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Dedication


For my amazing, loyal readers who know (and embrace!) that I don’t always write nice, normal romances, featuring lovely, well-adjusted characters who meet while shopping for organic produce.

This one, dear readers, is for you…
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Chapter One
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He knew Ava’s daily routine down to the minute.

It wasn’t a difficult routine to learn. She never varied her routine. It was the same Monday through Friday. A car picked her up promptly at eight ten for work. She was at her desk at the ballet school by eight thirty. She taught two classes before she had lunch at her desk, and then two more in the afternoon, in between meetings with the school and company.

The same town car that dropped her off in the morning returned at six to collect her. Back home, she rarely went out in the evenings. She rarely ordered food for delivery. On weekends she stayed in, except for the special evening where she attended a performance, and, then again, she traveled in the town car, arriving a full hour and a half before the performance to give her time to get into the theater before the crowds arrived, and then returning a full hour after, when the crowds had dispersed. It wasn’t just because she moved slowly, but she preferred obscurity. She didn’t want anyone to see her, or recognize her, not when she’d once been Manhattan Ballet’s principal ballerina, loved and adored for her grace, talent, and beauty.

Ava’s life consisted of work and the ballet. Just as it had always been work, and the ballet, although before she’d been on the stage, not in the back row of seats in the auditorium.

He knew her routine because he had her followed. The security detail was discreet and she never even knew they were there, just as she didn’t know the town car was his, and the driver his, too. She didn’t know the Manhattan Ballet had initially given her the first part-time teaching job because he’d insisted the company arrange something for her—or he’d pull his support. The company listened. He was their largest benefactor, after all.

She didn’t know he’d been in the background opening doors, smoothing the way for her return, and he didn’t want her to know.

It was enough that she was working, and that she’d been promoted several times from a part-time, assistant teacher for the children in the dance school, to working with the older students and the professional dancers in the corp.

Malcolm McKenzie didn’t mind the money. It wasn’t that much, considering. Not when one was looking at the long-term, and he was looking at the long-term. Ava was his wife and the mother of his son.

The only problem was that while she remembered young Jack, Ava didn’t remember marrying Malcolm.



Chapter Two
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It was cold and the cold made her hurt even more than she normally did, which meant she moved even more slowly.

Ava smiled gratefully at her doorman as he patiently held the apartment building’s front door open for her. He was such a nice man, so patient, too. “Thank you, Robert,” she said, aware that she was moving like an old woman, feet inching along, more like a shuffle than a walk. The cold made her stiff, and the stiffness knocked her off balance. If she had the energy, she’d go back upstairs and get her cane. This was one of those days when she could have used the support.

“Need a hand, Ms. Galvan?” Robert asked, obviously concerned by her limping progress. It was the progress of a snail. She was certain it was painful to watch.

She flashed the doorman a small, fierce smile, wanting to put him at ease. How could she complain to him when he stood for hours in the bitter weather?

“No, I’m good. I’ve got this,” she answered, glancing at the pavement in front of her, checking for ice. It’d only take one misstep and today she’d go crashing down and then she’d really hurt.

“Sure you don’t want me to lend you an arm—”

“No, Robert. I’m twenty-nine, not eighty-nine.”

He laughed, as she’d intended. “Very good, Ms. Galvan. You have a good day.”
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“You, too.” She focused her attention on the black sedan parked at the curb waiting for her. Put one foot in front of the other, she sang in her head, teeth gritted against the pain, and soon you’ll be walking out the door….

She blinked back tears as she sang the line again. Oh, she hurt. Hurt bad today. Where was that cane? Why had she thought she’d manage without it? Ava hadn’t wanted to leave bed today. Hadn’t wanted to shower and get dressed and come downstairs to travel across town to the Manhattan Ballet Company and School, located on Eighth and Forty-Eighth.

But she had forced herself up. And she forced herself to shower and dress and now she was here, almost to the car. She had to get up and go to work, because it was all she had now. She couldn’t let the cold, or her stiffness stop her. She needed the Manhattan Ballet. It was all she had left.

Her driver, Mickey Fitzgerald, moved towards her and took her elbow. “Mind the ice in front of you,” he said.

“You and Robert are like little old ladies fussing, always over me,” she scolded, even as she leaned on his arm, secretly thankful for Mickey’s support.

“Now those are fighting words, Ms. Galvan, and you don’t want to fight Mickey Fitzgerald. I’m a former featherweight champion—”

“Yes, and not just Irish, but world.” She smiled up at him. “How could I forget that the great Mickey Fitzgerald is my very own chauffeur, shuttling me to and from work every day?”

“I am thinking I hear a little disrespect,” he said, shifting his grip to keep her supported as she bent her knees to slide into the back of the town car.

She winced as she brought her legs into the car, one by one. “No disrespect,” she said, drawing a ragged breath. “You know I love you too much for that.”

“Hmph!” His gruffness couldn’t hide his fierce protective streak, though.

Mickey treated her like a princess. Ava didn’t know how she’d lucked out, finding a driver as kind and good as Mickey Fitzgerald. He closed the door behind her and went around to the driver side.

As he got behind the wheel, he glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “It’s a cold one, though, isn’t it?”

“It is,” she agreed, glancing up at the steel gray sky.

Snow was expected late tonight. The storm was supposed to dump seven to eight inches, possibly more. If that happened, the city would shut down. She prayed that wasn’t the case. It was miserable being trapped in her apartment.

“This would have been a good day for your cane,” he added, shifting into drive, and merging effortlessly with traffic.

“Or my walker.”

“Or your walker,” he agreed. He shot her another glance in the rear view mirror. “But you’re too proud, aren’t you?”

She rolled her eyes. “People treat me differently when I use them.”

“You are different. You’re special. Don’t forget that.”

She smiled faintly, but his words gave her a pang. She’d once believed she was special. It was what made her leave Buenos Aires as a young teenager to train in New York City. She left her family and friends to be a ballerina. She’d given up everything for dance…

Buenos Aires. It’d be hot there now. Summer. She should go back. Warm up.

But it wouldn’t happen. She’d never go back, not like this. It would be too difficult traveling. She’d need too much help, and she didn’t like help. Didn’t like being dependent on anyone for anything, Even though she was terribly dependent at the same time.

She hadn’t always been.

She’d once been so independent that she’d left Argentina at thirteen. She’d been so focused, so determined. She was going to be a great dancer. And she’d come close. She’d been made a soloist with the Manhattan Ballet at the age of twenty-one, and by twenty-three was one of their youngest principals.

She’d loved it. Loved the work, the discipline, the passion. And the fame. She’d been someone important—

Ava exhaled slowly, deeply.

But that was a long time ago, too. A different lifetime. Better to not remember. Easier to accept who she was today if she didn’t let herself remember who she had once been.
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Malcolm was in a meeting with his corporation’s chief financial officer when he got a text from Mickey Fitzgerald.


She’s not moving well today. Thought you would want to know.

Colm read the message and put away his phone but he thought about Mickey’s text quite a few times during the rest of the meeting. Mickey didn’t often send updates, but the fact that he had sent one today, concerned Colm.

If Mickey was worried about Ava, Colm was, too.

Obviously, it was time to pay Ava a call.
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Ava was in the hallway of the second floor, observing one of the younger classes at the barre through the glass on the door. Her next class wouldn’t start for another half hour, but she loved watching the children in class and rehearsal. They were so innocent and eager. So hopeful, too. The very young ones made her feel protective, and yes, wistful. Not every little girl falls in love with ballet, but those who do, fall hard. To dance is to dream. You must believe you can float…fly. To soar requires dedication, discipline, training. The five and six year olds were just starting with their training, each class beginning with the barre work.

Ava felt herself breathe and exhale, her own leg muscles tightening, lengthening with each of the children’s battement tendu.

The barre work wasn’t just about training the body, but also training the mind.

At the barre, you’d quiet your mind and become focused, attentive to each stretch, bend, extension, adjusting to each correction. These very young girls were just learning the craft, but the learning would never end. A dancer’s goal was perfection. A lifelong quest, made even more difficult as one aged, and battled time and injuries.

Standing at the glass, for a moment, Ava was one of them, all air and grace and strength, and then suddenly she felt a prickle at the back of her neck and an odd sensation in her belly. She wasn’t alone anymore. Someone else was here, watching her.

She turned away from the door, leaving one hand on the wood for balance, and looked behind her. For a split second there was no one there. Just the quiet hall leading to the stairs. And yet her skin continued to prickle and tingle.

And then she saw him, standing in the stairwell. Malcolm.

Her legs almost went out.

It’d been a year since she’d last seen him. A year of wondering if she’d ever see him again and now he was here.

Malcolm stepped from the stairwell and walked towards her. “Hello, Ava.”

She’d heard his voice so many nights in her sleep, and yet in the quiet hallway, it was deeper, rougher than she remembered. She flushed, going hot, then cold. She reached for the door, gripping the knob for strength. “You scared me.”

“I’m sorry.”

He sounded sincere. Concerned. But if her memory—the limited memory she had—was true, he’d never been a sweet or sensitive man. He was brilliant, intense, successful, charismatic. But gentle? Sensitive? Never.

“What brings you to the school?” she asked, hearing the tremor in her voice and hating it.

“I was looking for you.”

“You knew I was here?”

He nodded. “I’ve kept tabs on you.”

“Why?”

“I wanted to be sure you were safe.”

She struggled to smile. “I’m fine. See?” And yet her legs weren’t steady and she was leaning now against the door, afraid that any second she’d go down. She wished she’d brought her cane. Wished—

And just like that, he was at her side, wrapping an arm around her waist. “I’ve got you,” he said. “You’re okay.”

It was hard to think clearly with him there at her side. Her skin burned where he touched her. She felt waves of heat rush through her. At that moment, she felt anything but okay. “I’d like to sit down.”

“Where?”

“There’s an empty studio next door. I’m sure there’s a chair inside.”

He supported her as they walked down the hall to the large room lined with floor to ceiling mirrors on one wall and barres on the opposite. An upright piano was in one corner and a chair in another.

She sank gratefully down in the chair. He stepped away, giving her distance.

“I’m shocked,” she said, struggling to smile and failing miserably.


“Why? You know I’ve been waiting to hear from you. I was sure I’d hear from you before Christmas, certain you’d be with us for Christmas—”

“Malcolm—”

“How was your Christmas?”

Her eyes stung. Her chest ached. It had been a very quiet Christmas. No tree. No decorations. No parties or festive meals. A few of her students had given her gifts, trinkets and tokens of their affection, and yet somehow it had only made her lonelier. “It was fine.”

“Did you go anywhere? Make it a proper holiday?”

A lump filled her throat. “No, I spent it at home.”

“You were happy, though?”

Everything inside her hurt. Was she happy? No. But she was determined to learn to be happy. Determined to continue piecing her life back together. But it wasn’t a smooth process. There were many fits and starts, as well as unexpected setbacks. Like a fall on an icy curb. The relentless ache in her bones when buffeted by the frigid wind. “I’m healthy,” she said with a faint smile. “That’s something.”

His harsh expression eased somewhat. “Yes, it is.” He hesitated, his gaze scrutinizing her, moving from head to toe. “I did hope to hear from you. I’d hoped you’d join us for the holidays.”

“Malcolm, we talked about this last time.”

“Last year. And much has changed in the past year.”

Fear made her heart race. “I haven’t changed.”

His cool blue-green gaze held hers, challenging her. “I think you have.”

“No!” The denial burst from her, desperation sharpening her voice. “You’re not a doctor. A psychiatrist. Or a therapist. You’re not an expert. We have no reason to question the decision made—”

“But we do. We have our son.”

It was like tearing a scab from a wound. He couldn’t possibly think they could go back and undo all that had been done. Humpty Dumpty sat on the wall…Humpty Dumpty took a big fall…

“Don’t,” she whispered, lifting a hand as if she could hold him back.

The room swirled, her head spinning. Ava gulped in breaths, fighting the dizziness. If she thought she could, she’d leave the chair, race from the room, but her legs were shaking and her pulse was racing and it was all she could manage just to sit upright in the chair.

“He deserves better,” Malcolm continued, his tone quiet, and yet flat, firm. “He deserves more. More from you…me…us.”

“I terrified him last time. He hated me—”

“He was two. He was shy and, yes, scared, but he would have overcome his fear if you’d given him the opportunity.”

“That’s not what you said then!”

“I said he needed time. I didn’t want you to leave.”

But you let me go, she thought, and you were glad to see me go. “That’s not true,” she said after a moment. “You’re not happy when I’m there…with you. It stresses you. I feel it, and your disappointment. I hate your disappointment. It’s upsetting, and when I get emotional you know I can’t think clearly. I can’t remember things properly. Everything just falls apart.”

“You had a traumatic brain injury. The healing process is long—”

“Which annoys you.”

“What annoys me is that you are making assumptions, and, frankly, they’re not true. Your mind is stronger. Your memory is better. Will you always have issues? Yes. But I accept that, and I accept that there are limitations, and I’m prepared to work through and around the limitations. But I need your help. I need you to work with us, too.”

Her eyes burned and she blinked. “But aren’t you the man that demands perfection?”

“That’s nonsense.” Colm stood over her, his body big, broad, muscular, his hands knotted at his sides. He’d always had broad shoulders and long legs, but he was leaner now than she’d remembered, and with his dark blonde hair cropped close, his jaw and cheekbones jutted, hard, and uncompromising.

Malcolm McKenzie’s father was Scottish, his mother American and he’d been raised for the first thirteen and a half years of his life running wild in the Highlands, before being sent to boarding school in England for high school. Eton was an elite school, arguably the best boys senior school in the United Kingdom, but Malcolm had hated it. He didn’t want to board. He longed to be a day student, back home with his family and the freedom he craved. But during his second year at Eton his parents divorced and his father remarried and his mother, an American by birth, returned to New York.

The childhood he knew was gone. His father had a new young bride and they quickly filled the old manor house with young half brothers and sisters. It only took a couple visits home to realize he’d become redundant. He wasn’t needed home anymore. In fact, he was expected to get on with his life—university, work, independence. And so he did just that, with ruthless determination.

When Ava first met him, she’d heard him referred to as a modern day Celtic warrior. A raider. He took what he wanted without regard to the feelings, or needs, of others.

Ava had been intrigued despite his reputation. She’d wanted to know him, wanting to know the real Malcolm McKenzie.

She’d liked who she’d discovered. Yes, he was tough. He was a man that took no prisoners and refused to compromise, but his impossible ideals resonated with her.

“Is it?” She tipped her head back, meeting his cool blue-green gaze. “Your entire life has been a quest for perfection, and now you propose to saddle yourself with me? A woman who can’t always remember her own address?”

He dropped suddenly to his haunches, squatting before her, his hands going to her knees. “That man may have once existed, Ava, but he died the night you were injured. He’s gone. He’s been gone for nearly four years. But you are here, alive, and we need you, with us. Our family is incomplete without you.”

She closed her eyes, trying to shut out his words and voice, as well as the set of his mouth and hard beauty of his features. And yet, with her eyes closed, all she could feel was the heat and pressure of his hands on her knees. His skin was so warm that it burned her.

“I refuse to allow you to give up on us, and our son,” he added fiercely. “You and I created him. He is ours, and he needs you, his mother. It’s time you came home and became that mother.”

She squeezed her eyes more tightly closed. My God, did Colm know what he was doing? Did he understand how devastating, not to mention dangerous, this could be for all of them? “Last year, last December, you felt differently. You said Jack was better off without me.”

“I said maybe.”

She opened her eyes, looked into his, holding his gaze. “But they were your words, Colm. You had doubts, serious doubts, about my ability to properly care for Jack.”

“I spoke in a moment of anger and frustration. I regret those words—”

“I remember those words.” How could she not? She wrote them down in her little journal. She wrote them down and reread them daily so that she wouldn’t forget why she was alone. So that she wouldn’t forget why she didn’t see her son.

She’d hurt Jack, a year ago December. She’d lost him. No, left him.

She’d left a two year old in a busy shopping center. Worse, she hadn’t even realized that she’d left Jack. She hadn’t even remembered that she’d had a son. She’d gotten distracted by something and in that distracted moment her memory failed her, and she’d simply walked out of the mall and had kept walking. She walked until she was lost, panicked, pathetically confused. She only remembered those details because she’d written them down that night after the police found her and reunited her with Colm and Jack. She’d written down everything she’d been told so that she’d understand that while such a mistake could be forgiven, it couldn’t be forgotten.


Rereading that day’s journal entry horrified her every time. Jack could have died. She could have died. The outing could have ended tragically. Thank God it didn’t. But the police and social services were right. She wasn’t fit to be a mother. Malcolm had been irresponsible to trust her with a toddler. She’d failed Malcolm and their son. And she’d learned her lesson. They’d all learned their lesson.


This is why she lived in New York, and this is why her child lived with his father in Florida, and this is why dance was everything. It’s all she had.

