped
forward and plucked the deck from his hands. “Any good at
Snap?”

“That sounds
about as harmless as it gets.”

She gave him a
little frown, then smiled and cut the deck, handing half back to
him.

They might as
well have played strip poker, because they never made it past two
rounds. Her gaze kept slipping to his chest and her colour was
high. Not the mottled red she turned from blushing, but a soft pink
of heightened awareness. She nibbled her lower lip, thoughtless of
what that sexy mouth was doing to him.

His blood was
humming and his resolve had taken too many hits to come back
kicking. Their hands collided over a pair of kings.

“Snap,” she
called out.

“I can’t do
this,” he groaned simultaneously, winding his fingers around
hers.

He slid lower
down the bed and gave a hard yank that toppled her on top of him.
The covers stayed behind. Her T-Shirt had bundled at her waist and
only a thin strip of lace separated him from the soft skin of her
lower body. And he had his answer.

“Jack?” The
breathless murmur was a question, a plea, a sigh of bliss. Her
forearms rested on his chest. Her head lifted so she could look
into his eyes.

“I need you.”
His hands had landed flat on her back and he kept them there.
Firmly. Non-evasive. “I can’t do this. I can’t resist any more.”
God, the way she straddled him, her core flattened to his abdomen
and her thigh pressed to the full length of his erection. His voice
was gruff with the desire pounding him deeper and deeper to the
brink of oblivious pleasure. But he had to hold on. A moment
longer. “Megan, now’s the time to say no if you don’t want
this.”

“Jack, you
idiot.” She sounded even more hoarse than him. She wriggled further
up his body, dragging sensual waves of friction every inch of the
way, and lowered her mouth to his. “I’ve wanted this since the day
we met.”

He let go.

His hands
moved over the rise of her backside and his lips parted, first
nipping at that full, lower lip that had tantalized him for ages
before deepening the kiss. His tongue plunged inside her, seeking,
exploring, and the tug of desire when her tongue curled around his
almost sent him over the edge.

He gently
tipped her from him and scrambled from the bed in indecent haste to
find his jeans and the string of foil packets stashed in his
wallet. When he turned to her, she was lying on her back, her arms
tucked beneath her head.

Her eyes were
on him, heated with carnal admiration and glazed with passion. His
gaze trailed over her body, the crumpled T-Shirt still bundled at
her waist, the pale, creamy skin of her stomach and the secrets
nestled behind that flimsy strip of lace. Those legs, so long, so
slender, and about to be wrapped around him.

He removed his
boxers and sheathed the condom, then climbed onto the bed and moved
so that he was sitting on his knees, straddling her thighs. His
fingers danced over her skin with a light touch that evoked small
gasps from her as he traced her belly button, then pushed her
T-Shirt further up to leave her breasts exposed. He placed his
hands on the bed either side of her and came down to tease each
extended nipple with his mouth, sucking, nipping, tasting.

When she
squirmed beneath him, he clamped her thighs with his and lifted his
head to look into her eyes.

She was so
beautiful.

So wonderfully
responsive, her entire body enthralled with his touch.

Mine.
An inner warmth like he’d never known before spread through him and
slowly pushed through to a grin that softened both his jaw and a
large chunk of his heart.

He pushed back
onto his haunches again and she came up with him, pulling the
T-Shirt over her head and tossing it aside. Her palms flattened
over his chest, nails scraping through the short curls. His hands
went around her neck, fingers threading through her hair and
tilting her head back so he could take her mouth in his.

But his blood
was too hot, his desire too rampant, he couldn’t take it slow
another second. He withdrew from the kiss and pressed her flat to
the bed again. His thumb hitched the band of her panties and
tugged. She arched off the bed, then bent her knees to help.

“Come here,”
he said softly, easing onto his side next to her and pulling her
into his arms.

She came
willingly, warm and almost as fully aroused as he was. Her nipples
were hard pebbles against his chest as she flung one thigh over
his. His mouth crushed over hers, their tongues clashing with a
desperate fever while he rocked against her, rubbing his erection
along her moist core.

Her arms came
around him, fingernails scraping over his back with a possessive
urge to leave their mark. She moved with him, rocking their bodies
into a rhythm that stroked need to his every sense. His kisses
ravaged her mouth and his hands went all over her body, massaging
her buttocks and pressing her deeper into his groin, smoothing up
the curve of her spine and tangling in her hair.

Between one
slide and the next, he plunged inside her. From mouth to chest to
hips to thighs to feet curled around each other, their bodies were
glued together both inside and out, rocking the swell of burning
desire and cresting the wave as one. Her climax peaked again and
again, pulsing around him, draining him until he was thoroughly
spent.

He felt her
collapse within the confines of his arms. Her limbs boneless, her
breathing heavy and uneven, her legs and arms still wrapped around
him, she melted against his body.

He stayed deep
inside and held her close, whispering everything and nothing in her
ear. “Amazing. That was so… God, I can’t even describe it. You’re
amazing, baby. Beautiful. Gorgeous. You drive me mad.” Breathing in
the scent of skin and, unbelievably, growing hard again.

When she
strained away slightly to look into his eyes, he smiled and pulled
out of her. Before he rolled aside to remove the used condom, he
brushed the back of his hand over her cheek and dropped a string of
butterfly kisses along her jaw, all the way up to that sensitive
spot behind her earlobe.

“Be right
back,” he promised. “And this time we’ll do it slowly.”

He delivered
on the promise. Twice more before they fell into an exhausted sleep
to the drone of the storm outside battering the hatches and
threatening to rip the roof off the ancient establishment.

Jack awoke to
the sensation of satin soft skin sliding over him. He stretched on
a yawn, craning his neck on the pillow, and was treated to the
sight of a beautiful woman tangled in the sheets beside him.

Megan!

His heart
thumped unevenly and it took a couple of shallow breaths to dull
the beat. Okay, so he’d done it. But maybe it wasn’t all bad.

The way things
had been stewing for a while now, they were going to end up here
sooner or later. He’d been fooling himself to think he’d resist
Megan forever. She knew him for what he was and she’d never
expected anything more from him. She’d never expected anything at
all. Ever.

A fresh wave
of desire heated his blood as his gaze tripped over the parts of
her exposed in the tangled sheet she’d taken with her when she’d
rolled away from him. A shapely leg, dipping in and out of view.
One breast, a perfect handful and tipped with a nipple that begged
to be sucked.

He cut it off
cold. One night, and their friendship might still survive. An
affair and that would really be the end, no exceptions.

Her eyes
fluttered open on a drowsy groan and met his. She blinked, and her
eyes opened wider, a little more alert. Her smile, however, held no
trace of hesitance. “Morning.”

“Hey.” he
said, returning the smile. “You okay about everything? About last
night?”

“Well, my
limbs are complaining. But other than that…”

She unfurled
her body within the folds of the sheet, twisting onto her side and
crunching the pillow to prop her head higher. Her gaze settled on
him, filled with warmth and tenderness. “I can’t regret anything.
There’s been so many almost-kisses and almost-moments. I would have
given in long ago if you hadn’t been so determined to brush it
off.” Her nose wrinkled. “So, Jack, what changed?”

Before he was
tempted to drop a kiss on that pert nose, he swung his legs off the
bed and grabbed his boxers from the table.

“You,” he
pointed out lightly. “Half naked in my bed.” He slipped into his
underwear and stood to face her. “It’s a matter of biology.”

“Don’t do
that.”

“What?” He
shrugged.

“Don’t make
this out to be irrelevant.” Her tone wasn’t accusatory or angry.
She was simply speaking from her heart, and damned if it wasn’t the
truth. “We’ve always had this thing between us…chemistry. Last
night wasn’t all about a girl and guy and a lack of sleeping
options. You weren’t just a convenient body, Jack, and I know
that’s not the way you see me either.”

He’d never
slept with any woman for mere convenience. He needed something
deeper to be attracted to, but he did keep his sexual encounters
casual. Megan didn’t need to. She didn’t have his hang-ups. Why
shouldn’t she expect a year of friendship that built up to a night
of steamy sex to lead to something more?

And maybe she
didn’t expect it, but she did deserve it. She deserved the whole
hog. The commitment and the promises. She deserved a healthy
relationship that had a future.

All the
reasons why he’d resisted so hard for so long slammed him in the
gut. She could never know how right she was. How much he truly
cared for her. Far more than any other woman he’d slept with.

He spun away
from the bed to collect the clothes he’d hung over the wardrobe
door. His jeans were still slightly damp. His cable sweater was dry
and he wore that as a top since Megan had his T-Shirt.

Once he was
dressed, his resolve once more intact, he turned to her. She was
sitting upright, with her back to the headboard and the sheet
tucked around her throat.

“Megan,” he
said carefully, not wishing to hurt her but needing to be brutally
honest. “I can’t be the man you’re looking for.”

Her brow
arched at him. “I didn’t realise I had a list of requirements.”

“I leave.” He
grimaced. “That’s what I do.”

“Don’t sell
yourself short, Jack.” Her gaze was so damned tender, open and
filled with warmth. “You always come back.”

God, not that.
He froze, his brain numb and the full extent of his selfishness
spearing his gut. That was the last place he wanted her way of
thinking to meander. Megan putting her life on hold, waiting for
his brief visits, was the worst possible scenario. How had he
fucked this up so badly?

“You have the
wrong idea about me.” He backed away from the bed.

“No, I
don’t.”

He was looking
at her, but she was just a blurred outline in the haze of blood
pumping to his head. “Then you know better than to waste your time
and emotions on me.”

Anger flared
in her voice. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t
always come back.” Another step back, and another.

“Maybe
not—hang on, are you saying…? What about Frank? You have to— What
are you doing?” she shrilled as he reached the door. “You’re
leaving?”

“Don’t sound
so surprised.” His throat was dry, charred with ashes of the one
friendship that had cushioned his world. “We’ve already established
that this is what I do.”