It’s all she’d ever have. She couldn’t be trusted. Her mind was a dangerous thing.

“You and I both know it would be a mistake for me to return,” she said softly, hoarsely, even as the studio door opened and young girls in pink tights and black leotards filed in.

Ava attempted to rise. Without her cane she was hopeless. Colm took her elbow, drawing her up. “Jack’s older now, and you’re stronger,” he said flatly. “The fact that you are here, teaching four classes a day, proves you’ve made huge strides. If you can teach the professional dancers, as well as take care of these children, you can certainly take care of our son.”

“You don’t know that.”

He was standing so close that she could feel his intense energy slam into her, wave after wave of shimmering heat and strength.

“I know we have to try.”

Something in his tone made her look up and their eyes locked. Determination shone in his eyes. He was serious. Her tummy flipped, her mouth dried. “You need to let me go. It’s time you moved on.”

His gaze never wavered. Fire burned in the blue-green depths. “You don’t mean that.”

She licked her upper lip, wetting the painfully dry skin. “I do.” She swallowed hard, looked away, noting the children taking position at the barre, and the pianist taking her seat at the upright piano in the corner. “I’m not trying to be rude, either. But I have to teach now. I have to focus on my class. I’m their teacher—”

“And Jack’s mother.”


She flinched. “I can’t talk about it anymore. I need to gather my thoughts. Review my notes. I can’t teach without my notes.”

“I’ll leave so that you can teach, but I’ll be back end of the day, and we’re going to talk—”

“We have nothing to discuss.”

“That’s not true, and you know it. I’ll be back when you’re finished and we’ll sit, and eat, and we’re going to talk about the steps we need to take to bring you home—”

“It’s not my home!”

“Yes, it is,” he interrupted tautly. “But you’re just too scared to admit it.” And then he was gone, walking out of the studio, moving swiftly, without a glance back.



Chapter Three
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Yes, he was right. She was scared. She was terrified. And she had every right to be terrified. She was not the same person she used to be. She would never be the same person and he didn’t have to wake up in a strange body with a strange brain every day and wonder who he was, and where he was, and then struggle to piece together a life that had massive gaps because he’d lost huge chunks of his memory—memories that would probably never come back.

Thank God, she remembered music and language. And while she couldn’t dance anymore—her balance and coordination were shot—she remembered her classical training, and could teach.

But she battled through every day. Nothing was easy or familiar and her entire goal was to just get by.

To try to fit in.

To try to be normal.

Even though she had no idea what normal was anymore.

After Colm left, Ava struggled to get through her two remaining afternoon classes. It took every bit of her focus and energy to stay on task, and today she was forced to rely heavily on her notebook for teaching the classes.

The notebook was her lifeline. After losing Jack that day fourteen months ago, Ava began meeting with therapists again on memory strategies, and the specialist had recommended that Ava write everything down, and organize herself with a planner, and making lists and breaking action items down into steps. But then the key was to refer to those notes, again and again, modifying her lists, making new lists, honoring the first rule of memory—write everything down in one spot (her notebook). And then the second rule of memory—write it down while it’s fresh in her mind.

She’d learned through trial and error to write more, not less. She needed complete notes, detailed notes, so that she understood what she was trying to tell herself.

The notes helped, too. They allowed her to function, and accomplish more. But she lived in fear of the day she lost her notebook. Would she remember what she needed to remember, without it?

Would she remember the last year if the book of memories disappeared?

As her last class for the day filed out, Ava spotted a shadow in the doorway.

Malcolm. He was back.

Just seeing his powerful frame in the doorway made her tremble. She wasn’t afraid of him, but of how she felt when near him. They’d had such a physical relationship. They’d connected through skin and sex and funny how she could forget words and names and places she was supposed to go, but she could still remember him. She could still remember how they’d been once. She no longer loved him, and her memories since the accident were patchy at best, but her body had never had a problem recognizing him.

And, as he crossed the room towards her, she felt the old thrill ripple through her. It was impossible to look at him without feeling a throb of awe, and desire. He moved like a great athlete, with leashed strength, and power, and grace. She responded to him the way she responded to music and dance…instinctively.

“I’d rather hoped you wouldn’t return,” she said.

“Not surprised. I was a bit of an ass earlier. I’m sorry.”

She shot him a swift glance, surprised. He was smiling faintly, firm lips quirked, eyes crinkling at the corners.

She didn’t know this Malcolm. At least, she didn’t remember this Malcolm. “I know I have memory issues, but I don’t remember you apologizing very often.”

The corner of his mouth lifted higher. “In this case, your memory serves you well.”

Ava felt a pang, her chest tightening with emotion. “How do you do that?” she whispered. “How do you still make me feel so much?”

“That’s just how we’ve always been.”

“But even after a year?”

“We’re supposed to be together, Ava. But I have a feeling you don’t write that down in your notebook. I have a feeling you write anything but that down.”

He knew her so well that it scared her. She looked away, out the window. It was dark out. It looked cold.


“You have me at a disadvantage,” she said after a moment, glancing back at him. “You can remember things without needing to write them down. Both good and bad. You can go through your memories and analyze them. I have nothing to analyze.”

“And yet you try. You record facts and details and pour over them.”

“Yes.” Her gaze met his, and she felt a jolt of awareness, and appreciation. He was so impossibly good-looking. By far, the most handsome man she’d ever met. And he’d once been hers.

“Maybe that’s the mistake,” he said. “Maybe you need to think less, and feel more.”

“Then I’d feel absolute panic because I’d realize what a disaster I am—” She broke off and swallowed hard. Her eyes burned and her chest felt impossibly tender. “I don’t think you understand, Colm, how hard every little thing is for me. Nothing comes easy. Everything requires so much effort.”

“Because you try to do everything on your own. Let us help you, Ava. Let us make it easier. We can.”

“I wish I could believe you.”

“What if I could prove it to you?”

Her gaze locked with his. “How would you do that?”

“Come away with me for the weekend. It’s going to snow tonight—hard—the city will be shut down tomorrow, and probably the day after. So let’s make it a long weekend. Let’s escape the cold and play and have fun.”

Play. Have fun. Now those were foreign concepts. “I don’t think I know how to do that.”

“I know. But I can show you.” And then he smiled at her, and there was heat in his eyes and she couldn’t help but respond, a shiver of pleasure racing through her.

“You are far too attractive, you know,” she said huskily.

His smile deepened. His blue-green eyes glinted. “We used to have fun together, Ava. Let’s have fun again.”

“What would we do?”

“Soak up the sun. Eat good food. Listen to music. Cruise around the island.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “The island?”

“I bought a little place in the Caribbean. It’s gorgeous there right now. Not too hot. Not at all humid. It’s pretty perfect.”

She thought of her small apartment and how tonight’s big snow storm would trap her inside as she was unable to navigate the snow and ice on her own. “It does sound nice.”

“So come with me. Have fun with me.”

It was tempting, so tempting. Her gaze searched his. “I can’t just leave here…drop everything…”

“The city is going to shut down. The school will close. The professional dancers might stagger in for a class, but they don’t need you. So think about what you need…the sun, the sea, some R&R.” He smiled at her, teasing, coaxing. “Doesn’t that sound appealing?”

“Very.”

“So give yourself permission to unplug for a few days. You’ve earned the break. I’m sure you haven’t taken any vacation time in the past year.”

“I haven’t.”

“So take a little vacation now. Let the sun warm you up and get that ache out of your bones.”

She chewed on the inside of her lip, tempted, so very tempted, because she did hurt. All the time. And she was exhausted from trying so hard to stay on top of things, and organized. She couldn’t even remember what a holiday felt like.

Her gaze met his, and held. “Why are you doing this? Why go to all this trouble for me?”

For a moment he just stared at her and then his hard features gentled. “That’s easy,” he said gruffly. “I want to spend time with you. I’ve missed you.”


Chapter Four


[image: ‡]‡

He missed her.

Malcolm McKenzie, the Scottish-American tycoon who’d made his fortune off real estate, internet startups, and shrewd investments, missed her.

“You could have any woman,” she said, struggling to smile, wanting to be playful, but her heart hurt.

She wasn’t right for him, not anymore. He and Jack both deserved better. More.

“Yes, I could, and I want you.” He lifted a hand. “And don’t ask why. I’m not going to do that now, standing here, when you’re clearly dead on your feet. We will have all the time in the world once we get to the house on St. Barts. So, let’s get your things and go to the car before the storm starts and keeps us from flying out tonight.”

He helped her gather her black cashmere shawl and her notebook and pen. Together, they walked to her small office where she retrieved her winter coat, hat, and gloves. They rode, silent, down to the lobby in the elevator. Ava glanced at Colm’s profile as he opened the building’s front door and they were greeted by an icy blast of air.

Colm looked big and fierce and forbidding.

What was she doing, agreeing to go away with him?

Why was she agreeing to his?

As they left the building, she shivered, and wobbled, and wished yet again she’d brought her cane today.

Colm wrapped an arm around her waist, steadying her. “You’re doing great,” he said.

She was wearing the thickest of coats but the pressure of his arm, the touch at her waist made her gulp for air. “I’m okay,” she protested. “I’m not going to fall.”

“Not taking any chances.”

She shot him a swift glance. “I manage just fine when you’re not around.”

He arched a brow, but didn’t contradict her.

She spotted the town car at the curb. Mickey was standing by the black sedan, waiting for her. “My car’s here,” she said. “Do you have one, too?”

“No. I figured we could use your car.”

Frowning, she glanced up at him. “Mickey might have plans.”

Colm shrugged. “He might, and then he might not. Let’s ask him.”

Malcolm did just that, asking if Mickey could drive them to Teterboro, the executive airport that served metropolitan New York. The airport was just across the Hudson in New Jersey. Mickey knew where it was.

“Not a problem. I can take you and Ms. Galvan wherever you want to go,” the driver answered.

“Good. My plane’s ready. We just need to get there.”


In the back of the car, Ava glanced at Colm. “You were so very sure of me, weren’t you?

“I wasn’t sure of you. Just hopeful.” His mouth curved. “And then there’s the fact that I have confidence in my negotiation skills. I’ve been told I can be persuasive.”

“Sounds like something I might have said,” she muttered grumpily.

“Indeed.”

Mickey shifted into drive, putting the car in motion, and seconds later they’d merged into the evening traffic. A horn blared behind them but, but neither Ava nor Malcolm paid the honking cars and taxis any attention.

After a moment, Colm asked her about the new ballet premiering in February, just before Valentine’s Day. Ava shared that it was a love story set during WWII, and since it was part of the Holocaust, it was tragic, but the ending was powerful and redemptive. She loved the choreography and music and was looking forward to it staged.

Colm kept asking questions and she talked, relaxing as she focused on the thing she knew best—dance.

But that ease vanished thirty minutes later when they pulled up to the executive terminal.

Ava stiffened as she spotted the airport’s tower and then saw the sleek, white jets dotting on the tarmac.

What on earth was she doing? How could she have agreed to Colm’s plan? Fear swamped her, clouding her thoughts, making her head spin.

She couldn’t leave the car. Couldn’t leave Mickey. This was a mistake, she thought. She couldn’t go to St. Barts.

She should be home right now. She needed to keep her routine. Bad things always happened when she changed her schedule, or did things differently. “No. I can’t do this,” she said, drawing back from the door as Mickey came around to open it for them. “It’s not a good idea.”

“There’s no reason to panic—”

“There’s every reason in the world! When I change things, do things differently, everything falls apart. I fall apart. I don’t want that to happen, and neither do you.”

“You’re not getting rid of me, Ava.”

“I know what Jack needs, and it’s not me.”

“What about me?” he demanded, his voice low, terse. “Are you going to speak for my needs as well?”

She stared up into his face, searching his eyes. “I know—”

“Ava, you don’t know. And while I love that you have a mind of your own, and a fierce desire to be independent, in this instance, you are wrong.” His voice dropped, deepening. “I’ve tried to be patient. I’ve tried to let you do things at your pace, but my patience is gone. It’s time to do what I think is right, for you, for Jack, and for me.”

“Which means?”

“That we’re going to figure us out. Once and for all.”

He scooped her into his arms, stepped from the car, and carried her past Mickey, to walk the short distance from the car to the parked jet. The first snowflakes were falling in dizzying whirl of white.

“Put me down!” Ava demanded, pressing against Colm’s thick shoulders and then giving him a shove in the middle of his chest. Snowflakes were sticking to his jacket and dusting their heads. She supposed it was cold but she was too upset to feel it.

Malcolm ignored her, crossing the tarmac in long, determined strides.

Ava glanced back at Mickey who was standing next to the car, arms folded, looking very much like a sentry, except he shouldn’t be standing there frozen. He should be coming to her assistance. “Mickey, help me!” she cried, pounding on Colm’s chest again. “Don’t let him take me. You can’t let him do this—”

“Stop shouting,” Colm cut her short her. “He’s not going to help you. Mickey works for me. He’s always worked for me. Everything you have has been provided by me. Your apartment, your job, your security detail—”

“My security detail?”

“Yes. Your security detail. Robert, your doorman. Mickey, your driver. Peter at the Ballet—”

“Peter, the custodian?”

“He’s not a janitor. He’s a retired Secret Service agent, and he’s there to protect you. So stop shouting and flinging yourself around before you get hurt.”

Her jaw dropped. Her expression was one of shock. “You hired all of those people?”

“Screened them. Hired them. Monitored them.” He shifted her weight in the arms and mounted the stairs, climbing the folding stairs quickly, effortlessly.

“Why?”

“To keep you safe, dammit!”

She stared at him, appalled. “You are out of your mind.”

“Maybe,” he admitted grimly as the crew closed the jet door, securing it. He nodded to the pilots and then the male flight steward even as her put her down in one of the oversized leather chairs in the main galley. “Buckle up,” he said. “We want to get out of here quickly. Conditions are worsening. If we’re going to take off tonight, we need to do it now.”

“I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to go.” She tried to stand.

He pushed her back down. “You want to go. You’re just being stubborn.”

“Now you’re making me angry,” she snapped as he reached across her lap to buckle the seatbelt.

“And you’re being difficult.” He dropped into the seat across from hers and buckled his belt. “We’re here. We’re going. End of discussion.”

She leaned towards him, spitting mad. “This is why we’re not together! You’re arrogant, and controlling, and overpowering—”

“That’s not why we’re not together. We’re not together because we had a spat in Palm Beach a year ago and you ran away.”

“It wasn’t a spat! It was a catastrophe. And you said as much.”

“I said things I regret,” he agreed. “But I’ve apologized too many times to count.”

“So maybe you should take the hint and leave me alone.”

“I refuse to give up on us.”

“It’s pathetic.”

He shot her a dark, fierce look. “Maybe it’s time we stopped talking and just enjoyed the flight.”
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For the next thirty minutes all was quiet. Colm was sitting with his head tipped back and his eyes closed. Ava stared out the window until she couldn’t stand it any longer and then turned to focus on Malcolm.

Eventually, he sighed, and without opening his eyes, said, “Jack does the same thing. But he’s three, not twenty-nine.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The staring thing. It’s his favorite game when I’m working.”

“I’m so mad at you.”

“For taking you on a Caribbean holiday when Manhattan is going to be buried under a foot of snow and ice?”

“That’s not the point and you know it. And even if I’d wanted to go with you—”

“You did agree, initially.”

“Initially.” She stressed. “And then I changed my mind. And even if I hadn’t changed my mind, you didn’t even let me pack anything. I’ve no suitcase. I don’t have any clothes.”

“There are clothes for you at the villa.”

“Whose clothes?”

“Yours.” He finally opened his eyes, looked at her. “I ordered them for you thinking you’d be with us this Christmas.”

He’d hoped she’d be there with them for Christmas? A pang shot through her and for a moment she couldn’t breathe. The sharp emotion made her thoughts scatter. It took her a moment to focus. “Don’t try to make me feel guilty.”

“You can feel guilty if you want. I’m just stating facts.”

Facts. Details. It was a good reminder. She needed to make some notes, write down what was happening, and why. But she couldn’t find the notebook on her, and she patted her coat that she’d draped across her legs but couldn’t find it there.

She turned the coat inside out to check the coat’s lavender silk interior, feeling for the hidden pockets.

“What are you looking for?” Colm asked after a moment.

“My notebook.” She lifted the wool coat, shook it hard, and checked the outside pockets once more. “I could have sworn I put the notebook in this pocket when we were leaving the school. I always put it in this pocket.” She looked at him, trying not to panic but worried. She couldn’t imagine getting through a day without the notebook much less a long weekend. “I need it. I use it for everything.”

“We can get you a new one.”

“I don’t want a new one. I need my book. It has all my information in it. Plans, calendar, descriptions and directions…how to do things…when to do things.”

“I can see why you’d want it in Manhattan, but we’re going to be on holiday. Can you not survive without it for a few days?”

She bit her lip, glanced to the window, but could see nothing but darkness beyond the glass. “I just don’t know where I dropped it. I don’t know if it’s in Mickey’s car or—” She broke off as she turned towards him. “And that reminds me, you deceived me. You’ve been deceiving me for months…maybe even years. Mickey wasn’t my driver. He was yours. He worked for you.”

“Yes.”

“And Robert, my doorman. How is it you could hire him?”

“It’s my building, so I have a say in who works there.”

Your building, she silently repeated, staring at him, torn between shock, awe and horror. Maybe what she felt was a little of all three. “Your building. Your doorman. Your driver. And the job at the ballet? Was that yours, too?”

“Yes. No.”

“Which is it?”

“I asked them to put together a position for you, but the promotions and increased hours and responsibilities, that was all you.”

“But who paid for my salary, and each of the increases that came with the promotions? From the ballet company? Or from you, funneling it to the company?”

He didn’t say anything but that was answer enough. She knotted her hands in her lap, fingers locking tight. She was heartsick. Embarrassed. All this time she’d felt so independent. She’d thought she was accomplishing something, doing something…

But she wasn’t independent. She was the exact opposite. She was a joke. He’d turned her into a joke—

“Why do you do that to yourself?” he asked, his voice deep, rough. “I know what you’re doing. You’re beating yourself up. Torturing yourself.”

“I left Argentina as a thirteen-year-old because I had a dream for myself, and I was determined to be successful and independent. And after I was hurt, I was again determined to be independent, and I thought I was. Only now I discover everything I thought I achieved is fake. You pulled all these strings and orchestrated all the events so that it would seem like I was successful—”

“That’s not how it was,” he interrupted harshly.

“No?” Her voice cracked and she struggled with her composure. “Because it sure looks that way. It seems I must be hopelessly damaged if my former lover must create an elaborate charade to give me a sense of purpose and identity—”

“Stop it. You’re twisting things, making my support into something ugly.”

“If it’s not ugly, what it is? What do you call your manipulation?”

“Concern. Love. Protection.”

“Love doesn’t hide and deceive. But that’s what you’ve been doing with me.” Her voice broke again, and this time she couldn’t continue, not when she was battling back the tears. She pressed her nails to the tops of her thighs, determined not to cry. Emotion wasn’t her friend. She couldn’t let herself lose it.

“You wanted to return to work, but you weren’t strong enough to get to and from the school and theater, so I made sure you could go, and not tire yourself. And I don’t regret it. I’m glad I did it, and I’d do it all over again because you needed someone to help you, someone to take care of you—”

“Yet you let me believe I’d earned the job and found the apartment.” Her gaze locked with his. “You let me believe I was coping with life again.”

“Because you are. You have been. You are clearly healing. If you weren’t better, I wouldn’t be pushing for you to come home.”

“Your home is not my home, Malcolm. Your home has never been my home. To be honest, I don’t know why we’re even here, doing this.”

He arched a brow. “I know you have memory issues, but Ava, is it that easy to forget you have a son?”

She ground her teeth together. “And I hurt him. I remember that, too.”

“You have forgotten so many things. Why can’t you let yourself forget that one day?”

“Because I can’t afford to forget that I abandoned a two-year-old. I walked away from him without a second thought, and thank God nothing tragic happened that day, but it could have.”

Colm said nothing for a long moment, his lashes lowered, gaze narrowed as he studied her. And then he shook his head. “You’re wrong, Ava. Something tragic did happen that day. We lost you, Jack and I. And this time it sounds like you’re not coming back.”



Chapter Five


[image: ‡]‡

Colm watched as she swiftly averted her head, her teeth sinking into her lush lower lip. From the back of her head with the tightly pinned chignon, he couldn’t tell if she was fighting tears or angry words, but either way, he didn’t care.

He was so frustrated right now.

He was so frustrated with the doctors and the therapists and all the experts who told him to give her space. Let her heal in her time. They’d said she’d need to grieve the loss of her old self as she came to terms with her new self.

But they’d never said she’d walk away from them.

They’d never said she’d give up.

What happened to her fire? Her conviction? Where was her backbone?

Ava Galvan was the strongest, most passionate woman he’d ever known. She was fierce and funny and so very loving. He understood she’d been hurt—terribly, terribly hurt—but she was making huge strides in her recovery and then that day in Florida had turned it inside out.

Turned all of them inside out.

“What has happened to you?” he demanded lowly. “Where’s your courage? Your fire? Where is the Ava I know? You aren’t a quitter and yet you’ve quit. You’ve quit on all of us—”

“I was hurt.” Her head jerked up and her dark gaze clashed with his. “I would think you’d remember. Your memory is supposed to be intact.”

“Yes, it is, and I remember how even after the accident you wanted to dance again and live again and love again but that’s all gone. You’re a shell of yourself, and brittle as hell.”

She jerked her chin higher even as her dark eyes turned liquid. “I’m sorry I can’t be the woman you want me to be. But there was an accident. I was hurt. End of story.”

But that wasn’t the end of story, he thought, barely hanging onto his temper. It wasn’t close to end of story. He didn’t want to be angry with her. God knows, the accident hadn’t been her fault. She’d suffered, terribly. He’d vowed to stick by her side and he had, until the doctors demanded that Colm step back and give Ava space. They’d said he was starting to do more harm than good by pushing her so much. The doctors thought she needed peace and quiet…a chance to heal.

And so he’d backed away during the first year of her rehabilitation, focusing on the baby, but when she’d reached out to him at the end of a year, he turned his world upside down to accommodate Ava. He bought a house in Palm Beach that was all one level so she wouldn’t have to deal with stairs. He’d turned one of the garages into a special gym so she could continue her rehab work. For a year, they tried to make it work, and he’d been hopeful that she was doing better, but it was always a struggle for her. She would get upset and her tears frightened Jack. Sometimes she’d look at Jack and not know what to say or do, treating him as if he were a stranger, but still, Colm hoped.

He refused to give up on her, and to show his commitment, he married her. It had been a small private service at Thanksgiving, just the three of them, plus the necessary witnesses, and he’d married her to cement their relationship.

Ten days later, Ava took Jack out and walked away from him, and just kept walking.


She was found five miles from the shopping center, lost, disoriented, unable to provide the police any information. For twelve hours she didn’t even remember her name, and then when she did remember, she wasn’t Ava McKenzie, but Ava Galvan.

She didn’t remember marrying Colm. Didn’t remember taking Jack out. Didn’t remember the year in Palm Beach at all.

In her mind, she was still living in New York. Still hoping to return to the ballet.

And so he did what the doctors and specialists told him to do. He let her return to New York, and the ballet, and the life she wanted.

But, all the while, he was raising a little boy who didn’t understand where his mother had gone, and Colm didn’t know how to put all the pieces together.

What was the right thing to do? What was the smart thing to do?

He didn’t even know if he loved Ava anymore. But he still felt responsible for her. He was loyal. He was determined to do what he had to do. It’s how he was raised. It was who he was.

But it was confusing. For all of them.

“It’s not too late to tell your flight crew to turn the plane around,” she said softly. Her gaze met his and her expression was painfully grave. “We could probably still land in Teterboro.”

For a moment, he didn’t speak, too busy trying to process his wildly conflicting feelings. He wanted her. He didn’t want her. He missed her. He was exhausted by the struggle to get close to her. He’d never give up on her. He didn’t know if he should give up on her.

Just looking at her, he felt connected to her. When near her, he knew they were still meant to be together.

But if she didn’t feel it? If she didn’t believe it?

Was it time to let her go? Or was it time to break through this wall and reserve she’d constructed around her following that incident last December?

He didn’t know. He needed to know. He needed clarity, as well as peace.

As if reading his mind, her lips curved sadly. “Someday you have to accept facts.”

He stared at her for a long moment, then shrugged. “I’m not there yet.”

“But what if I am?”

His chest tightened, a pinch that made him hold his breath and count to ten.

“Then you have to be patient with me,” he said lowly. “Because I still want to try.”

Emotion flickered in her eyes and her full lips quivered then compressed. She was fighting to hold back tears and it was like a blow to his heart. He clamped his jaw, bottled the emotion tighter.

They’d been through so much.

They’d been through hell and back.

The fight couldn’t have been for naught. There had to be hope. A future. A happy ending.

“You’re a miracle.” His deep voice was pitched so low it was nearly inaudible. “And you need to remember you’re a miracle. I do.”

Again, her lips quivered and tears filled her beautiful dark eyes. “You’re going to make me cry. I don’t want to cry.”

“Don’t cry. You’re too pretty to cry,” he said, struggling to keep his tone light.

And it was true. She looked like an exquisite butterfly perched on the butterscotch leather seat across from him—slender, delicate, mysterious.

The accident hadn’t marred her beauty. She still turned heads wherever she went. How could you not want to look at her? With her a perfect, oval face, full pink lips, high cheekbones, and wide intelligent eyes, she attracted attention and interest.

She shook her head, her expression half-amused, half-exasperated. “Don’t try to soften me up with compliments. I might not remember everything but I do remember that how charming you can be, and that you’re lethal when you want something.”

“At least you remember the important things.”

She laughed. Good Lord, she laughed.

“You’re impossible,” she said, her voice throaty, the sound sexy.

And just like that he felt the old jolt, the electric heat that had brought them together, again and again.

“But you like that about me,” he drawled, and he saw a flash in her eyes, the laughter chased away by something deeper, hotter.

She felt the heat, too. The physical pull. So the desire wasn’t gone. Good to know, he thought, his gaze meeting hers and holding, wanting her to feel what they’d once had. Daring her to let the fire burn again.
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He was doing something to her right now, she thought, unable to look away from his intense blue-green eyes.

He was challenging her…making her think…feel. So like Colm to throw down the gauntlet, to force her out of safety.

“Impossible,” she repeated, her pulse thudding in her veins, her body tingling, a thick hot craving stirring within her.

“You love the impossible.” He unfastened his seatbelt and stood.

He was so tall, his shoulders so broad. Her heart jumped, and jumped again as he closed the distance between their leather chairs. “What are you doing?”

“Showing you how much you like the impossible.”

“Not smart,” she whispered, gulping for air as he leaned over her and unfastened her seat belt.

He drew her up, to her feet. “Now you’re just being contrary,” he answered, sliding his arms around her and drawing her close against him.

He was oh, so warm, and so very hard. He felt wonderful, too wonderful, and familiar in the kind of way that made her heart ache.

Once, he’d been her man.

Once, he’d been her world.

Colm tilted her chin up, forcing her to look into his eyes. “Remember this,” he murmured. “Remember us?”

Her heart was pounding. Her legs went weak.

“We are good together. We fit,” he added, his intense eyes held her captive and she stared up at him, thoughts scattering, emotions swirling. She couldn’t think straight, didn’t know anything right now. “You’re not fair.” She licked her upper lip, her mouth suddenly dry. “This isn’t fair.”

“How so?”

She struggled to organize her thoughts, which wasn’t easy when her heart was pounding so. He felt so good. He felt like everything she loved. “I think you know I like…this…”

He stroked her cheek. “Mmmm.”

It took an effort to speak. Her senses were swimming, nerves screaming with pleasure. “So you’re using me….against me.”

His lips quirked. “All is fair in love and war.”

“Is this war?”

“No, baby, it’s love.”

But that didn’t sound right. It didn’t fit. They’d been many things to each other, but he didn’t love her. She didn’t know why. But love had never been part of the equation.

“It’s not love,” she said, stiffening, her hands going to his chest to push him back. “I might not remember everything, but I don’t think we are—” She broke off, frowned. “It’s not love, is it?”

His head dropped, his lips lightly brushing hers. “We’ve made love a thousand times.”

“But that’s not love.” She leaned back and pressed harder on his firm chest.

He didn’t budge. If anything, he held her more firmly, one of his hands low on her hip, caressing her, stirring her senses, distracting her just when she needed to concentrate most.

His lips trailed a slow path along the side of her neck, making the sensitive skin tingle and burn. “Says who?”

She drew an unsteady breath and closed her eyes as he focused on the soft hollow beneath her ear. Heat flared and everything within her felt bright and taut. She wanted more. She shouldn’t want more.

She should put a stop to this. “I can’t think when you do that,” she murmured, her fingers widening on his chest, feeling the heat of his body, the thudding of his heart.

He was a magnificent male. He was everything she’d ever wanted. But she couldn’t want him now. It was hard to remember why. She just knew she couldn’t, shouldn’t, let this happen.

“You must let me go.”

He kissed the line of her jaw. “No.”

“You’re a barbarian.”

He kissed her ever so lightly near the corner of her mouth. “And you love how I can make you feel.”

Warmth rushed through her, surging up from her belly through her chest and into her neck and face making her cheeks burn. But she didn’t contradict him. She couldn’t, not when he was right.

Worse, she wanted him to kiss her, really kiss her. Not these teasing kisses, and pecks, and touches. She wanted his mouth, and his taste. Him.

And she was about to tell him what she wanted, her hands sliding up his chest, when the plane shuddered violently in a pocket of turbulence that sent them crashing into each other. Colm bit back an oath and kissed her swiftly on the lips before putting her back in her seat and buckling the seatbelt tightly.

“I want you, girl,” He gritted, tugging on the strap, making sure it was snug, “but I also want you safe. Tomorrow, we pick up where we left off, and that’s a promise.”
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Four hours and twenty minutes after they left Teterboro, the jet began its final descent.

It would not be a smooth landing, either, Ava thought, as the jet bounced and jumped, buffeted by the turbulence that kept most aircraft out of St. Barts’ tiny airport. Apparently, the small island had an even smaller runway and private jets had to have a special license to land on St. Barts. Colm’s pilot had been given the clearance when Colm bought the estate overlooking Lorient Bay.

All this, Ava knew, because Colm talked to her throughout the wild landing, talking to her to keep her from focusing on the crazy jolts and bumps.

She let him talk, too, welcoming the distraction. Not just from the rough air, but from him.

He was too attractive for his own good. The near kiss had woken something in her and she couldn’t make the heat go away. She felt electric on the inside and painfully aware of Colm and how appealing she still found him. But how could she not? He was tall and muscular and beautifully shaped…the angle of his jaw, the distance between his shoulders, the length of his leg, the width of his hand.

She wanted to be back in his arms. She wanted to feel his hands. She wanted—

The jet het another pocket of rough air and did a dramatic shuddering bounce.

Her gaze went to Malcolm’s. He smiled at her, reassuring, and she exhaled.

“Almost there,” he said.

“You were right. It is bumpy.”

“Almost always is.”

She glanced from him, to the window. Yellow and red lights lined the island runway. She saw where the lights stopped. It was all darkness and then beyond white rolled against the dark. Waves, she thought. That must be the ocean beyond.

“Why did you buy the villa here?” she asked, glancing back at Colm, not wanting to think about what would happen if the jet overshot the runway.

“Seemed like a good investment at the time, but I didn’t use it very often. There wasn’t any point, and then a year ago Christmas, Jack and I came out and had a lot of fun, and we’ve been back several times. We spent Christmas here this year, too.”

The jet touched down, the landing surprisingly smooth after the bumpy descent.

“We made it,” she said, looking out the window as the jet taxied towards the small terminal building. Yellow lights lined the narrow tarmac. The moon shone high and full, outlining distant palm trees.

“Did you doubt it?” he asked, with a smile.

“I was just glad you looked calm. I would have been a wreck if you’d been nervous.” She suddenly yawned and she lifted a hand to cover her mouth. “I am tired, though. What time is it?”

He glanced at his watch. “Almost midnight back home, so nearly one in the morning here.

No wonder she was sleepy. She was usually in bed by nine. Ava smothered another yawn. “Sorry. I don’t know what’s hit me.”

“It’s late. But don’t worry. We’ll have you in bed soon.” He saw her sharp look and laughed. “Your bed. Relax. You’re safe tonight.”



Chapter Six
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She woke up with a start. The room was dark. Pitch black. Her room at home was never this dark. Where was she?

Ava leaned across the bed, reaching for a bedside lamp. She stretched as far as she could and touched the edge of a table before knocking a glass cylinder, nearly sending it crashing to the floor. She caught the glass pitcher and then bumped a smaller drinking glass, but no lamp.

Where was she?

What was happening?

She left the bed too quickly, and it was a longer way down and she landed heavily, awkwardly, and nearly cried out at the lash of pain shooting through her legs into her hip.

Her eyes burned and she swallowed hard.

Where, where, where….if she wasn’t home, where was she?

She struggled to remember, to piece the last several days together. She’d remember the details if she calmed down. She’d remember if she didn’t panic. And yet it was hard not to panic when everything was blank, her mind was blank, all memory blank.

But it wasn’t entirely blank. She knew she had an apartment, and she knew she was a dancer with the ballet company—

No. No. Not right. She was no longer a dancer. She’d been hurt. She couldn’t dance anymore. But she worked for the ballet, teaching.