If he stayed a
second more, he’d break down. His resolve might even crumble and if
he thought he’d fucked up now, that was nothing on the state he’d
leave Megan in when he was done. Thankfully she’d driven them here
last night, so he wasn’t leaving her stranded.

“You can’t
just go, Jack.” She came up off the bed, dragging the sheet with.
“We have to talk about where we go from here.”

“Talking won’t
change anything.” He turned from her and pushed the door open.

“Talking
changes everything. What now, Jack? What happens between us? You
have to come back sometime and what then?” Her voice pitched in
what sounded like panic. “Jack, please, surely you don’t have to
leave this very second?”

He couldn’t
stay.

“Jack, don’t
you dare walk out that—” He kicked the door and it closed on her
last, furious word “—door.”

None of the
other guests were awake yet and Liam was happy to give him a ride.
On the way, Jack called the local taxi service and arranged to be
collected in twenty minutes. He’d planned to stay another day in
Corkscrew Bay, but he’d take the train to London if they couldn’t
change his air ticket at Penzance. He wouldn’t think straight,
wouldn’t breathe properly, until he’d put enough distance between
himself and the careless act that was clamping his lungs.

He stared at
his phone, even went so far as to scroll through his contacts until
he’d pulled up Megan’s number. The urge to call her was an ache
pulsing through his veins. But what then? Would he be condemning
her to some hellish purgatory until he screwed up even worse the
next time?

When Liam
dropped him off at the top of Bluff Drive, Jack didn’t go inside
immediately. He strode to the edge of the cliff, staring into the
blue distance. His cell phone was still cradled in his hand, his
thumb hovering on Megan’s name. He couldn’t just walk out on her.
Last night, he hadn’t cared enough about her. If he had, he would
have left her well alone.

But he did
care enough. That’s why he had to leave her the hell alone now. One
phone call, and he wasn’t sure he could do it.

“Bloody hell!”
He didn’t need Megan. He’d lived his life perfectly well without
her. He flung the cell phone over the cliff and turned his back
before it hit the water. He was the last thing she needed,
ever.


Chapter 10

 


 


Your game, your rules.

That’s what
she’d said.

Jack yanked
his shirt from the hanger and slid into it on the way down the
stairs. Megan was in his blood, had been since that very first
thought of kissing her had hankered down in the woods almost two
years ago and refused to budge. But he’d intended to control the
desire, take charge of the urges. He’d had no intention of jumping
into bed with her again.

No, that had
been her idea. She’d started this, wanted this. She’d stoked a fire
inside him until the flames scorched his veins, and now she’d
kicked him out into the cold. After she’d insisted sex had never
been the mistake, that the mistake was not taking the time to do it
right. He’d believed her. He still did.

There was a
game, all right, and she’d hijacked the rules. But damned if he
knew why. All he knew was, there’d been two people on that beach,
two people in his bed the night before last, and neither of them
were ready to move on. There was still plenty of burning to do, and
she’d have to prove him wrong with more than words if she
disagreed.

He finished
buttoning up his shirt and tucked it in around his waist. Outside
the front door, he gave a momentary pause. This kind of behaviour
wasn’t like Megan. Toying with him, losing interest once the chase
was over, just didn’t add up.

He shook his
head and jumped the low hedge, striding up to her side of the
house. It didn’t matter. He hadn’t gone into this for a one-night
stand. That wasn’t his thing and he’d especially vowed never again,
not with Megan. If she thought this was what he wanted, that she
was bowing out gracefully, he’d soon show her otherwise.

She kept him
waiting on the porch for a good few minutes. As his gaze raked over
her loose curls, bared shoulders, the sundress floating around her
thighs and a pair of strappy heels that showed off the tone of her
calf muscles, he decided the wait had been worth it. Her eyes
didn’t exactly sparkle, but the dominant brown warmed her gaze.

“Jack, hi,”
she said breathlessly, all shallow smiles and the friendly textures
she’d worn on their return from Bunny Island yesterday, when she’d
nevertheless shut the door on him. “You, um, caught me at a bad
moment. I’m on my way out.”

He waved his
hands over his formal trousers and button down shirt. She knew very
well that he’d been invited to the grand opening of Finn’s new
lodge, but apparently she wasn’t expecting him to attend. He cocked
a brow at her. “I thought we’d ride in together.”

“No!” she
yelped, followed by a more sedate, “I mean, that wouldn’t be right.
You do remember everything I said yesterday?”

“How could I
forget?” His brow flattened. “And I gave you time and space to
realise how ridiculous that is. We’re not done, Megan, and you know
it.”

Pink splashed
her cheeks. Her mouth opened, then snapped close. The specks in her
eyes flashed green. “Do you have any idea how condescending you
sound?”

“Here’s the
deal,” he said, encouraged by her anger. Warm and friendly: bad.
Sparks and passion: good. “You tell me what I’ve apparently done,
and I’ll refrain from being a condescending bastard. What’s the big
problem all of a sudden?”

“Why does
there have to be a problem?” She retreated into the hallway. “We
had fun and now it’s over. What’s so difficult to understand? It’s
not as if we were ever going anywhere with this, Jack.” She looked
at him, her eyes narrowing into her frown. Nibbled at that lower
lip in a way that hitched his gaze for a long moment. “Well, there
it is. Short and spicy, Jack, that’s how you take you
relationships, right?”

His eyes shot
up. “Don’t throw that in my face. You know I’m not into one-night
stands.”

“Yeah? And how
would I know that?”

“Because you
know me,” he growled, moving over the threshold.

She backed up
against the wall. Her eyes dropped from him, exclaiming her
guilt.

“Nothing to
say now?” he said softly.

“You don’t do
one-night stands.” Her voice was dull. She peered up at him. “Is
that what this persistence is about? One of the checklist items on
your Scouts Boy Honour scroll?” Her tone took on a caustic edge. “A
box that must be checked? Well, sorry if I’m upsetting your
tally!”

“Premature
endings are messy.” He challenged her with a hard look. “Is that
what you want? To jump off while the heat is still full blast so
you can keep the flames alive?”

She rolled her
eyes. Spurted out a laugh. “You are friggin’ unbelievable.”

“And you’re
neatly avoiding the question,” he pointed out, wondering if he’d
stumbled upon the truth.

She shoved
past him. “I have to go.”

He grabbed her
by the arm. “When we started this, you said ‘your game, your
rules’.”

“This is your
great comeback?” she hissed. “So I should just bow down to your
every whim? You’re delusional.”

“You
misunderstand,” he murmured near her ear. “I merely want to set the
record straight. There are no rules, Megan. I don’t play
games.”

She tried to
jerk her arm free and he released her. He watched as she stormed
toward her car, waited until she’d yanked the door open.

“Living in
Corkscrew Bay is like living in a glass house,” he called out,
repeating her words from an old conversation when he’d been
quizzing her on small town living. “It works better if you keep the
blinds shuttered sometimes.”

She spun
about, her chin notched high and her eyes blazing into him.
“What?”

“You don’t
think people will notice if we arrive at the same function in
separate cars when we live next door to each other? Considering
we’re known to be pretty good friends?”

“It’s a twenty
minute drive,” she retorted. “Long enough for me to think up a good
excuse.”

His jaw
clamped down. “You’re riding with me.”

Her smile
twisted into a challenge of her own. “Or what?”

“Which would
you prefer?” He shrugged. “I could spread so many versions of the
same story. Our story,” he added, in case she’d missed the
threat.

“Blackmail?”
She threw her hands up. “Seriously?”

He hitched his
thumbs in his belt and gave her a look meant to confirm her worst
nightmare.

She spluttered
out a string of incomprehensible sentences for his imagination to
play with. If he’d wanted sparks and passion, well, he’d certainly
got the sparks. She marched a direct path to the Land Rover,
glaring daggers as she passed him.

 


Megan squashed
as deep into the corner as her seatbelt allowed and aimed her gaze
out the window the entire way. She’d had little sleep last night,
twisting, turning, second-guessing her choices. Pining for a man
she’d decided to give up before he could do so first. Well, she
certainly wasn’t in two minds right now. No doubt about it, she was
spitting mad. She couldn’t believe he’d actually blackmailed her
with her own sentiments.

What did Jack
know about surviving small town mentality? Only what she’d learned
along the way. Be sure of your business before you hang it out,
because guaranteed it will become public domain within the
hour.

Now he was
threatening to hang their relationship out for all to squawk at.
When it came to Jack leaving, her plan had been concise and abrupt
from the beginning: forget him in a hurry. Corkscrew Bay never
forgot a friggin’ thing. Not to mention her mother, and her parents
had been on the top of Finn’s guest list.

They pulled
into the grounds of the lodge and Megan pursed her lips on a firm
decision. She’d go along with Jack, with whatever he wanted. She
just had to get through this day. Not just for herself, but for
Finn.

The revamped
campsite with its luxury log cabins had opened last year, but Finn
had only just completed the Reception Lodge. The building housed an
aquatic spa complex that would set his resort apart from any other
in Cornwall by a mile. Today was the grand opening, his moment, and
she was determined to share in it, not ruin it.

 


Jack found a
parking spot in front of the magnificent glass and timbre
structure. He cut the engine and turned to her. “Your body language
is a dead give-way.”

“I’ll give you
dead,” she muttered, climbing out of the car. But he was right. She
plastered on a smile and waited for him so they could walk inside
together. “Just remember, we’re friends.”

“I’m not the
one who needs reminding,” he murmured.

She stiffened.
“Trust me, I’ll have no problem keeping my hands off you.”

“That’s where
your mind took you?” His grin came out, slow and lazy. “I meant,
remember to act as if we’re friends and not enemies.”