So, if she wasn’t in New York…where was she?

She groped the wall, above the table, and finally she came upon a set of buttons. She pushed one, and then the other. The bedside lamp turned on. The overhead lights flooded the room with light.

She took it all in, trying to think, trying to remember.

It was all so strange.

Huge, cream wooden shutters lined one wall. The high coved ceiling was marked by an elegant ivory ceiling fan. Her bed was a giant four poster affair with shimmering rose and coral silk hangings. A pile of silk pillows in every shade of rose was stacked on the chest at the foot of her bed.

But none of it looked familiar. She didn’t know why she was here. She didn’t understand any of this.

Her bedroom door opened. Colm entered, wearing nothing but thin cotton pajama pants. “You okay, Ava?” he asked, his deep voice a sleepy rumble.

She shook her head. She knew him, of course she knew him, she dreamed about him every night, dreamed of love won and lost, and lost, and lost…

“Where am I?” she whispered.

He was walking towards her, pushing back dark blonde hair from his forehead, muscles rippling in his chest, arm. “At my place. On St. Barts.”

She looked from his hard, thickly muscled chest to the jutting angle of his jaw and then to his eyes. “How? Why?”

“You came with me last night.”

It was her turn to push a tangle of hair from her face. Her hand was trembling. Her legs weren’t at all steady. Her eyes burned, hot and dry, and painfully gritty. “I don’t remember.”

“We’re here for a holiday.”

“Why?”

“We thought it’d be fun to have a little R&R. You’ve always loved the sea, and it’s warm here. Not at all like New York, which is in the middle of a snowstorm.” He talked as he walked towards her, his pace slow, and body relaxed and yet she felt ripples of heat and tension.

Just watching him approach made her nervous, anxious. She backed up a step. And then another, bumping into the chest at the foot of the bed. “But why here, now?” She couldn’t sort it out. “Why…now…?”

“You don’t remember that I came to see you yesterday in New York? You were working at the school, teaching, and we talked about our son, Jack, and how much he misses you.”

She winced at the mention of Jack. Jack, her baby. She didn’t know him, though, not really. She’d only seen him a couple times because she wasn’t a fit mother. She was dangerous. Colm had to keep her away.

“Is he okay?” she asked. “Has something happened?”

“No.” Colm stopped just a few feet from her, hands resting low on his hips. He still looked relaxed, and yet she felt his scrutiny. He was studying her closely, monitoring her expression. “He’s doing great. Healthy. Happy. You’re the one we worry about.”

Her heart ached. Air bottled in her lungs. “Why?”

“We miss you.”

She continued to hold her breath, holding the pain and longing in. She’d been so lonely…she’d been so lost without them. “I miss him.” She swallowed hard. And you. I miss you so much, she wanted to tell Colm, but couldn’t. She was too broken, too damaged. She couldn’t be what he wanted or needed and she had to be mature, had to accept how things were. She was better off alone. It was her only way to protect Jack, and Malcolm. Sometimes love meant sacrificing what you wanted in able to meet the needs of others.

“Only Jack?” He teased, firm mouth quirking, tone wry. “Not me? Not even a little bit?”

Always you.

I have loved you from the moment I first laid eyes on you.

She struggled to speak but a lump filled her throat and she blinked to keep her eyes dry. “Maybe a little bit,” she admitted hoarsely. So much. Too much.

“I’ll take that,” Colm said, moving another step towards her, closing the distance, bringing her against him. His hands settled on her shoulders before moving carefully down her back. He was warm, so warm. His touch soothed her, comforting her in a way words never could.


She tried to hold herself upright but his skin was a siren call and she needed him. Wanted him.

He stroked back up her back, drawing her even closer and finally she gave in, leaning against him, resting.

And once she was relaxed, her led her back to bed, and climbed into the bed with her, holding her until she fell asleep in his arms.

It took Colm far longer to fall back asleep.
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Ava sighed with pleasure, warm and so very comfortable. Sleepily, she stretched, and as she stretched she encountered warm skin and hard muscle.

All sleepy thoughts vanished and she opened her eyes to discover it was morning, the wooden plantation shutters open, along with the oversized sliding glass doors, inviting the sunshine in. But that wasn’t all. Colm was in the bed with her, lying on his back, arms folded behind his head. The covers were bunched low at his hips, exposing his broad, bare chest.

She didn’t know where to look—his body or his face.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded, blushing, tugging the covers up higher, trying to cover him and her.

“You must have had a bad dream because you woke, and were upset, so I put you to bed, and stayed to be sure you were okay.”


She pressed the covers to her collarbone. “You are so attentive,” she said primly.

“I try.”

“Hmph.”

He smiled lazily. “You’re really wrestling with those covers, Ava. It’s almost as if you’re a virgin.” His smile reached his eyes. “In case you forgot, you’re not.”

She sat up, covers still pressed to her chest. “You can leave now.”

“You’re kicking me out of your bed now that I’ve served my purpose?”

She blushed all over again. “Nothing happened last night.”

“How do you know?”

Her mouth opened, closed. That was a good question. Not that she’d tell him that. He was already looking a little too much like a big cat in her bed, and extremely self-satisfied. “I would know if something had happened.”

“How so?”

“I would just know.”

He rose up on his elbow to look at her. “So what about on the plane? What did we do during the flight?”

Ava slid out of bed, putting much needed distance between them. “Nothing.” She saw his expression and hurriedly added. “We couldn’t do anything. There was too much turbulence.”

“So, you do remember the flight.”

“You seem to be part of my emotional memory. For the good and the bad.”

“I would prefer to think of it as good.” He threw back the covers and stepped from bed. “Want coffee? Breakfast?”

“Coffee would be wonderful. Maybe a slice of toast, too.”

“I’ll have coffee and breakfast sent to you. They’ll probably set your table on the deck out there. Is this alright with you?”

She nodded. “Are you not going to eat?”

“I’m going to go run and then I’ll be back, and I’ll have a light bite and then take you on a tour of the place.”


[image: *]*

When Colm returned an hour later, he found Ava on the deck, leaning against the railing, her long, dark hair loose, her slim figure wrapped in a delicate cherry silk robe that made her pale skin glow, and highlighted the hint of pink in her cheeks. He’d picked the robe up on one of his trips, thinking she’d looked gorgeous in it, and she did. But then, he thought she could wear a paper bag and be stunning.

She hadn’t heard him yet and he watched her for a moment, feeling the same rush of possession and desire he always felt when near her.

He’d been smitten with her from the start. Only he hadn’t always known how to tell her. Or maybe, he’d been too proud to tell her.

Had it been a game? A power trip?

God help him…he hoped not.

He made a sound, and she turned, spotted him, and gave him a smile. “How was the run?” she asked.

He joined at her the railing. “Good.” He forced his gaze from her fine elegant features to the turquoise water and the foam tipped waves. It was a beautiful day and yet she was a hundred times more appealing. “Did you eat?”

“I did. More than I usually do.”

“That’s good.”

“Dancers can’t afford to gain weight, though.”


“Not even dance teachers?”

“No.” She grimaced. “I wouldn’t be respected. That’s why I write everything I eat down. Helps me keep track.”

“Speaking of your notebook, Mickey found it in the car. He said he’d mail it, but with the weather, I’m thinking we will be home before it gets here.”

“Then don’t have him mail.”

“We can go buy you a new one today if you’d like. I don’t want you to worry while you’re here.”

“Maybe. Let’s see how I do today. Maybe I’ll be okay. Who knows? It’ll be an adventure, right?”

“You’re in a good mood.”

“I am. I can’t help it. It’s gorgeous here.” She lifted her face to the sun, and sighed with pleasure. “And warm. I don’t hurt. It’s amazing.”

“Feel up to a tour of the place?”

“This place is bigger than this one wing, isn’t it?”

“You’re in the main house now, and then there are four guest bungalows scattered around the property.”

“How big is the property?”

“Five acres.”

“Wow. That’s huge.”

“We’re not going to see it all. I thought after you dress, we’d tour the main house, and then see the pool, so you know where to go to cool off.”
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Everything about the main house was beautiful, the stone and crisp white wood a nod to the West Indies’ architecture, with an open floor plan and walls of French doors that opened onto plantation-style verandas. Every room in the house had an ocean view, and a generous veranda. There were four bedrooms in the main house, two in each wing, and all four bedrooms had their own connecting bath. The master bedroom also had a mini bar with sink, refrigerator, and coffee pot tucked inside an alcove between the dressing room and bathroom.

The house was luxurious, without being cold or imposing. Ava loved it.

“And this is Jack’s room,” he said as they reached the third bedroom, but Ava stopped him before he opened the door.

“Maybe later,” she said, her smile slipping, her buoyancy fading.

She couldn’t bear to see the room—or life—of the son she couldn’t be with. It’d hurt too much. Just knowing it was his bed, his clothes, his toys on the other side of the door made her want to run, scream, cry.

She’d failed her son. She’d failed all of them.

“I’ve tired you out,” Colm said, sounding casual.

And yet he knew, she thought. He knew she was afraid. Or maybe he thought she really didn’t care. Either way the guilt and shame engulfed her.

“I am tired,” she said, and it was true. Her chest squeezed tight, making every breath a challenge. Her legs were weighted. She wasn’t sure she could move another step. “I think I should go to my room and rest.”

“Don’t go to your room to hide. It’s too early in the day.”

“I’m not hiding. I just need to rest.”

“Then come with me to the terrace. There are lounge chairs where you can put your feet up and relax without being alone in your room. The terrace has access to the pool as well as my favorite view of the bay.”

“Maybe I need to be alone.”

“Or maybe you’re sad, or feeling the need to punish yourself.”

Her head jerked up. She met his gaze. He gave her a look.

“You do that,” he added. “You’re so hard on yourself. I don’t know what you write in that little notebook of yours, but I imagine it’s not always nice things. I have a feeling that along with your shopping lists or to-do lists are things like ‘I’m a terrible person for losing Jack.’”

Her heart fell, and she went hot, then cold. “I abandoned him.”

“I made mistakes that day, too. I left you two alone. I didn’t warn the staff to supervise you. I allowed the situation to happen. But I refuse to spend the rest of my life hating myself, or blaming myself, for being human, just as I refuse to stand by and allow you to hate yourself, either. Things happen. So we deal with them.”

She pressed her lips together, looked away, struggling with the different emotions rolling through her. His words didn’t soothe. They just inflamed. “I don’t want you to be my father. I don’t want you to be this authority figure in my life.”

“I’m speaking to you not as an authority figure but as your friend. Your lover—”

“Ha!”

“Your partner,” he continued, ignoring her short mocking laugh. “We are two equals. Two halves of a whole. We have a responsibility to each other. To care for each other and be honest with each other as well.”

“That sounds miserable.”

He laughed low, the sound incredibly sexy. “It doesn’t have to be. We can play. Have fun.”

The husky note in his voice matched the heat in his eyes. Her pulse quickened. Her tummy flipped. “Not sure how to play anymore.” Her voice was a little too breathless. Her legs felt a little too jelly-like.

“I remember how. I can show you.”

His inflection made her flush. “I have a feeling that you’re talking about sex.”

“Sex is play. Sex is fun.” He reached out and gently tugged on a long dark tendril of hair. “You are so beautiful. You deserve to play and have fun. You deserve to feel good…and gorgeous. When is the last time you felt good, Ava?”

Her heart was racing now. She pressed her knees together, trying to ignore the ache inside of her.

He found another tendril and then another, his hand sliding through her hair, playing with it. “Do you ever make yourself feel good? Do you ever—”

“No.” She gritted, flushing hotly and yet unable to look away from his gaze, transfixed by the intensity and fire in the glowing blue-green depths. It had been a long time since she felt good. It had been forever…

He reached for her, drawing her towards him. “Why not?”

“You’re talking nonsense,” she whispered, fighting to deny his effect on her, and failing. Her body was responding. She was melting on in the inside, her skin sensitive, her breasts tender inside her bra, while deep between her legs she felt empty, hungry.

How could he do this so easily? Reduce her to a puddle of want?
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He was leaning against the wall, his feet wide, and pulled her all the way between his feet, and, by drawing her forward, he took her weight, supporting her. “Let me make you feel good again, Ava,” he murmured, tilting her head up and brushing his mouth across hers, once, and then again. “Your lips are so warm, so soft.”

She closed her eyes at the fleeting kiss. Her heart galloped madly. “You are playing dirty.”

“I’ve always gone after what I wanted. And I want you, Ava.”

Once more his mouth covered hers, but this time the kiss was firm, insistent, and his lips parted hers, his tongue sweeping the soft fullness of her lower lip waking every nerve in her body. She shivered against him, feeling so much, remembering them, as they had been before she’d been hurt. It felt good—familiar—being in his arms and yet it was also overwhelming. Their relationship had always been so fiery. The physical had consumed both. They’d been passionate lovers, not friends, and maybe that was part of the problem in the months and years following the accident. They didn’t know how to be anything but lovers, and that didn’t work for them anymore.

“You mouth is so warm and sweet,” he said. “It makes me think of how warm and soft you are between your thighs, and how much I love to kiss you there.”

“You can’t say that,” she protested against his mouth.

“Oh, I can, just as I can still make you mine. I know you want me still.” And then he set about proving his point, deepening the kiss, running the tip of his tongue along the seam of her lips, applying just the right amount of pressure, kissing her just the way she loved to be kissed, coaxing the response he wanted until she opened her mouth to him with a sigh.

His tongue swept inside her mouth, taking her, tasting her, sending darts of delicious sensation racing through her, as bright pricks of light exploded behind her eyelids, electrifying her from head to toe.

She’d forgotten this, the pleasure of a kiss.

She’d forgotten this, how good it felt to be touched, desired.

For the first time in ages, she felt wonderfully alive, tingling all over.

His head lifted briefly, his eyes were dark. “You can’t deny this,” he rasped, sweeping his thumbs across her cheekbones. “You can’t deny us a chance.”

She stared up at him, dazed, her senses stirred, her blood humming. It was virtually impossible to think, much less form a coherent thought. But she tried. She tried to remember why this was wrong, why this wouldn’t work. “It’s just…the physical.”

He ran the pad of his thumb over her tender mouth, stroking ever so lightly in the middle of the soft, swollen lower lip, making her nerves tighten and dance. “Liar. You and I know carnal, babe, but this is more than sex. This is so intense because we’re invested in each other. We want each other. We need each other.” His thumb strummed her lip. “I need you, and you can say what you want, but I know you need me, too.”


She opened her mouth to deny her attraction, deny him, but he wasn’t having it. His head dipped, his mouth took hers, the kiss fierce, almost punishing. His tongue found hers and he drew her tongue into his mouth, sucking rhythmically on the tip, an exquisite tension that made her press against him, craving friction and relief, but he wasn’t interested in soothing her. He wanted her to feel, and ache, and he was making sure she was hot. Wet.

And she was hot, so hot, a thick honey in her veins, her panties growing damper against her skin. If he touched her, she’d be slick, and ready for him. She was always ready for him. It was impossible to resist him. She’d always been putty in his hands. But it wasn’t a good thing. He was her weakness. Still.

If she had any sense, she’d pull away now. She’d utter a sharp rebuke, and reject him soundly.

But she wanted this. She wanted everything she’d missed, and when his hand went to her jaw, angling her head to give him even deeper access to her mouth, she trembled with need.

His palm slid down her throat, fingers finding nerves she didn’t even know she had. Ava leaned against him, dazzled by the riot of sensation and the sharp, insistent desire. It had been over a year since they’d last made love, but the hunger was still there, a feverish wanting that charged every kiss, every touch.

No one had ever made her feel so much.

No one had ever made her want so much.

Sensation rippled through her, followed by waves of bittersweet pleasure. He was claiming her with the kiss, reminding her she’d always been his, and would always be his, and she couldn’t deny it, not when he melted her from the inside out and her body ached for his hands and touch, needing his body and the release.

His head lifted and he gazed down into her face, his features hard, his expression fiercely possessive. “You still want me,” he rasped.

“That’s never been the issue,” she answered, breathing fast, dazed by the explosive chemistry.

“Then that’s a start,” he retorted, gently pulling her away and then stepping back a foot. “I can work with that.”

Ava swayed on her feet, dazed, lips and body pulsing.

From the heat of the kiss, she’d expected Colm to either take her here, in the hall, or carry her off into the nearest bedroom and ravish her, but instead he was backing off. Right when she was ready for more.

She smoothed her sundress and struggled to gain control over her breathing, but it was still ragged. She felt ragged.

As well as hot. And hungry.

He’d made her want more, and yet now he was pulling away.

So not fair.

Frustrated, she looked up at him and their gazes locked. She realized from his expression he knew exactly how she felt. He’d done this deliberately. Turned her on. And then backed off.

“That was dirty,” she said hoarsely.

“Not dirty. We’re playing.”

“In that case, we have a very different definition of playing.”