The urge to
slap that grin from his face strained her fingers. She fisted her
hands at her side and turned from him. Her next breath came out on
a sigh of amazement as her gaze swept the room. Natural light from
the glass panes angled in the structural timbre flooded the
reception area, casting a warm glow on the slatted oak floor. Some
of the tension released from her shoulders.

The result of
Finn’s vision was dazzling and she was so proud of the boy who’d
been voted least likely to succeed in that pathetic unofficial
yearbook put out by Jeremy and his pack of bullies. Finn had
incorporated the water sports side of his business into the theme
with a Hawaiian bar set up in one corner by the permanent water
feature. Servers bearing trays of appetising delicacies were
attired in neutral trousers and tunics, but they had leis of red,
yellow and white Hibiscus draped around their necks.

There were
plenty of strange faces amongst the guests, but she spotted her
parents at once. They were in a conversation with Lady Henrietta,
who looked every bit the regal Duchess in a two-piece champagne
satin suit and silver hair done up in an elaborate coif.

Another reason
to put Finn before her own problems today. He needed all the
support he could get. Isobel was on a mission to have her wedding
at the lodge and Lady Henrietta was here to veto the venue and
shake some sense into her granddaughter. Finn had very valid fears
that he’d be the one torn apart in the battle.

Her mother
caught her eye and waved her over.

Megan started
in that direction, only to be halted by an arm circling her waist.
She scowled up at Jack.

He was smiling
at her mother, gesturing that they’d be over shortly. “Let’s get a
drink first,” he told her.

Megan sucked
in a deep breath. Fine. So he needed to exert some primal
domination thing over her. Small victory. He could have it. She
shifted out of the circle of his arm and gave the offending limb a
pointed look. “A little touchy for friends, wouldn’t you say?”

His hand came
to a rest on the small of her back. “Better?”

She didn’t
answer, said nothing as he guided her further into the reception
area. They had to pass through knots of locals and were stopped a
couple of times to chat, which slowed their progress toward the
bar. All her nerve endings seemed to have gathered in that small
hollow at her back, registering the pressure of his touch and the
lingering warmth. Her relief wasn’t nearly as great as it should
have been when they reached the bar and Jack had to relinquish his
hand to the backrest of the stool she slid onto.

She hooked her
heels on the lower rung and swivelled away from the counter to
glance around the room, anywhere but at Jack. She saw Isobel emerge
from an inner door, her fiancée, Ian, on her left.

“Crap,” she
muttered when she saw the lanky guy walking on the other side of
Isobel. She’d never met any of the cousins, but this guy had the
identical shade of strawberry blond hair as her friend. She
wondered just how many of the extended clan Lady Henrietta had
brought with her for backup.

“Mango and
passion fruit, actually.”

She spun her
chair back to Jack.

At the same
moment, he stepped forward to press a tall ice-misted glass into
her hands. His thigh wedged between the skirts of her sundress.
Their fingers brushed as her hand closed over the glass and he
didn’t release. The sensations prickled to her very core.
Apparently, being spitting mad at the man did nothing to quell
desire, because it flickered along her veins and heated through her
blood. Their eyes met and held. Her smile softened without
permission as the moment stretched and neither looked away. The
charge between them was so much more than electric chemistry. It
spread through her like a deep muscle massage, thrilling and
soothing, jostling her hormones while lulling her soul.

His thumb
stroked a slow, sensual path along hers as he took his time
releasing the glass into her custody.

When he stood
back, she fought the urge to press the ice-cold glass to her throat
to cool her blood and freeze the other cravings. Okay, she’d never
pretended to herself that she was over him.

She took large
gulps of the fruit cocktail and gave her back to him again. She
simply had to deal with this small lapse. Stay mad.

Her eyes
skipped to Finn as he approached, smoothly engaging with his guests
without allowing them to stop him as he worked a path toward
them.

Finn greeted
Jack with one of those slide-slide-curl handshakes, then set those
Irish blue eyes on her and grabbed her nearly clear off the stool
in a bear hug. “I feel as if I haven’t seen you in a month.”

“You haven’t.”
she said with only the softest rebuke. “You’ve been all work and no
play for ages. Say, is that—” She prodded her chin in Isobel’s
direction. “Is that one of Izzy’s cousins?”

“Probably. The
dragon brought a carriage load of Devaulls with her,” he said,
glancing over. “Yes, that’s Freddie.” He looked back at her, his
usual easy humour not quite reaching his eyes. “Or Lord Frederick
to us lesser mortals.”

“She actually
came in the ducal carriage?”

“Reality
calling.” Finn flicked her lightly on the temple. “They drove down
in one mean mother of a Bentley.”

“She does own
a ducal carriage.” Megan protested.

“Don’t remind
me,” Finn groaned, then turned to Jack. “I wasn’t sure if you’d be
around for the opening. Glad you could make it.”

“Same here,”
Jack said. “This place looks impressive.”

“You should
see the Hydra Tanks.” Finn’s broad smile filled with pride. “I’ll
take you on a quick tour, if you like?”

Jack set his
glass on the counter. “I just need to take a leak first.”

Megan folded
her arms, giving him a loaded look at his double standards. If she
were a lesser woman, she’d demand he first finish the drink he’d
insisted on. He missed her look completely, however, as Finn
pointed him toward the amenities. And the more space they kept
between them today, she reminded herself, the better.

Finn rested
his elbows on the bar counter behind, his gaze roaming over the
room.

“Jack’s
right,” she said. “What you’ve achieved here is pretty impressive.
Congratulations, Finn.”

He dipped a
smile at her, and once again she sensed the underling strain there.
She put it down to the stress he’d been working under, but then he
tilted his head away from her and his jaw clenched. “What does she
see in him?”

He was looking
at Isobel and Ian.

Megan
considered the couple. Ian was from London and she’d only met him a
couple of times. She could only comment on what she saw and the
little she knew. “Good looking, charming and rich?”

“His chin is
weak,” Finn remarked mildly, as if he were talking about the
weather. “And I don’t trust charm, always makes me wonder what
they’re covering up behind all that slick talking.”

“Okay.” She
drew the word out, giving him a puzzled look.

“And he’s a
bloody banker,” Finn went on in a brooding tone. “He might have
money now, but odds are he won’t hold onto it for very long.”

“Down, mama
hen,” she said as understanding dawned. He’d never stirred himself
much over the other men Isobel had dated, but then she hadn’t been
about to marry any of them. “Your chick is all grown up and ready
to fly the coop.”

He raised a
brow at her. “What does that mean?”

“You’ve always
been fiercely protective of Izzy,” she sighed.

“You don’t
think she’s rushing into this?” he demanded. “How long have they
known each other? Six months?”

“Fine, you
make a valid argument.” She put a comforting hand on his arm.
“There’s not much you can do about it, Finn.”

“Maybe it
would be best if the dragon gets her way.” His gaze found the tall
figure of Isobel’s grandmother. “If Izzy gets married up in Sussex,
at least I won’t have to watch.”

“Don’t fool
yourself,” she said gently. “Wherever Izzy gets married, you’ll be
there.”

Of course, it
wasn’t just Isobel getting married. It was Isobel moving away to
London. Starting a new life that might possibly involve Finn less
and less. Megan tried to think of what more she could say, but then
Jack was weaving his way back to them and her stomach clenched.
There was nothing to say. No words to console when someone moved on
and left you behind.

Lady Henrietta
looked their way, her haughty gaze skimming over Megan and stopping
on Finn. She raised her hand.

“I’m being
summoned,” Finn muttered and gave Jack a grimace as he joined them.
“Want to come meet Lady Harry?”

“Lady
Harry?”

“Lady
Henrietta is such a bloody mouth full.”

Megan swatted
Finn on the arm and rolled her eyes at Jack. “He’d never call her
that to her face.”

“Damn right I
wouldn’t.” Finn grunted. “Not unless I wanted my liver diced and
sliced and fed to her prize Corgis.”

“Charming as
she sounds,” Jack said, “I think I’ll pass.”

“She’s
perfectly harmless and Finn needs you there.” Megan prodded him in
the back, finally finding something to grin about today.

“As soon as
you see a gap,” Finn told Jack as he led the way, “mention the
Hydra Tanks. That’ll be my cue to…” His instructions faded into the
general chatter.

Jack glanced
at her over his shoulder with a pained expression. She shrugged,
waving him on. His gaze held hers and even across the room, she
felt the warmth and responded to the familiar intensity of that
gaze that always singled her out, wherever they were, whatever they
were doing. Pure pleasure rippled through her before she could stop
it, softening her mouth, softening her own expression. She snapped
her gaze from the magnetic force, but the pull remained, tugging
heavy at her heart.

“What was
that?” Kate’s voice at her ear was a whispered hiss of
excitement.

Megan froze
for a split second, then put on a solid smile and whirled her stool
about. “What was what?” she asked, puzzling her brow for added
effect.

“Seriously?”
Kate snorted. She pulled back, shaking her head when Megan didn’t
bite. “The hand grazing? Eye trailing? Ringing any bells yet?”

Megan hated
lying outright to her friend, but she was desperate. “I have no
idea what you’re talking about.”

Kate clasped a
hand over her mouth, her eyes rounded wide. She leaned in again.
“You are so doing it.” She removed her hand to reveal a beaming
smile. “About bloody time.”

“Shhh.” Megan
slid from the stool and tugged Kate along the length of the bar and
through the first door they came to. It led to a narrow foyer with
a double-volume arched ceiling made of tinted glass and three
further doors opening in different directions.

Kate didn’t
wait for them to reach any of the inner doors. She dug her heels in
on the tiled floor and grinned. “This is so freaking
fantastic.”

Megan sucked
in a lungful of air. Kate had the nose of a bloodhound and once she
thought she was onto something, she never let go. “Okay, but we are
not doing it. It was only the once,” she said.