He laughed softly. “I don’t think so. I just think you’re out of practice. Pleasure isn’t something to be rushed. Desire needs to be stirred—”

“Oh, it’s stirred.”

“And senses need to be teased.”

“You’ve done that as well.”

His lips twitched. “So enjoy the anticipation. That’s half of the pleasure.”

“Mmm. Great. I can’t wait.”

His eyes glinted with amusement. “Go change into one of the swimsuits in your closet, and then meet me at the pool. We can cool off with a swim before lunch is served on the terrace.”

“You’re awfully bossy, Colm.”

“Just wait until I get you into bed.”







The Tycoon’s Forced Bride



Chapter Eight
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Colm went to the table and picked up her flute and handed it back to her. “Come, sit down. There’s no point in fighting. It’s not going to accomplish anything.”

Her chin jerked up and she stared at him defiantly. “Don’t be condescending.”

“I’m not. I’m trying to salvage the evening. It was supposed to be a nice evening. I was hoping to create some good memories for you.”

She drew a quick breath and then exhaled slowly. “With any luck, I won’t remember tonight.” And then she made a face. “That was a joke.”

He smiled crookedly. “I know. And it was a good one.”

“But knowing my luck, I won’t forget.”

“Another joke.”

“Pretty good, huh? Next thing you know and I’ll be out on the comedy circuit.”

He laughed softly, appreciating the levity, appreciating her. She was such a little thing—the top of her head didn’t even reach his shoulder—but she was fierce. Fiesty. His Argentine beauty.

“Can we start tonight over? Try this again?” he asked.

“Maybe.” She extended a hand to him. “I’m Ava.”

“I’m Colm.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Colm. Do I detect an accent?”

“I was raised in Scotland.”

“I was raised in Argentina.”

“What brought you to the US, Ava?”

“Ballet. I’m a dancer—” She broke off, corrected. “Was a dancer. I just teach now. What about you?”

“I buy things, sell things, make money.”

“Is that your passion? Money?”

“No. I’m just really good at it. Is dance your passion?”

“Yes. I love it. I do.” She looked up at him, her gaze examining his face. “I also have a passion for brawny blondes with a Scottish accent. You can blame it on Diana Gabaldon. The Highlander.”

His lips quirked. “I believe the story is The Outlander.”

“Ah, right. Well. This might be a good time to mention that I was in a car accident in New York and hit my head pretty good. So there’s some brain trauma, and memory issues, and balance problems, and pain, but other than that, I’m really good.” She smiled up at him. “Any questions?”

“None at all.”

“Good. Because it looks like you have an army of staff arriving with dinner.”
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After the earlier drama, dinner was relatively uneventful.

There was no more fighting. The tension was gone. They’d come to an understanding of sorts.

Ava wasn’t sure what the understanding was. Maybe they were just too mellow from the champagne, or maybe the fact that they were eating by candlelight in an elegant tent on the beach made them feel civilized.

Or, perhaps, the torches ringing the tent’s perimeter had them feeling like castaways on a tropical island…

Or, maybe, just maybe, they were enjoying each other’s company.

Imagine that.

Ava sipped her coffee and lounged against the soft silk pillows lining the couch, watching the flame dance on a torch just outside the cabana. The flame was matched by the flickering candles on the table. It had been a gorgeous meal. She couldn’t remember when she’d last eaten so well, or been served on such fine china or toasted with such excellent crystal.

“Did we take a picture of this?” she asked, turning to look at Colm. “If not, we should. I want to remember this. It’s like you’re Valentino and we’re in our very own desert oasis. Except, we’re not in the desert but on a private beach with a view of the sea.”

He grinned. His teeth flashed whitely. “You’re funny.”

“You bring it out in me.”

Colm leaned forward, checked her wine glass. His eyes were brilliant in the candlelight. “You’re empty. Want more?”

“No, I’m happy with my coffee. I have enough trouble without a hangover.” She smiled at him. “Thank you. For this. It really was lovely.”

“It turned out okay.”

“Despite the bumpy start.”

“We’ve always had bumps, babe. We’re strong people. We knock heads. Have different opinions. But it’s what makes us, us.”

She held his gaze a moment and then set her cup down. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Have we ever been friends?”

Colm opened his mouth then closed it. He gave his head a brief shake. “I don’t know how to answer that.”

“Which makes me think the answer is no.”

His brow furrowed. “Relationships are complicated.”

“Or are we complicated?”

He made a soft, rough sound. “I’ve always said you are the smartest woman I’ve ever met.”

She gave him a look. “And still you avoid the question. Never a good sign.”

“I want to be honest with you, and I’m trying.” He leaned forward, wrapped his hand around her neck and drew her towards him, kissing her hard, and then soft, and then slow, hot, and demanding as the kiss sparked and desire exploded and the kiss went on and on until she was boneless and mindless and a tingling mass of nerves.

“We were not then what we are now,” he said, stroking her full soft lip with the pad of his thumb. “We didn’t talk about much. You had dance. I had my work. We met late at night, and, if lucky, we slept together until early in the morning when you left for the theater. But there were plenty of days—weeks—where I traveled or the Manhattan Ballet traveled and we would text or call, but those calls would be brief. There wasn’t much to say. We didn’t share feelings. We didn’t talk too much about work. We communicated in bed. We expressed ourselves through sex.”

She caught his thumb, stopped its maddening caress so she could try to complete a thought. “And you never wanted more from me?”

He hesitated only briefly. “No.”

“Did you ever want more from any woman?”

“What is this about, Ava? I’m not sure I understand.”

She searched his eyes, trying to see past the startling color to the man behind. Their relationship baffled her. She wondered if it had always baffled her. She imagined so, but couldn’t be sure. Maybe before the accident she’d been happy with what he gave her…maybe the sex had been enough.

Or maybe it hadn’t. Maybe the unexpected pregnancy had jolted them out of complacency….

“I search my memory and you are there,” she said, holding his hand, “but there is very little attached to you. You are just there. Big, handsome, sexual…but I can’t find a relationship. I don’t have stories. I don’t have lots of pictures. If anything, I just see you and me, in bed.”

“That is where we were happiest.” He hesitated. “And you were happy with me, Ava. You were happy with us. At least, you were happy until our fight that night. That night wasn’t good. You said things. I said things. You stormed out. I happily put you into the cab. And then the taxi crashed and you were hurt and we have both lived with that night, hanging over us, haunting us, ever since.”

“And the fight was about the baby.”

“The pregnancy.”

She mulled his choice of words over. She thought about the relationship and what she’d felt for him, and how she’d imagined he felt for her. She must have discovered the night they’d fought that he didn’t have strong feelings for her. That he didn’t want her, or the baby. Or maybe he’d given her an ultimatum. She didn’t know. She might never know. Could she live with that?
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On her second night on the island, she slept better than she had in years, cocooned by soft French linens, clouds of down, and the gentle breeze of the ceiling fan. Ava didn’t wake until Genevieve opened the plantation shutters and let in the golden sun.

“Good morning, Ms. Galván. It’s going to be another beautiful day. Mr. McKenzie hopes you’ll join him in half an hour for breakfast on the yacht.”

“The yacht?”

Genevieve smiled. “I’ve packed your swimsuit and a cover up in a tote since it sounds like you’ll be doing some swimming later, too.”
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Ava dressed for the day on the yacht in a slim, white knit skirt and a white tank. She let Genevieve do her hair and was pleased by the loose but stylish ponytail.

Once she was ready to go, Genevieve drove Ava to the gondola platform in one of the estate’s small golf carts to keep Ava from having to walk too much too early in the day.

Colm was waiting for her at the bottom of the gondola and he escorted her across the beach to a small motorboat waiting to ferry them out to the yacht anchored in the bay.

Ava was delighted to be out on the water and laughed as the motorboat hit a wave and gave them a light splash. In Argentina, she’d spent a lot of time on the water as a girl, and being here was bringing back memories of her family, and the holidays at the sea.

“Happy?” Colm asked as the boat neared the anchored yacht.

She nodded. “I love this. Reminds me of home.”

On the yacht, Colm took her on a brief tour so she’d have her bearings and then they took seats at a table on one of the back decks to take advantage of the morning sun.

It was a perfect morning, warm but not hot with just a few puffy white clouds to highlight the azure sky.

Staff appeared with pitchers of fresh squeezed juices and pots of strong black coffee and then followed with platters of eggs and grilled tomatoes and breakfast meats. Ava focused on coffee and a delicate croissant, while Colm ate a little bit of everything.

They didn’t talk much over breakfast, content to just enjoy the meal, the sun, and the passing scenery. It was a spectacular way to see the island. From the water, St. Barts was a jagged sweep of green circled by white sand and lapping blue waves.

“This isn’t real,” she said. “I don’t feel real. I’m not even sure you’re real.”

“Let me check that,” he said, and before she knew what was happening, he’d dipped his head and kissed her.

A shiver of pleasure raced through her at the touch of his lips. He tasted good, warm, and she shivered again as the tingle of sensation gave way to heat. She always forgot how quickly the fire between them ignited, and it ignited now, hotter than ever.

By the time Colm lifted his head, her heart was racing and she felt positively electric.

How could one small kiss be hot and cold? How could it burn? How could it make her feel so painfully alive?

“It seems real enough to me,” he answered lazily.

She flushed, battling emotion. She wanted more even as she knew more wasn’t good for her…or them.

“You look great today,” he added. “But then, I’ve always liked you in white. It sets off your gorgeous hair and eyes.”

“Thank you.”

“You’ve begun to exercise again, haven’t you?”

She glanced down, taking in the short skirt and length of bare leg. From this angle she couldn’t see the scars but even if she could, she was determined not to let them upset her. “I’m dancing,” she said. “Nothing complicated. Just beginner classes a couple days a week, but it feels good to be at the barre. Who knew I loved plies and tendus so much?”

“I did. And I’m glad you’re taking classes again. It’s good for you. Not just for your body. But your head.” He leaned back as the staff cleared the last of the breakfast dishes. “Speaking of your head, you seemed to have slept well last night.”

She frowned, puzzled. “Do you know something I don’t?” she asked uneasily.

“I was with you last night.”

“I didn’t realize.” She stiffened and then swallowed hard, suddenly wanting to be anywhere but here. How could she not have known? “Did I…did we…?”

“We didn’t make love. We didn’t even kiss. You were worried about waking up and not knowing where you were, so I stayed with you. That’s all.”

But she wasn’t reassured. It was troubling for her, deeply troubling—even terrifying—to not know things, much less remember significant details like sharing a bed with someone.

Or remembering where one left one’s son.

Her eyes burned. She blinked back tears before they could fall. “This is why I did not want to come here. This is why I begged you to leave me in New York, to leave me with my routine. I hate forgetting things. I hate waking up and being lost and confused. But most of all, I hate that I can’t remember what is important. You. Jack. And yet I do. And I always will.”

“Maybe, but maybe not. You are better, Ava. Much, much better. And you know it.” He leaned towards her, his big body invading her space, making the hair on her nape rise and her skin prickle with awareness. “Look at you. You’re beautiful. And you’re happy here. And, Ava, you’d be even happier with Jack.”

He pushed an envelope towards her. He’d kept it hidden under the placemat but wanted her to have it now. “You don’t have your notebook here, but if you did, I’d have you put these in it. To remember how you are. Not how you imagine yourself to be.”

Her hands trembled as she opened the envelope and withdrew a half dozen photos. There were snapshots taken of the beach and sunset, another one of the tent, glowing with fresh flowers and candlelight, and then there were four of her, talking, laughing, smiling, and then just of one looking off towards the horizon, her expression thoughtful, perhaps a little wistful, but there was no pain in her features, no tension in her expression.

“You are this woman, Ava. Beautiful. Intelligent. Passionate. Proud. Funny. Regal. I could go on.” He tipped her chin, looked into her eyes. “And you are ours…you are important and necessary to our family. We need you.”

A lump filled her throat and she pulled away and glanced down at the photos she’d spread in a half circle on the table.

One wouldn’t know she’d been so badly hurt from looking at these photos. She could see what Colm saw. The thick, long hair, tumbling down her back. The wide expressive eyes. The curve of her generous mouth. The slim shoulder and the skin pale and creamy against the rich plum of the silk camisole.

On the outside was beautiful, but the external beauty hid her damaged mind. And it was damaged. Every day she woke up and had to discover herself again. Every day she had to come to terms with whom she was, and what she now was, and if it exhausted her, how could it not exhaust Colm? And how could it not eventually embarrass her son?

She didn’t want to cause Jack more pain. Hadn’t she hurt him enough already?

She tapped the shot of her curled up on the couch, staring out at the horizon.

“I don’t remember you taking these,” she said softly.

“It was near the end of the evening. You took a couple of me. And then we took one together. A selfie.”

“A selfie? How indulgent of us,” she teased if only to hide the pain. She would go through life and not remember it. She’d go through life and forget everything that made life life.

“We had fun last night.”

She struggled to smile, not wanting him to see the tears that were making her eyes sting and grow gritty. “I’ll have to trust you on that.”

“That’s why I took the pictures. I wanted you to have memories—”

“But I don’t remember. They are your memories, not mine.”

He looked at her for a long moment, and he seemed to be choosing his words with care. “You don’t remember anything of last night?”

She chewed on her bottom lip, working the tender skin over. “I had a massage and Genevieve did my hair and helped me dress.”

“Yes.”

“And I took the gondola down, to the beach.”

“Yes.”

“We ate there.” She nodded to the photo of the tent. She frowned as she stared at the pictures. “I don’t remember what we ate. I don’t remember what we talked about, either.”

“But you remember meeting me on the beach, and having dinner with me.”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“Do you remember how you felt?”

She hesitated a long moment. “I think I was happy. Maybe. I think I was also unhappy.” She nudged a photo, sliding it over another. “Did we fight?” she asked, looking up at him.

“No. Why?”

“Because I think…I feel…there was something…something that wasn’t happy.”

“We talked about the accident last night. We talked about us, and how we were before the accident, and the fight we had the night of the accident.”

He’d spoken calmly, casually but each word felt like a blow. She put a hand to her chest, rubbing at the knot of pain. “That’s why I was unhappy. We were fighting because you didn’t want Jack, and I did, and yet because I got hurt, you have Jack and I don’t, and we both feel guilty.”


“You’re remembering something that was years ago. That’s not who we are today. We’ve changed. We’re a family—”

“No.”

“We are, and instead of you relying on your notebook for everything, I’m going to start taking pictures and showing you pictures and showing you what you don’t see…that you’re loved and wanted, but even more so, you’re needed. I need you. Jack needs you—”

“Stop.”

“You might not remember everything, but you are still you. Interesting, complex, beautiful. A miracle. Even the doctors agree that you are a marvel of modern medicine. Which is why you’re here. I’m not going to allow you to give up.”

“I haven’t given up! Look at me—I’m working, teaching, living. But at the same time, I know my limitations. I have a routine, and I’ve created order and structure, and I stick with that order and structure. I don’t try to multitask anymore. I’m realistic. You need to be realistic, too.”

“You didn’t become a principal with the ballet by being realistic.”

“That was the past. We know I’m not that Ava anymore.”

“Life isn’t about sulking in shadows, playing it safe. We have to take risks. And in this case, it’s a risk absolutely worth taking.” His voice dropped, deepening, feathering up and down her spine the way his hands used to travel the length of her. “Jack’s worth it, Ava. You know he is.”

She gasped for a breath, heart tumbling.

Jack.

Jack was the best part of her. Gorgeous, gorgeous little boy, her miracle boy, the miracle she thanked God for every day. But at the same time, she had to protect him. She had to protect him from her. He could have died that day she abandoned him in his stroller. He could have been kidnapped, or murdered—

“Yes, bad things could have happened that day,” Colm interrupted, able to read her emotions. “But they didn’t. Security found him. I was able to get him. Everything turned out fine.”

“But it wasn’t fine,” she whispered, still horrified, still deeply ashamed of what she’d done that day, and of how incredibly stupid and irresponsible she’d been. She had many highs and lows in her life, but that moment had been by far the lowest.

She fought a wave of nausea, her coffee and croissant perhaps not the best breakfast after all, and gripped the edge of the table, determined to keep her stomach from upending.

It didn’t help that Colm was wrong.

He didn’t know what he was saying. He didn’t know what he was asking her to do. It was dangerous, so dangerous. Didn’t he remember how broken she was? Didn’t he realize she’d been cracked in two? Her skull fractured, bones snapped, lungs collapsed. “It’s time to let me go, Colm.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“Colm, please.”

“Ever.”

For a moment she couldn’t breathe. For a moment everything just spun and her stomach heaved. She drew one short breath after another. “I know you’re trying to do the right thing. But it’s not the right thing, not if it hurts Jack.”

“Ava, he’s asking questions.”

“Then answer them,” she said huskily. “Tell him what you’ve always told him—Mommy’s sick. Mommy loves you but she can’t take care of you.”