“I knew it.”
Kate punched a fist into the air. Then her elation ebbed. “What do
you mean, only once? Have you lost your mind?” She grabbed Megan’s
hands in hers and gave her a look that was unrelenting to the point
of hardness. “I’ve watched this brewing between the two of you for
years and now it’s finally broken. That deserves a little more than
one night!”

“You told me
to jump into bed with Jack and get him out of my system,” Megan
said. “I did it.”

“What I meant
was: jump into bed with him and make yourself comfortable.”

Megan slid her
hands free and wrapped her arms around her body. She glared at
Kate. “Now you’ve lost your mind.”

“Have I?” Kate
pushed her hands through her hair, looking frustrated enough to
tear it out. “This is Jack. You’re a fool if you honestly think you
can wash him out that quickly.” Her voice was as tender as her
words were harsh.

“This is Jack.
He blows in and out and Corkscrew Bay’s no different from the
hundreds of other places he’s left and never returned to.”

“He doesn’t
seem to be blowing anywhere in a hurry.”

“Give it a day
or two.”

Kate’s brow
creased. “What if you’re wrong?”

She couldn’t
afford to think that way, because, “What if I’m right?”

“So, you’re
not even prepared to fight?”

The air
expelled from Megan’s chest, leaving a cavity that felt like the
size of a crater. For Kate, there was no obstacle that couldn’t be
overcome. The only thing that stood between wanting and having was
the length and breadth of the fight to cross that bridge. But Megan
couldn’t fight this fight. That would mean hope, and hope festered
into rungs of expectations, urging one to climb to the very top…and
when she reached the top, Jack would still leave.

She tilted her
chin at Kate and said in her sternest voice, “There’s nothing to
fight for.”


“Bullshit.”

“Fine! But
Jack never sticks around and that’s a fact.”

“Facts are
fluid.”

Megan’s mouth
dropped. Even for Kate, this was a little too dog-headed. “Your
brain is fluid.”

“One fact,”
Kate said. “Come on, give me one set-in-stone fact.”

Megan rolled
her eyes and said the first thing that popped into her head. “The
sky is blue.”

“Until a
blanket of thunder clouds turns it black,” Kate whipped back. “Or
until the sun sets and blazes pinks and oranges across the
horizon.”

“Very clever,”
Megan snorted.

“I’m not
trying to be clever, Megs, I’m trying to show you that under a
certain set of conditions, anything can change.”

“Except Jack
and I have already been here,” Megan said softly. “Earlier this
year… January. We spent one night together and he left.”

“Bastard.”

Megan merely
raised a brow. Enough said.

Clearly not.
Kate shook her head and dropped her gaze. “You never told me?”

Megan knew she
was merely processing the new information and not upset. They’d
been best friends since pre-school. With that kind of longevity and
in a town this size, they’d both learned the importance of claiming
a little private space for themselves now and again.

“You would
have chased his ass around the globe,” Megan said, “and hauled it
back to stand trial for his crimes.”

“You bet.”
Kate’s eyes came up with a blue sparkle.

“There was
never any crime. Jack is thirty-one and he’s never settled down.
That’s not going to change and I knew that before I jumped into bed
with him, then and now.”

“Okay.” She
stared at Megan for a couple of heartbeats, then shrugged. “But
it’s not as if you have to be in Cornwall to write. What’s to stop
you from travelling the world with him?”

“Maybe the
fact that he hasn’t asked?”

“We’ve already
established that facts are fluid.”

Megan gave her
a wan smile. It wasn’t as simple as packing a bag and hopping onto
Jack’s merry-go-round. She’d discovered firsthand that it wasn’t
places, towns and countries Jack was running from; it was from
people, attachments and commitment. Everything she’d seen and
learnt about Jack in the last two years, and the little she’d
picked up from Frank’s scarce conversations, reinforced her mind.
But she wouldn’t confide that in Kate. It seemed too intimate, too
much like baring Jack to the bone.

What she did
tell Kate, however, was another truth. “I’d love to travel
extensively.” Even more so with Jack at her side. “But I can’t do
it the way Jack does. I want to visit places, not live the rest of
my life amongst strangers. So even if he did ask—” which he
wouldn’t “—we’re just not suited.”

Her little
speech, however, didn’t deter Kate. “I’ve read every story,
starting at grade school, that you’ve ever written and—” She put a
hand up to stop the protest forming on Megan’s lips. “Yes, fiction,
I know, but I also know you back to front and there are pieces of
you thrown into every word you write.” She dropped her hand and
grimaced. “I just thought, between you and me and Isobel and, hell,
even Finn… I always thought you’d be the one to risk everything for
love.”

Love? She’d
already crossed the halfway mark to loving Jack. If she lowered any
more barriers, there’d be nothing to stop her tumbling into a free
fall with no return. “Obviously, you were wrong.”

“What are you
waiting for? A rock-solid guarantee?”

“Of course
not,” Megan scoffed. “I’m not waiting at all.”

But now that
the suggestion was out there, she couldn’t shut it down completely.
Was that what she was doing? Jack was still here, wasn’t he? He
hadn’t scampered in the night. She wasn’t blind. Jack cared for
her, she knew that much. She didn’t need a declaration from him to
know what she saw in his eyes, what she read between his words,
what she felt when wrapped in the warmth of his undivided
attention. So, he hadn’t made any promises. She knew he wouldn’t
stick around much longer. But what if…?

“You’re
right.” Kate huffed an impatient sigh. “You’re not waiting, you’re
stagnating. It took you and Jack a year to get to your first kiss.
We’ll all be on retirement before you take the next logical
step.”

A shiver
bristled along Megan’s spine. Not because of her friend’s
interference, but because the next logical step was Jack stepping
out of her life. “You mean well, Kate, but Jack and I have never
fit a regular relationship pattern.”

“And you’ll
never know if you could create a brand new pattern because you’re
not prepared to see how far that can take you, maybe all the way
into forever?” The way Kate spoke, Megan had nothing to lose.

Megan closed
her eyes for a moment on Kate’s fantasy, the one where everything
you ever wanted was only an arm’s length away. She gave it a
delicious minute, then opened her eyes on reality. How could she
contemplate anything with a man when she didn’t even trust him to
stay past the morning?

 


Jack stood
chatting with Isobel and a cluster of people whose names he
couldn’t remember. There was a lord and two ladies thrown in there
somewhere, so he assumed at least some of them were family imported
for Lady Henrietta’s cause. The Duchess had railroaded Finn for a
good half hour before they’d made their escape. The tour of Finn’s
aqua spa was impressive, but Jack hadn’t been able to give it the
attention it deserved. Just as he couldn’t concentrate on the
conversations winging around the circle he stood in.

He couldn’t
keep his eyes off Megan. Couldn’t keep his thoughts off what had
gone so wrong. Damn it all. He’d seen her gaze soften on him from
across the room when he’d walked off with Finn. He knew what desire
looked like.

This was
ridiculous.

He excused
himself from the group and made his way to Megan’s side. Their
gazes collided before he reached her and the connection lit her
eyes and warmed her smile. For the seconds before she shut it off
at the source.

He greeted
Isobel, then dipped his head and spoke near Megan’s ear, “We need
to talk.”

“I’m
listening,” she murmured.

“In private,”
he growled.

His lips
brushed an unintentional kiss along her cheekbone as she slid her
eyes up to him.

Warning
flashed in those green depths. “I’m sure it can—”

“Now,” he said
quietly, cupping her elbow in his hand to lead her outside the main
entrance. She must have realised this was a deal breaker, because
she came along meekly.

The glass
doors swished closed behind them, cutting them off from the noise
but not from inquisitive eyes. Jack walked two paces ahead, down
the steps and onto a narrow path overhung with leafy boughs.

“Jack!” she
called after him.

He didn’t
turn, didn’t pause, kept following the path through luxury log
cabins scattered far apart between pine trees that grew thick and
tall. He rounded a sharp bend that cut the main lodge from sight.
In one fluid movement, he grabbed Megan around the waist and
stepped off the path, deep into the shadows of the pine forest, and
backed her up against a tree.

He slammed his
body flush up against her, one hand pressed to the trunk above her
head. He gripped her chin with his other hand and tilted her face
to him. His thigh wedged between hers, her quick breaths rubbing
pebbled nipples against his chest. She blinked into his eyes, again
and again, and then her lids grew heavy, her breaths slowed to the
beat of his pulse, and her lips parted.

He brought his
mouth down over hers, sucking in that plump lower lip, plunging
inside to taste. His kiss was urgent, demanding, invading. Designed
to remind her of exactly how far from over they were.

A moment
later, he had his proof. She melted into his limbs, her arms
reaching around his back, her mouth softened with desire and the
desperate heat in her kiss overtaking his own urgency. His fingers
speared through her hair and the taste of her swarmed his blood.
The rush, the urgency, slowly gave way to a warmth that saturated
his entire being. He eased up on the kiss, his lips slanting over
her mouth a few more times before he withdrew to look into her
eyes.

Her arms
dropped from around him. Her lips trembled slightly. Her eyes
locked on him. And her hand came up to deliver a stinging blow on
his cheek.

He grunted,
stepping back.

“Don’t you
ever, ever do that again,” she said hoarsely, putting a hand to his
chest and shoving.

He didn’t
budge. He’d already moved as far back as he intended to go. “We are
not done. I taste it on your lips. I feel it in your body. I see it
in the way you look at me. I read it all over your face.”

“Okay. You
win.” Her lips drew into a firm line. She shoved again.

He still
wasn’t moving. He also didn’t feel like much of a winner.

She rolled her
eyes skyward and kept them there. “I’m not over you. I only have to
anticipate your touch to melt at the corners.”

“Then what the
hell’s the problem?”

She brought
her gaze level with him. “The problem? God, Jack, do you honestly
not know or do you just want me to spell it out?” Her voice rose in
barely restrained fury. “Smugglers Inn. That’s the problem. You
want to know why I couldn’t even spend one night in your bed?
Because I couldn’t stomach the thought of waking up to a
re-occurrence of the morning after.”