The silence was thick and heavy, so heavy that Ava finally looked up at Colm. His blue-green gaze had lost all warmth, the depths now glacier cold.

“I’m not going to tell Jack that. I’m not going to lie to him.”

“It’s not a lie!”

“It is. Because you can take care of him. I know you can, and it’s time you did.”

She flinched, stung by his tone, but not entirely surprised. This was the tone he’d used with her at the beginning of her recovery. These were the same words, the same voice, the same relentless attitude. He wouldn’t let her quit. Wouldn’t accept her exhaustion or her tears of pain. Ignoring her protests, he crouched in front of her and strapped the braces on her legs, stood her up at the bars, and insisted she walk. I know you, he said, each time, every time, I know you can do this.

And that was how her rehab went. He coached her, pushed her, encouraged her, one day at a time. One foot in front of the other. Over and over and over.

Until the day he stopped coming.

The day he disappeared from her life was nearly as bad as the accident. The loss had hit her so hard, and she’d been so vulnerable, so physically and emotionally fragile.

“You’re not being practical,” she said lowly. “We have to remember my limitations—”

“What crap!”

“It’s true,” she doggedly continued. “The doctors said—”

“They’re wrong,” he interrupted again, his voice rough with emotion. “They’re wrong on this, Ava. I don’t believe in limitations. And, dammit, neither do you.” His voice dropped. “You can’t, not when Jack needs you so much.”

Her eyes closed at the shaft of pain. Jack had been her motivation. Jack had been the reason she could endure the grueling months of physical and speech therapy even after Colm stopped coming to see her.

She was determined she’d get her baby back. She’d be part of his life again. She so badly wanted to be a good mother. But her attempt to reconcile with two year old Jack had been a disaster. First, she’d scared him with her leg braces and walker, and then just when he’d come to terms with her disability, she’d taken him out in the stroller, she’d walked him to a shopping center…


And left him there.

Why?

What kind of woman did such a thing? What was wrong with her? What had she been thinking?

But in the end, the motivation didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was that she’d taken him from his home and abandoned him in a shopping center and then wandered away herself.

She was not a well woman. She was not to be trusted. Ever.

“Then find him a good mother,” Ava whispered, her voice flat, devoid of all emotion.

It’d been over a year since that awful day but she’d had thirteen months to examine her heart and the painful soul-searching had made her realize that Jack deserved better. Jack deserved a mother who could properly care for him. A mother who could run and play and make his life easier, not harder.

Colm broke the silence. “You don’t mean that.”


God, he knew her so well. Colm was right, of course. She didn’t want anyone to take her place, didn’t want to be replaced, and while she’d given up her braces and walker, there were still many things she found difficult to do.

“You can’t give up,” he added, after a moment, his deep voice sliding down her spine.

She ducked her head.

“You’ve made great strides, Ava. You’ve come back from the dead.” He turned her chair, forcing her to face him.

There was something in his eyes and expression that seemed to strip her bare. She felt naked. Frightened. “I am not what I was before. Nor will I ever be her again.”

He held her gaze, the bright blue depths scorching her. “So what do you want us to do? Bury you? Forget you? Act like you’re dead?” He ground the words out, angry, and frustrated.


Ava could feel his tension, his energy palpable, practically pulsing within her, matching her heartbeat.

He swore. Violently. “Nothing is more important than our son.”

“I will hurt him!”

“You will not. I won’t let that happen.” His gaze locked with hers, his features hard and fierce. “I promise you that, Ava.”

He was a beautiful man, and angry, he looked intimidating. He was a Celtic warrior and he’d brought her to his kingdom, determined to conquer.

And he would conquer her, if she wasn’t careful. He’d break her. There’d be nothing left of her when he was done.

“I love Jack, and yes, I would love to still be part of his life if I knew I wouldn’t hurt him, but you…” She dragged in a breath, as angry with him as he was with her. “You are another story. You have no say over me. I will not allow you to dictate to me or trying to control me. Once, we were lovers, but that was a long, long time ago!”
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She pushed away from the table and took a panicked step backwards, bumping her chair hard enough to send pain shooting through her hip. Tears filled her eyes and she whimpered in protest.

Colm was on his feet, too, and she threw her hands up. “Don’t touch me,” she cried. “Don’t come near me! I’ve had enough of you. I want to go. I want to return to the villa now.”

“We’re in the middle of the sea, Ava. We won’t back at the villa until later this afternoon.”

Her hip throbbed and her head had begun to ache. She rubbed at her temple, trying to ease the thumping, trying to calm down. Intense emotions brought on the headaches. She didn’t need a migraine now.

Colm’s brows pulled. He scrutinized her face. “Your head?”

“It’ll be okay.” She struggled to smile but couldn’t.

He stretched a hand out to brush a fine dark tendril of hair back from her brow, his fingers soothing against her temple. “Let’s go find some shade. Get you something cool to drink. Do you need a tablet for the pain?”

She shook her head. “Let’s just not argue anymore. I hate fighting with you.”

“And I hate fighting with you. So let’s change into our swim suits and relax, because, in another twenty minutes, we’ll be anchoring at a spot where we’ll swim and snorkel and see the most amazing fish.”

Swimming and snorkeling proved to be the perfect distraction. Ava loved the water, and today she was the one begging to stay out and swim a little longer, and snorkel a little more. They splashed about for over an hour and then returned to the yacht for lunch, and then jumped back in for a second round of snorkeling.

Now they were sunbathing on the deck while the yacht ferried them to St. Barts’ Lorient Bay.

Ava was lying on her back on a lounge chair, eyes closed, straw hat shading her eyes while she soaked up bright, hot rays. She was sleepy and relaxed, the kind of lazy pleasure one felt after exercising and taking in the sun. It’d been a week since she’d really exercised and she felt calmer than she had in days. She so enjoyed swimming. She needed to remember this.

“I wish I had my notebook,” she said, breaking the companionable silence.

“What would you write down?” Colm asked, his deep voice raspy. He, too, was drowsy from the sun.

She turned her head and peeked at him from beneath the brim of her hat. He was on a lounge chair just a foot away, filling it completely. He had a magnificent body. It all started with his height and those massive shoulders, and then there was that thickly muscled chest, the narrow waist and hips and long, strong legs. A work of art.

“I’d remind myself to swim more, and play more. I’d say that snorkeling today off your yacht was the most fun I’ve had in….oh, forever.”


“We should do this more often.”

“Snorkel?”

“And visit the villa. There’s no reason we can’t. We have the house. The plane. We just need to make the time.”

Her lips curved. “Should I put that in the notebook, too?”

“Yes, please do.” He reached over to her, and stroked her shoulder with a finger. “And write down that Colm loves you in your pale aqua bikini. That he thinks you are seriously sexy—”


“I’m not going to write that!” But she was laughing as she knocked his hand off her shoulder.

“Then I’m going to find your notebook and write it down. Or maybe I’ll just start my own and then every day we can compare notes.”

“Well, now I know what to get you for Christmas.”

“Christmas is a long way off. Can we make it Valentine’s Day? That’s coming up in just a couple weeks.”

“If you remind me.” She smiled impishly. “Every day.” Snickering, she dragged the hat down low, shielding her eyes and stretched out, thinking it’d be nice to just doze off for a bit. But this time she couldn’t relax. She couldn’t get comfortable, now, when she was so aware of Colm lying on the lounge chair next to her, within reach.

He’d been so good with her today, such great company. He’d been engaging and charming, and attentive in the water, making sure she was always safe. And while she appreciated his concern, she enjoyed him most when he wasn’t fussing over her, but focusing on her as a woman. Making her feel like a woman. A real woman. Whole, capable, attractive.

She understood that there were times they had to talk about her injury, but she didn’t want every conversation to be about it. She had to be more than all the broken parts. Otherwise, what was the point?

She sensed Colm felt the same way, too. There were moments when they were together today where she just felt like Ava. Not the old Ava, or the new Ava, just Ava Galvan, and it felt good. It gave her hope.

Hope. She flexed her feet, then pointed, arching high in the instep, surreptitiously stretching her legs and toes, imagining herself on the dance floor, on pointe. Lovely, long taut muscles. Beautiful extension. A deep controlled breath—

And then in the next breath, she imagined herself beneath Colm, their skin warm and damp, his hands stroking her, making her wet. She missed him. She missed the way he could make her feel, and with her eyes closed, she could also imagine them together, his hips between her thighs, his body filling her, stretching her, making her feel good, making her feel beautiful.

She drew a shallow breath, in and out, so very conscious of him lying close to her now.

If she focused, she could remember how it had felt earlier today when he’d sat behind her, reapplying the sunscreen to her back. She’d felt almost delirious with pleasure as he swept the warm lotion into her skin, up and down in long luxurious strokes, working her shoulders and then down her back to where her spine dipped and a thousand nerves screamed for more.

He always made her feel so sensitive. Her body responded to him. It had been his way from the start.

She shifted on the lounge, trying to get comfortable but tension coiled low in her belly, an aching knot that ran straight up to her tender breasts, the nipples peaked inside her flimsy bikini top.

It was funny how sometimes conversation seemed to push them apart. All the words could leave her feeling confused and empty…dis­connected…but the moment he touched her, the distance collapsed and all she wanted was him.

She wanted him now.

She’d been aware of him all afternoon, conscious of each gesture he made, each wry twist of his lips. She might forget what they talked about but she couldn’t forget his kiss, or the pleasure of his touch and lying so close to him had made her almost dizzy with longing.

Colm turned over on his chair, looked at her. “You’re getting restless.”

“Yes.”

“Bored?”

She didn’t know how to tell him what she wanted. They weren’t lovers anymore. Nor a couple. She couldn’t just ask him to put his hands on her breasts and massage her ass and slide his fingers—

“Not bored,” she choked, squeezing her legs together, feet flexing. She was hot and bothered in all the wrong ways and wanting relief, and he knew how to give her that release. He was shockingly talented in bed. He could make her climax a dozen different ways. And then there were his hands.

His mouth.

His long, hard, thick shaft…

And that tongue…soft, pointed, lapping, flicking…

She’d been convent educated the first eight years of her life and the nuns had been strict, teaching the girls that sex before marriage was a sin, and equally forbidden were sexual acts that didn’t that permit procreation.

But there was nothing like Colm’s mouth between her thighs, his tongue on her most sensitive flesh, licking. Sucking.

“So what are you thinking about?” he asked, rolling onto his side.

She glanced at him, grateful he couldn’t read her mind, and yet, she couldn’t read his either, not with the dark pair of sunglasses hiding his piercing gaze. “Argentina,” she said huskily.

“Before the accident you rarely talked about your life back home. It’s good to hear you talk about your childhood in Argentina. I know so little about your past.”

She crossed her feet at her ankles, trying to ignore the hot ache within her.

“I’ve been in America since I was thirteen. New York is home. Buenos Aires feels like a dream.”

“You don’t miss it?”

“I miss my family, but we were not a close family. Over time, the ballet school became home and the dance company became my family.”

“And you weren’t ever homesick?”

“Oh, I was in the beginning. Terribly homesick. But I didn’t tell anyone back home. I was afraid that if my parents knew how lonely I was, they would have brought me back to Buenos Aires, and yet dance was my passion. I knew that if I’d hoped to make it, to become one of the great ones, I had to train seriously, and properly. I got that training in New York, with the Manhattan Ballet, and I was determined to stay there, even after they’d summoned me home.”

“What do you mean, summoned?”

Her shoulders lifted and fell. “My father arranged a marriage for me when I was twenty. I refused to return home to marry Senor Carlito. My father was furious.”

He barked a laugh. “An arranged marriage? For you?”

“Yes, obviously my father did not know me well. He hadn’t anticipated my refusal, either, confident he’d overcome my objections.” She shot him a rueful glance as she struggled to sit up. “Confident enough that the wedding invitations were mailed, and the dress ordered. Imagine his fury and shame when my mother had to send a second set of cards in the mail informing the five hundred guests that there would be no wedding.”

“I have a feeling he might be the type to hold a grudge.”

“Oh, most definitely. My father stopped communicating with me. He may have disowned me. It’s just as well if he did, he wouldn’t want me the way I am now.”

Colm sat up swiftly. “And how are you now?”

She shrugged, grimaced. “Let’s not play this game.”

“It’s not a game.”

“Then you know how I am. I’m damaged. A woman with half a brain.”

He took his sunglasses off, tossing them onto the foot of the lounger. “Your brain is all there.”

“But I’m slower. You know I am.”

“You’re also alive. And I think you’re amazing. You’re the one who is hard on you. Not me.”

“I know the kind of woman you like—”

“You’re the woman I like, and you are the only woman I want.” He reached over and lifted her from her chair to settle her onto his lap. “The only one,” he repeated, cupping the back of her head, bringing her face to his. He kissed her slowly, deeply, his tongue probing her mouth, making her squirm.

The kiss was good but not enough. She wanted more heat, wanted fire. Wanted tension and passion and the feel of him driving into her, filling her, blocking every thought and sensation.

His hand tangled in her hair, twining the strands around his palm. He pulled hard enough to make her gasp and he bit into her soft lip. She gasped again, shifting forward on his lap, needing friction.

“Mine,” he ground out, nipping again at her lip even as his fingers found one taut nipple. He played with the tip, rolling it, palming it, before pinching. She saw stars, and rocked against him, hot, wet. He soothed where he’d inflicted pain, rubbing, strumming before pinching the tender nipple again. “You are mine.”


His hands were now at her waist, and then sliding over her hips, pushing away the flimsy sarong to run his hands up her thighs, and down again to her knees and then trailing them back up the inside of her thighs.

She shivered as he parted her legs, widening them and pushing her more firmly onto his lap, making her aware of his erection. He was very hard and very warm and she could feel the thick rounded head of his shaft against her, pressing right where she was most sensitive.

Holding her hips he rocked her over his shaft, dragging her back and forth until she was grabbing at his shoulders, fighting to stay put, wanting the head of his shaft in her, not against her.

Colm wasn’t having it. He was in charge, he was controlling this and he caught her hands in one of his, locking them behind her back. She felt fully exposed, her breasts thrusting out, her legs parted, her body his to touch, to tease, to claim.

“Whose are you?” he murmured, tugging her hands back an inch so her back arched and her neck was exposed. His lips brushed her skin, light kisses that made her head spin.

She felt wild for him. Desperate for relief. She dragged in air but couldn’t speak.

His mouth was at her collarbone, and then kissing his way down the slope of a breast before covering the pebbled nipple. He worked the nipple through the silky fabric, a rhythmic sucking that made her womb contract. He was making her so hot and wet. Too hot and wet.

“Touch me,” she begged.

“Only if you tell me who you are.”

“Ava.”

“And what are you?”

She groaned as his hand found her between her thighs, cupping her damp heat. “Yours.”

“Yes, mine. My woman. My lover. My pleasure.”

She nearly swooned as his palm pressed up against her, the heat of his hand scalding. She might as well have been naked. Her bikini bottoms provided no protection.

He palmed her mound, finding her nub. She shuddered against him.

“Look at me,” he commanded.

She couldn’t. She felt too exposed, too wanton.

“Look at me,” he repeated, his teeth catching at the curve of her ear, biting lightly and then harder on the lobe.

She shuddered at the twin rivulets of sensation—pleasure and pain—but the lasting sensation was pleasure. It felt good. Too good. He knew her so well.

She opened her eyes, her gaze locking with his. His eyes were dark with desire, the color of the sea, but bright and fierce. He wanted her. It was a heady thought, and so very dangerous because a little bit with him was never enough. She always wanted more.

“We can’t do this here, Colm,” she said huskily.

“Why not?” he challenged, finding her through the bottoms, lightly tracing the lines of her, the curves, the softness, the seams.

She shivered as he skimmed from her lips to the ridge of her clit, his fingertip lingering on the sensitive bud, circling, teasing.

He kissed her to silence her groan, then murmured against her mouth, “I am going to make you come here.”

“Not here,” she begged, even as she bucked helplessly against his hand.

“Then where?” His hand eased beneath the edge of the bottoms, slipping under fabric to find hot, slick skin.

“Don’t know, don’t care.” She gasped, as he caressed her folds and then slipped a finger between.

And all she wanted was more.

More pressure, more friction, more satisfaction.

He pressed deeper and she groaned as he touched a sensitive spot inside of her. Her knees shook and she arched.

“Take me to your room,” she begged. “You can have me, all of me, just take me somewhere private. Please?”
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With virtually nothing on, it took no time to strip bare, and with all the touching and kissing outside on the sundeck, Ava didn’t want any more foreplay. She wanted Colm, buried deep inside of her. He might be gifted with talented fingers and lips and a tongue but nothing in the world felt as good as him filling her, his body covering hers, his skin warming her from the inside out.

With hands linked and bodies as one, she felt beautiful and powerful.

She felt hope and possibility. Safety and security.