Jack stared at
her. “I thought we’d settled this.”

“Clearly not.”
She folded her arms. “We have to be over, Jack, because I can’t be
in any relationship, however short, spicy or honest, when I fully
expect you to bolt in the middle of the night. Or wake up with a
major case of regrets. I have no idea when I’ll say the wrong thing
that sends you off without looking back to say goodbye.” She
uncrossed her arms to jab him in the chest. Her anger blazed into
him. “There, you pushed and pushed and now you know. And even after
all that, you’re like a fever burning up inside me.”

“You think I
don’t want you just as badly?” He grabbed her poking finger,
pulling her hand to his chest. “I’m not ready to move on, not until
this thing between us has run its natural cause. And I don’t
believe you can either.”

She gave a
small laugh. “That makes so much sense, it’s almost
frightening.”

“Moving
on?”

“Where your
aversion to one-night stands stems from. Leaving behind any
unfinished business would only hinder your relentless journey
forward.”

Jack had no
argument with that. “Megan, I’m sorry about that night at Smugglers
Inn. I never meant to hurt you like that and I won’t do it again.
I’m not going to bolt in the middle of the night, or disappear
without a decent goodbye. I swear.” His hand curled around hers,
tugging her a little closer. “But if you can’t believe that, then I
won’t push anymore.”

She looked at
him for the longest moment, then her mouth curved into a smile.
“You really mean that, don’t you?” Her teeth dragged at that lower
lip as her gaze warmed into his. “What is it about you, Jack
Marlin, that you always make everything feel right, even when I’m
not sure it is?”


Chapter 11

 


 


Megan abandoned her own plan and adopted Jack’s. It
just made far too much sense for her to discount. It had always
worked for him, right? Kept him moving on, and on, with no
regrets?

A week later,
she woke up to find Jack propped on his elbow, his gaze a warm
caress on her face. She loved the sight of him like this. Bed
tossed hair, the sensual depth in his gaze and that lazy grin. The
sheet skimmed his hip and left the rest of him exposed to her
appreciative eye and humming hormones. Stubble shadowed his
chiselled jaw and the things he did with that; the sensations he
stirred right through to the bone as he worked tantalising kisses
over her breasts and down her belly. Desire tingled along her skin
and softened every muscle.

That’s when
the first doubt set in. The theory was simple enough. In practice,
she was starting to realise that the more time she spent with Jack,
the more she wanted him. And secret hope trailed in after the
doubt. What if the same was happening to Jack? She squashed it
immediately.

This
particular morning, his hand came out to her, knuckles grazing
beneath her chin. His gaze was filled with sexy intentions, and
more, emotions that delved far deeper than either of them would
ever admit to.

“I need to go
up to London for a day or two,” he said, his thumb moving over her
cheek with tender strokes.

The warmth of
desire left her blood, leaving her skin chilly and her muscles
tense.

“I’ll be back
on Thursday.” He slid lower down the bed and brought her into his
arms, their legs tangled and the evidence of his arousal pressed to
her belly. “I want to take another look…” He pushed the tendrils
from her throat and brushed a path of sensitive kisses along the
line of her jaw. “…at the physical space of Art de Natique…”
His kisses trailed down her throat and whatever he was doing with
his tongue in the hollow of her collarbone burned straight through
her tension and reset her body to the languid desire of moments
ago. “…and set up some meetings…” His thigh nudged up further,
rubbing whorls of ecstasy at her core as he started a slow, rocking
motion that dragged a sizzling friction at every point of contact.
“…with their printing labs…”

“Jack,” she
groaned, her nails digging into his back as pleasure threaded her
veins and blurred his explanation. “As much as I’d love to
hear…”

He came over
her, settling between her thighs and silencing her words and
thoughts with an intense look that penetrated to her soul and
whispered promises she knew he’d never fulfil. She didn’t care.
Nothing mattered except this moment, this day, and hopefully a
handful of tomorrows.

Jack left for
London the following day and she threw herself into plotting a
brand new story and finalising the arrangements for Isobel’s hen
party. She spoke to him a couple of times each day, and the text
messages streamed between them endlessly, but it became more and
more difficult to pretend that everything was fine while she was
entangled in Isobel’s happily-ever-after. More and more difficult
to disguise the ache in her heart when the wayward thoughts slipped
through. When Kate did this for her one day, Jack would be long out
of the picture. A distant memory. He’d have to be, because right
now she couldn’t imagine being with anyone else ever.

Which was
silly, she kept reminding herself. She was a one-guy woman. Always
had been. But she’d moved on from broken relationships before and
regardless of what she could or couldn’t imagine now, it didn’t
mean she’d be stuck on Jack forever. She pushed the ache aside,
tried not to think how it became harder to budge each time, and
concentrated on the task at hand.

The venue was
a nightclub on the outskirts of town that held a themed Rocking
Eighties evening every Thursday. She’d ordered their outfits online
a couple of weeks ago, black leather cat suits for her and Kate and
red leather for Isobel. Their outfits had already been delivered
and, thankfully, everything fit perfectly. The invitations sent out
had requested the other girls to dress in all black, leather or
otherwise. The red leather would not only set Isobel apart from the
pack, but the colour looked amazing with her strawberry blond
hair.

Their private
chill room came with the choice of one entertainment, the last
thing on her to-do list, and Megan’s lips twitched as she rolled
the mouse down the list of options on the club’s website and
hovered over Stripper. But she couldn’t. She’d chosen the venue and
the outfits because she wanted Isobel to let her hair down this
once, throw her reserved nature to the wind and discover a wild
side. A strip show would take that too far. She didn’t want Isobel
feeling too uncomfortable about the proceedings to relax and enjoy
herself. Instead, Megan selected Karaoke and submitted her choice
through the online reservations form.

Thursday
afternoon, she was standing by the window in her office, watching
as the black Land Rover pulled up.

A swell of
happiness bloomed in the region of her heart and swept through her
from head to toe. In that moment, she realised that at least some
of the despondency attacking her while he’d been away was doubt. A
part of her had been waiting for the phone call to say he’d
received an exciting proposition that would take him to one of the
far flung corners of the world and he’d swing around her way next
summer or thereabouts.

Jack unfolded
himself from the driver’s side and glanced up at her window as he
straightened. His grin was instant, pressing a groove into his
cheek and muddling the arrogant lines of his face.

Her pulse
hiccupped and, finally, she admitted how much trouble she was in.
She was in love with this man. Utterly and irrevocably in love, as
she’d never been before. She had been for a long, long time.
Definitely as far back as January and that night at Smugglers
Inn.

She’d thought
he’d nipped her heart and shredded her pride, but she’d got that
the wrong way round. He’d nipped her pride and shredded her heart
when he’d discarded her so easily the morning after.

If Kate were
here, she’d be chiding Megan about taking that risk. Baring her
heart and soul for the dream. But she’d only chase him away, and
for what? Her and Jack couldn’t work. She couldn’t even keep the
faith for one short trip to London. Their history was chequered
with fights, anger and misplaced good intentions. Their future
would be a tug of war between his need to roam and her desire to
stay put.

Coward.
It wasn’t just a thought. It was an imaginary whisper and it had
Kate’s voice.

What was the
worst that could happen if she confessed her love and stopped
faltering at the hurdles? Megan shook off the temptation.

She might be
in love with him, but love wasn’t logical. Love wasn’t practical.
Love couldn’t glue their rocky relationship together.

And love, she
admitted, was possibly the most destructive force on earth. She had
to risk all, confess her feelings and take a chance on love. Or she
had to walk away. But she couldn’t find the strength inside her to
do either, and what did that say about her? She made decisions like
this every day for her characters, but it sucked in real life.
There was too much at stake, the risk was too big, and a mistake
couldn’t be fixed by hitting the backspace key.

Love, she also
discovered as another week passed, couldn’t be contained and
couldn’t be put on hold. And yes, the thought hadn’t escaped her.
If she said nothing, did nothing, maybe her and Jack would just
carry on as they were. Maybe he’d simply forget to leave. But every
day, every touch and every look, every shared moment, left her
wanting more.

She was a
coward, but she was also ripe for some of Kate’s theories when the
night of Isobel’s hen party arrived. Both Kate and Isobel were
supposed to come get ready at her place, but Kate turned up
alone.

“Ian’s come
down from London,” Kate explained. “He pulled up outside just as we
were leaving.”

“He knows the
party’s tonight.” Megan’s nose wrinkled at the only conclusion she
could draw. “God, I hope he hasn’t come to read her the riot act
about having too much fun.”

“I’d like to
see him try.” Kate chuckled.

“So would I,
actually.” Megan’s eyes lit with humour. For all Isobel’s protests,
her blood ran blue down to the last chromosome when challenged and
she didn’t take kindly to anyone interfering in her life.

“I said we’d
pick her up on the way.” Kate flung her suit bag from her shoulder
to the bed, bent over to unzip it and froze as a loud crash
reverberated through the house. She came back up and raised a brow
at Megan.

“That,” Megan
said, laughing, “was probably the demise of my office wall.”

“He’s
tunnelling a quick-entry route?” Kate’s smile resembled a Cheshire
cat that had just died and ended up in double-thick cream heaven.
“Maybe it’s just me,” she said, swinging her arms to encapsulate
the main bedroom, “but I’d have started in here.”

“He’s not
bashing in the wall.” Megan rolled her eyes. “At least, not on
purpose. He’s partitioning his guest bedroom and converting one
half into a darkroom. A truckload of stuff arrived yesterday.”

Kate rushed
forward and dropped her voice to a whisper. “Don’t you see? He’s
nesting.”

“Nesting?”
Megan repeated dully, then her eyes widened. Her heart beat a
little faster. “Nesting.”

“Settling in,”
Kate confirmed with some vigorous nodding. “He’s here to stay.”

“I wouldn’t go
that far.” Megan took a deep breath to slow her pulse. Nothing to
get excited about here, nothing to clutch onto except straws made
of wishes.

“You’re being
purposely dense.”

Megan looked
at her, willing to consider the possibility. How long had Jack been
here? Three weeks? A month. And now he was building his own
darkroom. She’d assumed it was just for his London exhibition, that
he was eager to start experimenting with his ideas. And it was
that, of course, but he was also settling in. He was making himself
a home, even if it was just a base to be used in between his
travels.

She smiled,
shook her head in disbelief, and then her blood warmed with
happiness for him. He deserved this. A place to rest. A place in
this world to call his own.

“He’s staying
for you,” Kate said.

“I hope not.”
And Megan meant it. She wanted this to be Jack’s. His peace,
regardless of anything else.

“You have to
tell him,” Kate huffed. “Tell him how you feel and don’t—” She
jabbed a finger at Megan. “Don’t you dare deny how much in love
with him you are.”

Megan
hesitated, but it was a relief to share her feelings with someone
and since it couldn’t be with Jack, Kate was the next best option.
“I wasn’t going to.”

Kate’s jaw
went slack, then firmed with a grin. “He loves you, too.”

Megan wasn’t
convinced of that, but then she didn’t think it really mattered
either way. She wasn’t sold on the concept that love would be
enough to keep him here. That love was enough to fill and seal as
many cracks as their history had created. “I guess.”

Kate threw her
hands up. “Are you two going to grow old playing guessing games or
are one of you going to say something?”

“Maybe,” Megan
said, giving it some serious thought for the first time. Kate’s
enthusiasm was contagious. She made it all seem so simple, so
possible. “Meanwhile, Izzy’s waiting for us and I’m dying to see
the look on Ian’s face when she steps out in red leather.”

In keeping
with the rock-chick theme and skin-tight leather, they frizzed
their hair as wild as it would go and lined their eyes with thick
kohl. Kate kept her hair loose, but Megan swept hers into a side
ponytail that didn’t do much to tame the frizz.

Megan knocked
on Jack’s door before they left. He took one look at her and made
an appreciative noise.

She struck a
pose. “You like?”

“I like,” he
growled. His gaze raked over her with unconstrained lust. “Give us
half an hour,” he said to Kate, sweeping Megan into his arms and
dragging her across the threshold. He kicked the door shut, with
Kate standing outside on the porch.

Megan wriggled
free, giggling. “You’re such an animal.”

His hands
landed on her waist, and took a slow amble over her curves, pulling
her closer at the same time. His mouth came down in a crushing kiss
that knocked the breath from her lungs and claimed every sense.
When he released her, his eyes were as dark and stormy as a
moonless winter night. “I don’t care what time you get home, I’ll
be awake and waiting. Don’t change before you come over.”

“You do know
Finn, right?” The boys were going for drinks, and Finn was a true
Irishman when it came to a good night out. “Want to bet I’ll be
awake and waiting first?”

“Not for
long.” A grin tugged at his jaw. “Give me a call, okay?”

“And you’ll
come running home?”

“Always.”

“Enjoy your
evening,” she said, reaching on her tiptoes to brush a quick kiss
over his lips and then turning from him before they really did
leave Kate waiting outside for half an hour.

Jack grabbed
his keys and walked out with them. He knew she was the designated
driver, and said in parting, “If you want to join in the fun, give
me a call—”

“You don’t
give up.” She wiggled her brows at him.

He looped an
arm around her waist and spun her to face him. “Seriously. I won’t
drink tonight, just in case.”

They made it
to Isobel just before seven. The sun was still high, a fat orange
hanging over the ocean. Only a narrow road separated Isobel’s
cottage from the beach. The tide was high and a strong
southwesterly wind whipped the waves into frothy white horses to
their left. To their right, the cottage door stood wide open and
Isobel sat on the top step of her porch.

Her head came
up as Megan parked alongside the road outside the front gate. She
stared at them, elbows on her knees, rocking her thighs back and
forth. A bottle of white spirits dangled from her hands between her
thighs.

“Why didn’t we
think of props?” Kate said.

Megan grinned
as she rolled down the window and stuck her head out. “Are you
ready?”

Isobel nodded,
jumping to her feet. The leather cat suit clung to her lithe form
with the kind of grace only Isobel could pull off. She looked
absolutely stunning and Megan’s grin widened. Isobel was going to
eclipse the lot of them tonight, but that’s exactly what she’d
planned. Her hair was caught back into a high ponytail and was
that…? Black eyeliner, thick streaks painted down her cheeks?

“Oh, I’m
ready,” Isobel spat out, the uncharacteristic harshness jolting
both Megan and Kate in their seats. She lifted the bottle to her
lips and took a long swig, then smeared a hand across her mouth as
she came down the two steps from her porch. “I’m so ready for that
two-faced, conniving, back-stabbing…” The insults petered out as
she flung her head back.

“Role play?”
Megan asked nervously.

“Ian.” The way
Kate said it, the name was as derisive as any of Isobel’s
insults.

“Oh, God!”
Megan slammed out of the car and raced up the short path as fast as
one could in five inches of stiletto heels and leather boots that
capped her knees.

Isobel,
meanwhile, was no longer swigging from the bottle. She’d kept her
head back, her face turned up to the sky, and had up-ended the
bottle over her mouth.

Megan grabbed
the bottle from her hand. It was almost empty. She tossed the
bottle aside, hoping most of the Tequila had dribbled past Isobel’s
mouth. She threw her arm around Isobel and said softly, “What
happened?”

Isobel pushed
away with surprising strength.

“What the
bloody hell did Ian do?” Kate demanded as she reached them.

The look
Isobel gave Kate was glassy and wild. “Don’t eveh shmention that
bastard’s name again.”

The alcohol
must have just hit her bloodstream, Which meant she hadn’t been
sitting on that porch for long. “Let’s go inside, okay?” Megan
tried to wrap her arm around Isobel again as she mouthed ‘Coffee’
at Kate.

“He can rot in
shell.” Isobel struggled loose and stumbled forward. “I shope his
balls shrivel to tiny prunes and attack him in the shnight.”

Kate and Megan
caught her before she landed face-down and, between the two of
them, managed to haul her up the steps and inside. Which wasn’t
their best idea, Megan realised, when Isobel started smashing
random objects against the wall.

“She’s a
back-shtabbing bitch.” A blue-veined Ming vase that Megan knew had
been in the family for centuries went flying.

Megan dived
for it, too late. The fragile China shattered into a million
pieces.

“She?” Kate
asked, smoothing her voice into trance-like calm as she took
tentative steps closer to Isobel. “Is Ian having an affair?”

Isobel’s
bitter laugh cut through the air. Her eyes focussed and her tongue
sharpened. “You know what’s sad? I wouldn’t care half as much if it
had been with anyone other than Camelia. I’m just as bad as her.”
She laughed again, but this time it was a high-pitched cackle of
the temporarily demented. She picked up a spindle-legged side table
and lobbed it across the room. The delicate legs splintered as the
table bounced on the oak-slatted floor.

Camelia. That
was the name of one of Isobel’s cousins from Finn’s Lodge opening.
The brunette girl who would’ve been quite beautiful if she
unpinched her face once in a while.

“Finn,” Megan
called out to Kate. “Call Finn.”

Kate backed
off in the direction of the kitchen, nodding.

Fury seemed to
have burned through the alcohol in Isobel’s blood. Now she was
merely frothing fury. She kicked out at a nearby chair and grabbed
a lamp.

Megan’s heart
pounded in fear and concern. Not just fury. Isobel was having a
genuine meltdown. She dithered between restraining Isobel and
saving the valuables. What would be more cathartic?

Smashing
things, Megan decided. Isobel was flinging everything against the
wall on the opposite side of the room, so there was no danger she’d
hurt herself with flying debris. Megan hauled a set of nested
tables closer and fed them to Isobel one by one, leading her
further from the mantelpiece as she did so. The porcelain
miniatures lining the mantelpiece included photographs of Isobel’s
mother and she’d never forgive herself if she trashed those.

Kate returned
and quickly caught on to the change in tactics, helping Megan
rescue the odd item that might have sentimental value. There wasn’t
much left of Isobel’s front room by the time Finn appeared at the
door. Jack was right behind him.

Isobel took
one look at Finn, then ran into his arms and collapsed against his
chest in a sobbing heap.

Megan made her
way to Jack and led him outside. Her fingers trembled with the
aftershock.

“Are you
okay?” Jack’s hands came out, stroking her hair, tilting her face
up for inspection. “What happened?”

“Didn’t Finn
tell you?” Kate answered. She’d followed them outside.

Jack glanced
at her. “He just said Isobel needed him and then he clammed up.”
His gaze came back to Megan. “I knew you girls were together and I
was worried.”

“We’re fine,”
Megan assured him, linking her hand in his. Their fingers twined
together, feeding warmth into her shivers and sweeping away the
tremors.

“Well,” Kate
informed him, “the wedding’s off. That’s what happened.”

“The party,”
Megan yelped. The least of their worries, but there were ten girls
waiting for the fun to start.

“I’ll go,”
Kate offered. “Keys in the car?”

Megan nodded.
“Thanks.”

“Do you want a
ride home?” Jack asked Megan.

“I’ll wait
here for Kate,” she told him. “Isobel might still need us.”

She shook her
head, slightly dazed at the events that had unfolded. She’d never
seen Isobel lose her composure, let alone go on a rampage like
that. And Ian… Isobel and Ian. Their happiness was supposed to have
been locked up and sealed. Happiness guaranteed. But it had all
fallen apart in the blink of an eye.

Jack’s grip
around her fingers tightened a fraction. “Would you like to take a
walk?”