She felt love. Oh, she loved him. She’d always loved him. And when they were together like this, she knew she’d always love him. It was impossible not to. She was his, and he was hers and she didn’t know why she’d spent the past thirteen months trying to forget him. She’d never be over him. She’d never not want him.

They made love once, and then again, and it wasn’t until much later when they were lying in bed, sleepy and sated, that Ava, curled against Colm, her cheek on his chest, found the courage to ask the thing that troubled her most.

“Jack,” she whispered. “Is he…okay? Is he healthy? Happy?”


Colm stroked her long hair, smoothing it down her back. “Yes. He’s perfect.”

Ave felt a prick of pain and she blinked, holding back tears as she pictured the dark-eyed toddler she’d last seen thirteen months ago. She didn’t remember much from that visit, just the sense that he’d been active, busy, and into absolutely everything. “He really is normal?”

“He’s a very smart little boy. Off the charts, actually. Our son is apparently gifted.”

She looked up at Colm, trying to see his face in the deepening shadows filling the room. “How do you know?”

“He has an ear for music. He doesn’t yet read sheet music, but if he hears a piece, he can pick it out, find the keys. I’ve just started him with a piano teacher and he loves it. His teacher said he’s never met another child with so much passion.” Colm dipped his head and pressed a kiss to her temple. “I’m not surprised, though. He’s your son. Of course he’s gifted. He has your fire and passion.”

Her eyes welled up quickly. She couldn’t stop a tear from falling onto Colm’s chest. She missed him. Her baby.

Another tear fell.

And then another.

She couldn’t stop them anymore.

“So I didn’t hurt him?” She choked. “He really is okay.”

“He’s better than okay. He’s sweet and kind and smart and lovely in every way. I look at him and see you. He is truly your son—”

“Our son,” she interrupted.

“Our son,” he agreed quietly. “And he is blessed. Except for missing you. He does miss you, Ava. Terribly.”

She flinched. “He doesn’t know me.”

“He keeps your picture by his bed.”

“I would think he hates me—”

“He doesn’t remember anything bad. He doesn’t remember you leaving him. He only knows that you love him, and have been ill, and he prays every night that you will soon be well so that you can come be his mommy again.”

“Stop.”

“I’m telling you the truth.”

Her heart fell even as her stomach cramped. She squeezed her eyes shut to keep fresh tears from falling. The anguish was real, and intense. Jack, her baby, who was never breastfed. Her baby that was never rocked by her, held by her, never walked by her as he wailed in the middle of the night, hungry. Lonely. Inconsolable.

She was almost sobbing and she couldn’t catch her breath.

For the last year and a half she’d tried to tell herself Jack would be fine. She tried to tell herself that he wouldn’t miss her, he wouldn’t need her, that Colm would find a beautiful, young wife and Jack would finally have the mother he needed. The mother he needed. The mother she couldn’t be.

Colm’s arms circled her and she cried against him, grieving for all she’d lost, and the years she couldn’t get back.

Was it too late to be his mother?

Was it too late to try again?

As her tears subsided, Colm kissed the top of her head. “If you had your notebook here, what would you write in it, right now?” he asked her quietly.

She drew a shuddering breath. “That I love him. I love Jack. And I’d give anything to be his mom again.”

He kissed her again. “He needs you, Ava.”

“And I need him.”
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Ava woke to the gentle rocking of the boat. It took her several long moments to sort out where she was, and it was only because Colm reached for her, drawing her back to him that she remembered.

His yacht.

His bed.

His arms.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his deep voice a rumble in the dark bedroom.

“Yes.” But why was her throat raw? Why did everything feel broken inside of her? “No.” She pressed herself to Colm, her legs between his, her face against his chest. “I am sad. Why am I sad?”

“We talked about Jack tonight. You cried because you miss him.”

Her eyes welled with tears. “He doesn’t know me. I am a stranger to him.”

“He is so young. He has an entire life ahead of him. You can be part of that life. It’s not too late. You’ve never been stronger, or healthier—”

“I still forget things though. My short term memory is terrible.” She pushed up on her elbow. “And I want Jack, but I don’t just want Jack. I want you. I need you.”

He caught her face and kissed her lips. “I know, baby. I need you, too. It’s time to come home. Time for us to be together again, a family again. You know you want to. And you know it’s the right thing to do.”
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When she woke up again it was morning, sunlight pouring through the slats at the window.

Colm wasn’t in bed but she found him in the connecting bathroom’s shower.

She opened the glass door and stepped into the shower, dissipating the steam. “Well, hello there,” he said, drawing her under the hot water spray. “Have you come for a shampoo and wash?”

“I’m not sure,” she answered. “I heard the shower and thought I should come see what all the fuss was about.”

He took her hand and wrapped it around his hard length. “This is the situation,” he said, his hand covering hers as they firmly stroked him. He grew even thicker and harder beneath her touch.

Her eyes widened as her gaze locked with his. “Impressive.”

“It wants you, baby. But I’m worried after yesterday you might be sore.”

She didn’t know about sore. It was hard to think about being sore when his free hand was playing with her body, soaping her breasts, kneading the nipples. She arched and he stroked down her belly to slide fingers between her curls to find her clit.

She stroked him harder.

His fingers were between her legs, and then slipping into her. She groaned and then nearly fell when he went down in the shower onto his knees and hooked one of her legs over his shoulder, put his mouth on her and took her with his tongue.

She came hard, but he wasn’t done, and turning her around he slowly entered her from behind, filling her slick, tight core until she’d taken all of his length.

With him buried deeply, he caressed the length of her, finding her breasts, the small of her waist, the curve of her hips. He didn’t move or thrust and yet with him seated so deeply within her, she began to pulse around him, and the more her body squeezed him, the more he filled her and it was mind-blowing being so still and yet feeling so much.

“Don’t come,” he murmured, pressing his fingers to her clit while her body gripped his length, contracting internally.

He was hot, she was hot, she felt as if she was going to explode. It was so damn erotic. He was so damn erotic.

“Don’t come,” he repeated, parting her folds, opening the soft swollen lips to expose her to the air.

“I need to come.” She couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe, her body throbbing, her nerves taut, skin tingling. “Touch me and let me come.”

“You want this.”

“Yes.”

“You need this.”

“Yes.”

“You need me.”

“Yes. Always.”

And then he touched her and she shattered, like the fireworks on the fourth of July. Her orgasm triggered his and they came together and, as she leaned against the shower wall, it struck her that although the sex was incredibly good and incredibly hot, they’d never once mentioned the word love.

But then, she shouldn’t be surprised. He’d never loved her. Why should she think it’d be different now?
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Breakfast was served on the sundeck at a table set for two. Neither Ava nor Colm were very talkative during the meal. She didn’t mind. She was definitely languid from the night of lovemaking.

Between sips of coffee, she pulled her warm, chocolate-filled croissant apart, popping bites into her mouth.

It was a beautiful morning. The sun reflected brightly off the water, the sea sparkling all around them.

It was an almost perfect morning.

It was an almost perfect holiday.

She was almost satisfied. Physically she was sated. Colm was a skilled and generous lover. He always made sure he took care of her before he asked for anything himself. She appreciated his skill. Her body hummed from all the attention but she hated how her heart felt empty.

Colm had talked about her moving in with him. He’d talked about them becoming a family for Jack. But if Ava was honest, she wasn’t sure she could handle spending her life with someone who didn’t love her.

She needed to tell him somehow. She needed to let him know that they couldn’t just move forward with plans…at least, not with his plans. Surely, there was a way to see Jack and still protect her heart?

“Should we talk about what happens next?” Colm asked, breaking the silence.

Her insides suddenly felt fluttery, as if she’d swallowed a handful of butterflies. “Okay.”

His eyes narrowed a fraction. “You don’t sound very enthusiastic.”

“It’s scary.”

“I thought you wanted to give Jack a family. I thought you wanted to be with him.”

She wasn’t sure how to answer that. Because, yes, she wanted Jack loved and happy, but she worried that she wouldn’t be loved and happy living with Colm. “I’m just wondering if there are options we haven’t explored.”

“What do you mean?”

“Maybe we should try to work me into Jack’s life slowly with visits…play­time…things like that.”

“You don’t want to live with him?”

“I do, but I’m not sure it would be good for him if I live with you.”

Colm just stared at her, expression shuttered, and, as the silence stretched, it became heavier and more uncomfortable.

“I’m confused,” he said after a long moment. “I thought—” He broke off, brow furrowing, his jaw tightening. “What about us?”

She swallowed hard and wrapped her fingers around the stem of her water glass. “There isn’t an us, though.”

“Ava.”

“We’re good in bed. But that’s all we are, all we have.”

“Oh, Ava.”

“You know it’s true. You never wanted me. You didn’t want Jack, either—”

“That’s the past. We have to leave that in the past. It’s time we lived in the present. We have a son who is three and he needs his parents to pull together, to function together. And we can. We can be a real family. It’s what you wanted for Jack. It’s what I want for Jack. It’s the best thing for him. We both know that.”

No wonder Colm had been so successful in life. He made everything sound easy. He didn’t believe in complications. He ignored obstacles. But she wasn’t like that.

She couldn’t bury her head in the sand. “One doesn’t just create a stable family, Colm. Stability comes from within. It can’t be imposed from the outside.”

“It won’t be imposed. It’s something we’re choosing. And it’s the right decision.”

She didn’t speak, struggling to organize her thoughts, trying to make sense of the objections forming inside of her. She knew he was right about Jack needing security and stability but Ava knew she needed the same thing. She didn’t do well with chaos. She needed calm, and structure and order.

In the silence, she could hear a voice from a steward down below, and the lap of waves against the side of the sleek yacht.

“What you’re suggesting is practically an arranged marriage,” she said finally.

“But I didn’t want to marry Senor Carlito, and I don’t want to marry you. Not if you don’t love me. That’s why you were so upset about the pregnancy. You didn’t love me and didn’t want a baby with me. You were angry because you felt like I was trapping you.”

One brow lifted. “Weren’t you?”

Her jaw dropped, shocked. “You really did feel that way?”

“I’d be lying to you if I told you it hadn’t crossed my mind.”

“Why would I trap you?”

He shrugged. “You loved me. You didn’t feel secure about my affections. It was a way to keep me in your life.”

Sickened, Ava stumbled to her feet. Pushing away from the table, she walked as quickly as she could from the sun deck, her hand on the rail for support.

Beneath her feet the yacht shifted, rolling. They were moving again. She could hear waves breaking against the bow.

“Ava, stop,” Colm called after her, following.

“Leave me alone.” She choked, hating him, hating how he ruined everything. The pleasure he gave her never equaled the pain he caused her.

His footsteps sounded behind her and then his hand closed around her arm, forcing her to a stop. “Stop running from me. You’re going to hurt yourself.”

“Better I hurt myself then let you hurt me with more of your words!” She flashed, bruised. “How little you thought of me…how much you must despise me to imagine I’d trap you with an unplanned pregnancy.”

“You weren’t always so ethical,” he said, pinning her with his body against the railing. “You’re an intelligent, passionate woman. But that doesn’t make you a saint.”

He was leaning close, far too close. She could smell his spice and vanilla fragrance, the scent heightened by the heat of the sun and the warmth of his skin and her whole body reacted, nerves screaming. “I’ve always been ethical,” she protested. “I’m a product of convent education. I know my ten commandments better than anyone.”

“Then you know, thou shalt not lie.”

“I’m not lying. I’ve no need to lie. Ask me what you want to know and I’ll tell you…if I can remember.”

His head dipped, his mouth grazed the corner of hers, placing the lightest kiss possible on the edge of her lips. “How convenient.”

His whisper sent icy-hot rivulets of feeling up and down her spine while his light kiss made her tummy curl and the hair rise on her nape. She remembered the way he’d kissed her in the shower, remembered the heat and intense sensation.

She shook her head, chasing the memories away. “At least I was willing to give you my heart! You wouldn’t even offer me that.”

His blue-green gaze sparked. “I did care for you. But it wasn’t enough for you.”

Care, she repeated silently. What a small strange word. Completely colorless, nearly sterile. Like caregiver and caretaker and everything else cold and burdensome. Care and duty could be sisters. Dowdy sisters while love, joy, and pleasure were the beauties that went to the ball.

“No.” She gritted. “You’re right. I wanted more than that. I wanted love. I wanted you. I wanted forever.”

“And now you have it.” And his head came down, his mouth taking hers in a hard, punishing kiss.

He kissed her until she clung to him, unable to stand without his support. He kissed her until she was dazed and breathless and unable to argue.

“You have it,” he repeated. “My wife.”
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Chapter Eleven
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Wife?

She blinked at him, still dazed, and very confused. “What did you say?”

“Wife.” The corner of his mouth lifted. “You’re my wife, Ava. We’re already married. We’ve been married since last Thanksgiving.”

“That’s not true.”

He pulled Ava from the breezy deck, through doors, into a pretty sitting room. “It most certainly is. For richer or poorer, in sickness and in health,” he said.

She sank into the nearest chair, her legs no longer able to support her. “I don’t believe you.”

Colm drew a slim leather wallet from his pocket and opened it to show her a photo he kept next to his driver’s license.

It was a picture of a bride and groom and the groom was holding a toddler in a black suit. “This is us fourteen months ago. This is our family. You, me, and Jack, on the day of our wedding.”

Ava studied the photo intently. Handsome Colm in a tuxedo. Baby Jack in an almost identical suit. And her in a white, formfitting gown. She was holding flowers. She was smiling. They were all smiling.

She looked up at Colm. “I see the picture but I don’t remember.”

“The point is, we are married already. We are a family. Jack has a family. It’s time we moved forward, not back.”

She couldn’t tear her gaze from the photo. “Why don’t I remember?”

“You took Jack out in his stroller four days after the ceremony. You left him there and walked away. By the time the police found you, you didn’t remember any of it. The doctors thought you might regain some of your memories if given time, and I think you did regain many memories, but you never regained all.”

“And you’ve been waiting all these months for me to remember?”

“You’re my wife, Ava. I will wait the rest of my life for you. But what about Jack? Is it right, or fair, to make him wait?”

Her heart thumped. She felt wild on the inside but she couldn’t lose it. She had to stay calm, because Colm was right. Jack deserved more. Jack deserved better. “So how do we do this? What happens now?”

“We get our son and we bring him home.”
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They reached Lorient Bay just before noon and as the crew dropped anchor, a motorboat sped from the beach to come pick Colm and Ava up.

Ava’s heart pounded as she watched the motorboat race towards them. She was nervous, and afraid. She turned to look at Colm, who was standing next to her. “How will this work?” she asked softly. “I don’t even know where you and Jack live. Are you still in Palm Beach?”

“I sold that house. Was kind of short on good memories there, seemed better to just get rid of it.” Colm’s gaze met hers. “Jack and I live in Manhattan.”

Her eyes widened. “I had no idea. Where in Manhattan?”

“Carnegie Hill.”

“That’s a very nice neighborhood.”


“It’s a very nice house, too. You’ll like it.”

He was so sure of himself. She envied his confidence. She wasn’t sure of anything anymore. “And Jack? When will I see him?”

“Soon.” He smiled at her. “Don’t be nervous. There’s no reason to be nervous. Everything is going to be fine.”

“Even though I don’t feel like your wife?” She countered with an unsteady smile.

He gave her a thoughtful look. “I guess that would be a problem. What we need is a wedding. It shouldn’t be a problem. We can put that together in a just a few days.”

“Colm.”

“Don’t worry about a thing. Just leave all the arrangements to me.”

The speed boat slowed, and deckhands went into action, lowering a ladder and tying the small speedboat to the side of the yacht so Colm and Ava could disembark.

The boat swayed as Ava stepped down and she nearly fell. Colm caught her elbow, steadying her.

She thanked him and sat down. Colm took a seat across from her.

Her head was spinning. She was struggling to process the past twenty-four hours. It wasn’t easy to make sense of everything they’d done, and everything he’d told her.

“We really are married,” she said.

He nodded.

“Was it a big wedding?”

“No.”

“It was a very small wedding. A civil ceremony at the Palm Beach courthouse.”

“Why did we marry that way?”

“You didn’t want fuss.”

“Maybe that’s why I don’t remember it. There wasn’t enough fuss.” She met his gaze, grimaced. “Sorry. That was supposed to be a joke.”

“It was funny.”

She made a soft, rough sound. “I don’t think there is any point in marrying again. If we are married, and if we never divorced, why go through all those hoops?”

“Maybe this time you’ll remember.”

“But knowing my track record, probably not.”

“I guess we’re going to be having a lot of weddings then.” He laughed at her stricken expression. “It’s okay. We don’t have to tell anyone. It’ll be our own private thing.”

She laughed, because it was that or cry.
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The speed boat slowed close to shore, and the driver pulled the motor up and then got them a little bit closer, making it easy for Colm to step out without getting too wet and carry Ava onto dry sand.