Her gaze went
up to the clouds rolling over the blue sky, driven by a wind that
had gathered a lot more momentum since the last time she’d looked.
The air carried the scent of a brewing, salty storm. The air also
carried the memory of another storm, rattling the hatches of
Smugglers Inn and trapping them in a fire-roasted room.

She gave
Jack’s hand a tug and walked down the path with him, through the
gate. On the other side of the road, she paused to remove her boots
before sinking her feet into the cool, grainy sand. He went on
ahead, then turned to face her with that ragged grin. Words of love
rumbled inside her chest, needing out, threatening to burst through
the walls and fracture her heart into as many pieces as Isobel’s
Ming vase.

She ran to
Jack, then past him, and kept running until the waves lapped her
feet. She dug her toes into the wet sand and kept her gaze on the
horizon. Gulped down huge breaths. Okay, so she’d tell him how she
felt. Hope for the best. Expect the worst. Maybe her and Jack would
never have a smoothe ride. Maybe their future would hold a tempest
of storms, one brewing on the tail of the next. Maybe he’d leave in
the morning.

But nothing
came with guarantees.

Look at
Isobel.

She sensed him
at her side before he spoke. “It’s peaceful, isn’t it?”

Peace. He was
nesting next door. She wouldn’t risk chasing him out when he’d only
just begun to carve his space into the only house he’d ever
attempted to turn into a home.

At all costs,
she had to protect that. And as she brought her gaze in from the
ocean and onto him, she thought she knew exactly how. She dropped
onto the sand and patted the spot beside her.

He sat behind
her instead, folding his arms around her waist and pulling her back
between his drawn up knees so she was lying against his chest, his
hands folded across her belly and stroking mindlessly.

She closed her
eyes and breathed the words out, “I’m putting 21b on the market.”
She held her next breath, but that hadn’t been nearly as hard as
she’d thought. “I’m offering you first option, if you want it.”

“You love your
house.” His hands stilled on her belly. “I don’t understand.” His
arms around her stiffened. “Is this because of us?”

“Not just
because of us,” she lied. She loved her house, but she loved Jack
more and she couldn’t keep it inside a moment longer. But if he
didn’t want her love, she’d be the one to leave so he could stay
and she wanted him to know that up front.

“People are
flawed,” she went on, searching for the best way to explain. “Love
is flawed. Nothing’s guaranteed and it’s not meant to be easy.” She
smiled as she finally understood what he’d been saying that morning
at bunny island about the uncertainty and surprise being part of
the perfect shot. “If we don’t work out, you won’t want us to be
living on top of each other and neither would I. Our house…your
home, has no bearing on what happens between us.”

It wasn’t
coming out quite right, Megan knew, but she didn’t have a better
way to put it. If he loved her, if they found their forever, then
it wouldn’t matter who owned what portion of the house. If he
didn’t, or if he couldn’t, then she wouldn’t be the one to drive
him from his home.

She turned in
his embrace to look at him, to tell him how very much in love with
him she was. Once he knew that, he’d figure out what she’d been
trying to explain.


Chapter 12

 


 


Jack couldn’t breathe. There was a pressure on his
lungs, pressing out the air and refusing to let fresh oxygen in.
Megan turned within his arms, looked up at him. Her face was
blurred. He blinked, but his vision didn’t clear.

“Jack?”

He scrambled
backward and shot to his feet. He tried to suck in a deep breath,
but it didn’t seem to reach his lungs. He staggered back another a
foot. “Megan, I’m sorry.”

He couldn’t do
this.

“What?” She
got to her feet. “Jack, what are—”

“I can’t.” He
held a hand out, shaking his head. “I’ve got to go.”

He shouldn’t
even think of driving. The images were pounding at his head,
pounding out what little oxygen was left in his lungs. He put one
foot in front of the other, going through the motions without
thought, barely capable. The same scene kept attacking his mind,
battering down carefully constructed walls.

He was seven
years old again, creeping down the stairwell of his uncle’s home.
Jack hadn’t spoken a single word since Nanny Anne had pulled him
into her arms and told him. Mommy and daddy were gone. No, not just
gone. Dead. Gone forever. Then the grey-haired lady had come to
take him away, put him in that place with rows of beds and a room
full of noise. Kids older than him. Kids younger than him.

He didn’t know
how many days he’d been there before the other lady had come, put
him on the plane and sat with him. She’d explained about England,
about Uncle Frank. He knew Uncle Frank. Mom and dad had brought him
over here to England, to the farm, a few times. Uncle Frank was
okay. He liked to swing Jack up high and tickle him until he
screamed. Uncle Frank was fun, but Jack didn’t want his uncle now.
He wanted his mom. He wanted Nanny Anne. He wanted his dad and he
wanted to be in his own bedroom.

He was also
thirsty, which was why he’d left the strange bed he didn’t want to
be in and was creeping down the stairs. When he reached the bottom,
he paused. The voices were coming from the kitchen. The door was
partially open, casting a circle of light across the threshold.

“What about
his grandfather?” That voice belonged to Aunty Mary. He’d met her
for the first time today. Uncle Frank’s new wife. “The old man can
take him.”

“Jack
doesn’t know Neville, you know that. And why would he want Jack
when he hasn’t spoken to his daughter since she married
John?”

“I don’t
want him either. This isn’t fair, Frank. This isn’t what I’d
planned for.”

“And I
didn’t plan for my little brother to die, Mary.” Uncle Frank
sounded cross. The type of cross Jack had never heard before. It
sounded a little like a sour orange he’d once bitten into and had
had to spit out. “Besides, Neville is bedridden. How much longer do
you think he has to live?”

“But why do
we have to be burdened with him?”

“Because we
don’t have a choice. He has nowhere else to go.”

“Give him
to the state.”

“Mary.” Now
Uncle Frank sounded like a bear growling. “How can I do that to
John?”

Jack stepped
back, no longer thirsty.

“Well, I’m
not having it,” Aunty Mary said. “This is my life, not his. He has
no right to push his way in here and drive me out.”

“Jack’s not
pushing—”

“I’m not
going to raise another woman’s child! You’ll have to make a choice.
Either he goes or I do.”

Jack heard
nothing more. He raced up the stairs and dived beneath the covers.
His heart raced so fast, he wondered if it would fly out of his
chest.

Jack was
sitting behind the wheel of the Land Rover, parked outside his
home. He didn’t know how he’d gotten here. He must have driven from
the beach, unaware and unseeing. His breaths came a little easier,
but the pressure was still clamping his lungs. He climbed out of
the car and moved quickly, up the porch steps, through the front
door, up the stairs to his bedroom. His body was still on
auto-pilot, functioning without his input.

He’d chased
his aunt from her marriage, from her home, from the life she was
supposed to live. He’d been complacent, had known he shouldn’t
stay, but he had and now he was doing the same thing to Megan.
Kicking her out of her home.

In the
bedroom, he pulled his bag from the bottom of the wardrobe and
flung it on top of the bed. This was what he’d always feared. If he
stayed in one place too long, he’d fuck up. Mess up other people’s
perfect lives. He marched between the wardrobe and the bed,
stripping shirts from hangers, scooping the shelves clear, cramming
everything into the bag.

The sooner he
got out of here, the sooner Megan could get her life back and this
time, he wouldn’t return to fuck it up again.

He zipped the
bag and hauled it from the bed. But instead of lugging it down the
stairs, he stood in place, staring at the wall between this room
and Megan’s.

Megan. He’d
promised her he wouldn’t do this.

He closed his
eyes, allowing pictures of her to swarm his head. He hadn’t just
been complacent. He’d being falling in love. And now he was going
to break his promise to the one person he’d sworn to never hurt
again. He couldn’t do it. He sucked down deep breaths, and this
time the air filled his lungs.

He wouldn’t
walk out on her again. This time, he’d stay to end it properly.

 


Megan slept in
fits and starts. In the waking moments, the heaviness inside her
chest shared space with disbelief and numbing anger.

She couldn’t
believe it.

He’d done it
again.

Okay, last
time she’d checked through the window, the Land Rover was still
outside. He hadn’t left yet. But that didn’t fool her this time.
When he’d said, “I’ve got to go,” she knew exactly what he meant.
The very thing she’d been expecting from the start.

And she hadn’t
even gotten around to saying she loved him. So what had chased him
off? If he didn’t want the house, well, she hadn’t insisted he be
the one to buy it. Maybe that had been one of her more stupid
ideas, but she’d been fresh out of clever ones.

Morning
arrived with the chiming of her doorbell. It could be any number of
people. Kate knew what had happened. She’d wanted Megan to stay
with her the night, but Megan needed to be alone. It could be
Isobel, recovered and come to apologise for freaking out, although
Megan didn’t blame her. It could be Finn, come to fill her in on
any new developments, although God knew how much more she could
take. Hell, it could even be Bill, the postman.

But she knew
it would be Jack even before she dragged herself down the stairs
and opened the door. She wore her favourite pair of threadbare
sweater pants and hadn’t bothered running a brush through her hair.
She didn’t care if she looked a fright.

“Morning,” he
said, his voice as solemn as his gaze.

She swung from
the doorway without a word and marched down the hall into the
kitchen. He could stay or he could go. She prepared the espresso
pot and set it on the gas hob to boil.

He followed
through to the kitchen. “Megan, I brought you this.”

She
turned.

He held a wad
of loose papers in his hand. “Contract of sale for 21a.”

“How long have
you had that?”

“I had the
contract drawn up a couple of weeks ago. The selling price is what
I paid for the place four years ago. I know how much you love this
house and I always intended to offer 21a to you.”

Confirmation
that her instincts had been spot on from the very beginning. He’d
been planning to leave the moment he’d arrived in Corkscrew Bay.
How on earth had she become so deluded along the way?

Her glare
moved from the contract to him. “You could have slipped it under
the door.”

A pale
impression of his usual grin tugged at the side of his mouth. “Is
that your way of kicking me out?”

A sigh started
below her ribs and threatened to drag up a sob as it left her lips.
“What are you doing here, Jack? You said you had to go. Well, just
go.”

He looked at
her a long moment. “I will, but I’ve got a promise to keep first. I
said I wouldn’t bolt in the middle of the night. I’m not going
anywhere until I know you’re okay.”

“You’re
kidding!” She turned her back on him and pulled a mug down from the
cupboard. Damned if she’d offer him coffee. “Your sense of honour
is so screwed up, you don’t even know the point at which a promise
becomes absolutely worthless.”

“It’s not
much,” he agreed in a gruff voice. The slap of paper on wood was
followed by his footsteps down the hall.

The door
closed with a click, and then it was just her and the whistling
espresso pot and the stack of white papers on the kitchen table.
The proof of her stupidity. She’d let her guard down, slept in his
arms and put off tomorrow. Well, tomorrow had arrived and she
wasn’t prepared.

She poured her
coffee, added a large dollop of cream to the black syrup and took
it with her upstairs.

She got
nothing done that day, couldn’t think straight with the sounds of
him rustling about next door. Knowing he was right there, so close
and yet completely out of reach, was a poison festering the ache in
her heart. But would he leave? Oh, no! He’d made a promise and he
was keeping it. Why did he have to be so bloody noble?

Well, night
had come and gone. He hadn’t bolted. Promise #1 to him. Did he
seriously intend to hang around until she was okay?

She grabbed
her phone and started typing. I’m
okay.

The reply was
instant. I don’t believe you.

His arrogance
tipped the bucket. She tossed the phone across her desk and stormed
down the stairs. Hopped across the hedge and banged on his
door.

“What did I
say that was so terrible?” she demanded the moment the door
opened.

Not the
words she’d come to say. She’d meant to tell him exactly where
he and his promises could go, and to take his patronising
assumptions with him.

But she’d
missed the tell-tale signs this morning. Looking at him now, the
stubble grazing his jaw, his hooded gaze, she saw that he was far
from okay himself. “Is this about my idea to put my house on the
market?”

“It’s not just
a house, Megan, it’s your life.” He shoved a hand through his hair,
stepping back. “Without Bluff Drive, you’d either have to move into
town or move right away. I’d never take that from you.”

Her throat
went dry as it finally dawned on her. She’d missed the most
important details when he’d told her about the plane crash and
Frank raising him. That hard edge of bitterness she’d heard in his
voice wasn’t aimed at his parents being so careless with his young
life. It was aimed at himself.

Frank’s wife
left him when the courts appointed him as my guardian. She didn’t
fancy the idea of an instant family not of her making.

Frank’s wife
had left and Jack had stayed. He blamed himself for taking her
place.

Megan gave
herself a mental kick. She’d made a silly suggestion and
inadvertently regurgitated up his history. She’d offered him a
chance to stay at the cost of her leaving. With Jack, it had never
ever been about his need to always leave, but about his need to not
stay.

“I’m not
Frank’s wife,” she said softly. “You’re not forcing me out of my
own life. You’re not forcing me into anything.”

“It doesn’t
matter either way,” he told her. “21a is yours if you still want
it.”

“I’d rather
have you,” she exclaimed.

His eyes
shuttered. His face blanked of any emotion.

Frustration,
pain and anger broke within her like a damn flooding its walls. “I
love you, Jack.” She had nothing more to lose. And she didn’t think
she could ever forgive. “I love you and I was prepared to do
anything to give that love a chance.”

Her hands
shook so badly, she fisted them into a tight balls so he wouldn’t
notice. Tears welled at her eyes and she blinked hard to crush
them. “Moving out of my house means absolutely nothing because
no-one, and certainly not you, can kick me out of my own life. Only
I can do that, and that’s exactly what it felt as if I was doing
when I was too afraid to risk everything for what we might have
been.

“I don’t know
if we could ever have worked.” She backed away from him and down
the porch steps. “I never expected guarantees. I expected very
little, Jack, but I did expect more than, ‘It doesn’t matter.’ If
it didn’t matter, you wouldn’t have frozen me out between one
heartbeat and the next. If it didn’t matter, you wouldn’t still be
here. But you go right on telling yourself it doesn’t matter and
turn that into your own little truth.”

He opened his
mouth and she waited, her pulse hiccupping in hope. His mouth
closed and he stood there, happy to watch her walk away. She’d
poured her heart out and it hadn’t been enough. He couldn’t even
talk to her, give her a decent explanation.

“You know
what, Jack? Maybe you were right all along,” she blasted over her
shoulder as she turned to barrel over the hedge. “Maybe I do
deserve better than you.”

 


Jack knew he’d
made many mistakes in his life, but he’d never once doubted the way
he lived that life. Now he prowled the house with a restless energy
that was powered on doubt.

Megan deserved
much, much better than him.

He’d always
said that.

Always
believed that.

But to have
her say it, to have her believe it, was a lightening bolt that
pierced to his soul. It burnt raw, throbbed an ache across his
chest, and illuminated too many of the shadowed corners he’d always
taken refuge in.

He loved her.
Where Megan was concerned, every little thing mattered a thousand
times more. And that scared the shit out of him.

He wasn’t a
seven-year-old boy anymore, frozen stiff beneath the covers, afraid
to get out of a bed he’d never wanted to be in the first place. He
wasn’t the boy who’d watched Aunt Mary storm out of the house,
who’d watched his uncle disappear before his eyes until the man who
finally emerged bore little resemblance to the man who’d swung him
high and tickled him into a mass of screaming delight.

But the
reaction was still instinctive, a reflex that was as much a part of
him as his limbs. He didn’t belong in other people’s perfect lives.
He was a visitor afraid to outstay his welcome.

He’d never
given it much thought, never had a reason to until now. And now he
couldn’t hide anymore.

Megan gave so
fully of herself. She risked all in the most unselfish manner he’d
ever come across. She loved him even as he said goodbye.

She’d spent
the last two years teaching him how safe it was to stay, but he’d
been too busy darting from shadow to shadow to learn. Somehow he’d
convinced himself that he was the strong one, leaving so he
wouldn’t hurt her, isolating his heart to protect hers, standing
alone so she could find happiness. But it was her courage that had
finally cast light on his stubborn hell.

It wasn’t the
staying that ended up hurting people; it was the leaving. He’d
never forgiven his parents for leaving him. And Frank, he’d lost
his wife and a brother. Both had consumed the man.

If he left
now, Jack knew with absolute certainty, the void in his heart would
be permanent.

 


Megan refused
to cry. Her feet pounded the forest floor as she pushed herself to
the limit. The pain in her heart was staggering, but the breaths
straining her lungs and the blood accelerating through her veins
was the proof she needed to cling to.

Hearts didn’t
physically break.

Her jogging
speeded up into a sprint, all the way to the end of the bluff ridge
and halfway back, until her muscles shook and threatened to
collapse. Panting, clutching the stitch in her side, she limped the
last stretch home.

Jack was
sitting on the top step of her porch.

His head came
up, watching her straggled approach.

She stopped
dead, closed her eyes, and wondered if she had another lap in her.
The gap between her and the porch, between her and Jack, seemed
infinitely longer than the path through the forest.

“You do
deserve better than me,” came his gruff voice. “But if you allow
me, I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to correct that.”

She blinked
her eyes open to see him coming down the steps.

“I thought the
best way to love you was to leave.” His gaze caressed her as his
slow strides brought him closer and closer, until they were
standing toe to toe. “I have no excuse. I was a stubborn idiot,
hiding in the past and too afraid to offer a fraction of what you
gave me. In my own screwed-up manner, Megan, I loved you. I do love
you with all my heart.”

Megan’s pulse
stuttered with each word he spoke. In that moment, she acknowledged
the truth. She’d always known he loved her. She’d never needed the
words, she’d never needed him to stay. It had been there in his
every glance, in his touch, in his grin, in the confidences and
laughter they’d shared, in every day they breathed the same air no
matter how many continents separated them.

But she
finally had the answer she’d been looking for. “Love isn’t enough,
Jack.” She glanced up into his eyes. “I need more. I can’t love
this way.”

“You once told
me that I always come back.”

“You denied
it.”

“I proved
myself wrong.” His knuckles grazed beneath her chin. “You have my
all. Every day, every minute, I will love you and I will always be
here for you. If you’ll have me.”

She’d been
willing to leap over the cliff when Jack had offered her nothing,
and here he was, offering her everything. Her heart didn’t stand a
chance. She went up onto her toes and brushed her lips over his. “I
love you with all my heart.”

His mouth
claimed hers in a possessive kiss that lasted until they were
starved for air. When he came up, his gaze was filled with love and
a grin scrambled the contours of his jaw. “Even after everything
I’ve done?” he asked softly, gently teasing, but the sincerity of
that question lurked in the depth of his eyes.

“Because of
everything you’ve done,” she said. “People are flawed, but you’ve
always turned my flaws on their head and made me feel better about
them. Love is flawed, but I want to make all those mistakes with
you. I want to thrill in the disappointments, because I know you’ll
be there for the successes. It doesn’t have to make sense, Jack.”
She wrapped her arms around him, pressing her cheek to his chest.
She inhaled his scent and, as his arms came around her, she knew
this was where she belonged and that she was here to stay. “That
would be downright boring.”

“Like
engineering the perfect shot?”

A smile formed
low in her stomach and pushed through to her lips, warming a
delicious path as it went. “Precisely, although I still think Bunny
Island should have been the exception.”

“I love you,”
he murmured. “This, right here, right now, is the perfect shot I’ve
been waiting for my entire life.”

She strained
back from his chest to look into his eyes and she knew her heart
was safe. That he’d never leave her was a certainty grafted to her
bones and anything else, everything else, they’d deal with
together.
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