They walked along the beach, towards the gondola platform, and in the distance Ava spotted a woman seated on a towel with a small child building a sand castle.

Jack could be that age, she thought, watching the little boy dig with his shovel, his shoulders small but sturdy, his head bent in concentration.

She glanced at Colm, saw he was watching the mother and child, too. “They’re lovely, aren’t they?” Ava asked, feeling the old ache whenever she thought of Jack.

“Very.”

She stopped, shielded her eyes to watch the pair on the sand and Colm stood with her. “I didn’t trap you,” she said quietly. “The pregnancy was an accident, but once I found out about Jack, I wanted him. Badly.” Her heart felt tender, almost bruised. “I still want him. But I just don’t want to hurt him. Not ever again. And I trust you, Colm. I trust you to make sure it won’t happen.”

“You have my word.”

“Because I’d never forgive myself if something happened to him again. I couldn’t hand it. I still hate myself for what happened last year, because I know he’s a miracle. He survived my accident, and my coma, and being born months too early. He’s a gift. I know that. Which is why I can’t let him be hurt—”

“Ava.” Colm swore softly and reached for her. He held her against him, his fingers sliding through her hair. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll make this work. We will.”

“But what if I hurt him again?”

“You won’t.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I have faith, and I believe we can do this. Together.” His blue-green eyes blazed, his expression fierce and determined. “We can.”

Before she could answer, a high jubilant voice shouted, “Daddy! Daddy!

You’re home!”

Turning, Ava saw the little boy in the bright yellow and blue swim trunks sprint across the beach, small feet kicking up the sand. He had big, dark eyes, olive skin, and he was laughing, delighted by the appearance of his father.

“Jack?” she whispered, a hand against her heart.

He looked achingly familiar. Just a wisp of a boy with dark hair that could use a cut. A ringlet lay on his forehead and as he ran, he reached up, and ruffled his hair, disturbing the curl.

As Colm swung Jack into his arms, Ava realized that Jack looked just like her brother, Tadeo. It was a bittersweet resemblance. Tadeo had died young, just a year after Ava moved to New York.

“Introduce me, Colm,” she said, voice husky.

But Jack didn’t need an introduction. He lifted his dark head from his father’s shoulder and stared at Ava for a long, somber moment before whispering, “You’re my Mommy.”

Ava felt an explosion of pain, the emotion almost unbearable. “Yes,” she answered, reaching out to gently touch Jack’s dark hair. He was beautiful. Still so young. Half-baby, half-boy, she could see the tenderness in him, the softness at the edges of his mouth and jaw and chin.

Jack caught her fingers in his hand and he held them tight. “You came home.”

“Yes.”

“Where were you?” he asked.

She blinked, swallowed the huge lump filling her throat. “Lost.”

His eyes had filled with tears, too. “But Daddy found you.”
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Did all brides feel this nervous?

Ava smoothed her ivory and gold couture gown over her tummy, feeling the butterflies grow by the minute. She shouldn’t be so nervous. Colm had said it wouldn’t be a fussy wedding, but moving to her bedroom window she peered through the slats of the plantation shutter and saw the stream of elegant couples heading towards the party tents.

Society wedding.

The words flashed through her mind as she let the shutter close. In less than a half hour she was marrying Colm McKenzie, international tycoon, doting father…sensual lover.

Her cheeks flamed and she felt heat burst to life in her middle, radiating in hot rays of awareness throughout her limbs.

A knock sounded on her door and the door opened. It was Colm.

His thick, dark blonde hair had been combed earlier but he must have ruffled it with an impatient hand and bits stood up at the front.

She went to him and smoothed the front down. “It was a little rock and roll,” she said, smiling at him. “But it did call attention to your cheekbones.”

“I do have fabulous cheekbones.”

She laughed out loud. “You’re mad.”


“For you.”

She shook her head, silently contradicting him.

“Yes. It’s true.” His lips curved in a slow appreciative smile. “And tonight you look simply stunning. You look like a princess. A Spanish princess.”

She smiled ruefully. “My father is a count.”

“And your mother must have been a goddess.”

“I’m serious.”

“I’m sure you are. You’re always serious these days.” He was teasing her but his eyes were brilliant and intent, and she felt his hunger for her. If nothing else, she knew he desired her.

Reaching her side, Colm drew a small jeweler’s box from inside his tuxedo pocket and snapped it open to reveal a sparkling marquis-cut diamond set in platinum. “Your engagement ring,” he said, taking her left hand and slipping the ring onto her fourth finger.

“Is this really mine?”

“It is yours. I’ve been keeping it for you this last year.”

“I am so ashamed I don’t remember—”

“No shame,” he murmured, kissing her, silencing her. “We go forward, not back. There is no living in the past. We celebrate today. And that’s what we will do every day.”

Her eyes welled with tears and Ava held her ring up to the light. She turned her hand this way and that, transfixed by the stone’s radiance. “Look how it sparkles.”

“It’s the way it was cut,” he said, watching her face, not the ring. “The hard cuts reveal the diamond’s true beauty. Like you,” he added, kissing her once more, his lips lingering, making her tummy a crazy somersault.

Ava drew a breath, dragging in air, light-headed all over again. “Thank you.”

Their eyes met and held. She loved the beautiful blue-green of his eyes, so vivid, so intense. So him.

“You’ve always been beautiful, Ava, but the accident revealed your true spirit. You are courageous. A fighter. And a wonderful role model for our son.”

She felt a flicker of feeling in her heart, a tingling much like she’d felt during her rehab as she forced the muscles to life again. “Jack seems happy, doesn’t he?”

“He’s ecstatic. He adores you. Adores every minute with you.”

“Just as I adore being with him.”

“Have you noticed how much he likes to help you remember things? His pictures…his notes…?”

“I have. His nanny is so good, too. She never makes me feel like a third wheel.”

“She is good,” he agreed. “But from the beginning she knew the goal was to reunite you and Jack. And she’s talked to Jack about you and helped create memories for him, of you.”

“And then you’ve put all these scraps and notes and photos in a book for me.” Her heart was on fire but in a good way. It was full of love, full of gratitude. “You’ve given me a life. You’ve made all this possible—”

“Don’t cry.” He caressed her cheek. “This is a happy day.”

“I know. I’m just so thankful. Just so grateful, as I realize we might be able to make this work.”

“Then come with me. I have one more thing to show you. I was going to save it for after the wedding but I want you to see it now.” He led her from her bedroom, down the hall, to his room. They’d waited to share the master bedroom until after tonight’s ceremony. The master bedroom was full of flowers and candles but that was not what Colm wanted her to see. He led Ava to a pair of chairs by the French doors and on one of the chairs was a big ivory leather scrapbook topped with a silver bow.

“For you,” he said.

She sat down in the chair and took the bow off the oversized leather album. A small gold plaque was centered in the middle of the soft ivory leather.

The Story of Us

She looked up at Colm. “Did you make this for me?”

His lips curved, his smile crooked. “Open it.”

She did, and as she flipped through the pages, her eyes filled with tears. He’d taken photos from the week and a half here in St. Barts and added things she’d said, her feelings and memories, as well as Jack’s pictures and drawings. The big book covered just a week and a half of her life and yet it was full of beautiful sunrises and sunsets and smiles and love.

It was filled with love.

She could feel it. See it. Read it. Touch it. Maybe he didn’t say the words, I love you, but they were in every page of this book. In every one of his actions.

He crouched next to her and wiped her tears, one by one. “Why are you crying? This was supposed to make you happy.”

“It does.”

“You’re practically sobbing, baby.”

“I know. And I’m ruining my makeup.”

“Then why the tears?”

She looked up at him, her heart so full she couldn’t contain it all. “I just realized that you really do care for me. You do.”

He carefully caught more tears, swiping gently beneath her eyes. “Of course I do.”

“I wasn’t sure. I didn’t think—”

“Ava, I love you.”

“Because I’m Jack’s mom?”

“Because you are extraordinary. You are Ava Galvan. The love of my life.”

She drew a shuddering breath. “Promise?”

“Yes.”

“Will you put that in the book?”

“Darling, it already is.” And he turned the pages to one of the last pages that had been filled and there was a photo of him and her, the selfie taken on the beach the night they’d dined in the cabana. His arms were around her and they were laughing up at the camera together. Beneath the photo he’d written:

I love you, Ava, more than the stars in the sky and the water in the sea.

She touched the words, over and over. He did love her. He did. Even though she was broken and damaged and not the great ballerina…

He loved her anyway.

He loved her for her.

She looked up at him, eyes welling with tears all over again. “I love you.”

“I know. And I thank you, Ava, for teaching me what love is.”
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Colm had said they were having a wedding overlooking the beach and she’d imagined something pretty and simple, but she should have known nothing Colm planned would be ordinary.

Reaching the garden Ava entered a magical world of gold lanterns and ropes of garland. Two enormous party tents glowed with soft yellow light but these were still empty as all the guests were gathered before a cupola formed from bare branches, decorated with thousands of cream and yellow orchids and roses.

They were waiting for her. As Ava paused and drew a quick breath, she heard the music change, the tempo becoming lighter, faster. She spotted Colm beneath the canopy of orchids and roses and all the knots in her middle dissolved. Yes. Everything was going to be fine.

Everything would be new, and challenging, but most of all, exciting.

The ceremony wasn’t particularly long, but the vows were sincere and heartfelt. Ava felt Jack’s rapt gaze as she and Colm exchanged rings and turning her head, she caught sight of Jack dressed in a black tuxedo, still clutching the ring pillow. His dark eyes were wide, his expression serious. He knew this was a monumental occasion.

He was, she thought, the heart and soul of the future.

Reaching out, she drew him forward, and held his hand in hers as the priest blessed them. This wasn’t just a wedding, this was a homecoming, and Jack belonged in the warm protective circle with them.

When the elegant candlelit ceremony ended, the real party began. Dinner was interrupted repeatedly by toasts and warm wishes from Colm’s friends and Colm himself was eager to celebrate. He started the dancing early by leading a laughing Ava to the empty dance floor. “I can’t do this…I can’t dance anymore.”

“No can’ts. Don’t believe in them. Won’t accept them.”

She laughed, half-embarrassed, half-amused. But as the band struck up their song, and he took her right hand in his and placed his hand low on her hip, she felt a tremor of trepidation. Ava drew a slow, shuddering breath to calm herself. “I’m not much of a dancer anymore.”

“I’ve never been much of a dancer, so that makes us even.”

“You used to love to dance. Way back when.”

“Only because I loved dancing with you.” His fingers curled around hers and he drew her right hand to his chest. She felt the steady beat of his heart beneath her palm. “I haven’t danced in years. Not since you were hurt.”

The music was playing but they were hardly moving, oblivious to the guests.

“We didn’t dance at our last wedding?”

“No. It was a courthouse ceremony. Nothing like. No party or reception.”

She glanced to her right, watching guests fill the dance floor. “Who are these people? Where did you find them?”

He laughed. “The Caribbean is full of New Yorkers trying to escape the cold this time of year. It wasn’t hard to round up a few friends.”

“You went to so much trouble.”

“I wanted to celebrate our marriage. I wanted to celebrate you.”

Her chest squeezed tight, constricting air. “It’s…crazy. But wonderful. I am just worried I won’t remember all of this.”

“Then I’ll do it again and again. In fact, maybe every year on our anniversary we’ll have a big wedding and party—”

“That’s a terrible waste of money.”

“Not if it gives you pleasure, and lets me show you how much I love you.”

She couldn’t speak. Her head felt light. “I still can’t believe you really do love me.”

His eyes, more green than blue tonight, shone down at her and he stroked her flushed cheek. “Ava, why else would I have married you? I love you more than any man has ever loved a woman.”

The slow song had ended but she didn’t move. It was impossible to move, much less think when her heart was beating so hard it threatened to burst free from her rib cage.

He loved her. He loved her for her and they both loved Jack and she’d always loved Colm…it was too much. She couldn’t quite take it all in. Was the happy ending really hers? Was her most secret wish finally coming true?

“Malcolm.” A woman joined them on the dance floor. She was slender and wore an elegant black sheath and matching coat.

Colm stiffened. Ava felt him tense. “Eden.”

The woman’s dark blonde hair was twisted in a sleek, French chignon and tiny lines creased at her eyes but they did nothing to diminish her beauty. “You’re back then?”

His brows pulled. “I never left.”

“You went to New York for a couple of years.”

“I have a place in Manhattan but I never let the house go. I just closed it for a couple years.”

Eden’s jaw tightened. “I see.”

As if suddenly remembering Ava, Colm drew her closer to his side. “Eden, this is Ava. Ava, Eden—”

“The ex-wife,” Eden finished coolly.
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[image: ‡]‡

Ex-wife? Ava stiffened, her insides freezing. Colm had been married before? Was that something he’d told her and she’d forgotten…or had he never told her…?

She tried to pull away but Colm kept his arm firmly around her waist.

“What are you doing here?” Colm asked Eden, his voice pitched low.

Eden’s lips compressed, the fine lines at her eyes deepening. “I had to come. I had to see for myself.”

“You weren’t invited.”

“Half the island was invited. I don’t see what the problem was.” Eden turned to look at Ava, her expression dismissive before turning her attention back to Malcolm. “Is it true you have a son?”

Ava shivered. Colm hugged her more firmly to his side. “Yes,” he answered shortly. “Jack.”

Eden let out a laugh but it sounded too high, too strained. “We never started a family. I didn’t think Colm wanted a family.” She paused, and smiled at Colm, her eyes glittering with pain and rage. “Obviously, it was just not with me.”

“Eden, you need to leave.”

Eden glanced at Ava. “He’ll get rid of you, too. He will. It’s just a matter of time.”

“That’s enough, Eden.” Colm gestured and one of his wait staff appeared. “Please see Ms. Vail out,” he instructed his staff.

“It’s Mrs. McKenzie,” Eden corrected. “McKenzie. Your wife.”

Colm didn’t respond. He turned away, and walked Ava off the dance floor.

Ava was shaking. Her thoughts rushed in a dozen different directions, the intense emotion making it difficult to think clearly. It was shocking, so shocking.

Ava shivered as they walked, chilled to the bone.

“She doesn’t know what she’s saying.” Colm said, breaking the tense silence.

Ava swallowed around the bitterness in her mouth. “You never told me you were married before…or maybe you did, and I just don’t remember.”

“I didn’t tell you.”

“Why?”

His broad shoulders shrugged. “It’s a period of my life I don’t focus on.”

“Yes, but it’d would have been good to know. I would have liked to know that there had been a first Mrs. Malcolm McKenzie.”

“That’s ridiculous. It changes nothing.”

“It does for me!”

He’d lead her from the party, through the garden to the master suite. The candles had ben lit. Champagne chilled in a silver bucket of ice. The bouquets of fresh flowers glowed in the soft light.

“Why does it matter?” he asked her, closing the bedroom door behind them.

“It just does…it’s something I would want to know. It’s something I ought to know.”

“Why? It doesn’t have any bearing on you and me. It’s not part of the story of us—”

“But it’s the story of you. And I realize I don’t know anything about you.”

“Not true,” he said, loosening his bow tie. “You know I love you, and have fought for you and have fought for our future—”

“Why did you divorce her?” She interrupted, heart aching, eyes gritty with tears she didn’t want to cry.

“It’s complicated.”

“You don’t think I could handle it?”

“No.” Colm shed his tuxedo jacket. “It’s complicated because I don’t even understand. We married a number of years before I met you. The marriage lasted less than a year. She was terribly unhappy and she left me. She ran off with a friend of mine. And that ended badly, too.”

“But she said—”

“She’s not well,” he interrupted wearily. “She’s never been well. I just didn’t know it then.”

“But you must have loved her because you married her.”

“She was pregnant,” he said bluntly. “Or so she said. And I married her because it was the right thing to do.”

Ava sat down on the foot of the bed. “I’m sorry. I’m not following this very well.”

“She told me she was pregnant. I believed her. I married her. But it turned out she wasn’t pregnant. I wasn’t happy but we were married and I thought we’d try to make it work. A commitment is a commitment. But then she ran away, and I filed for divorce. And I vowed never to marry again.” He made a low, mocking sound. “By the way, this is a terrible conversation to be having on our wedding night.”

Ava didn’t hear that last bit, too focused on what he’d said before.

The part about Eden saying she was pregnant and Colm marrying her out of duty.

Eden had forced his hand with a pregnancy.

Eden had trapped him.

Ava exhaled slowly, understanding. “That’s why you reacted to my news the way you did.” Her gaze met his. “That’s why we had that terrible fight the night of the accident. You couldn’t believe it was happening again.”

“You and I are different—”

“You can be honest with me, Malcolm! You can tell me how you felt. It would help me fill in the pieces because that night wasn’t you, and me, was it? That night, and our fight, wasn’t about us, but about Eden and you.”

“I was angry, yes.”

“Because I was just like Eden.”

“You’re nothing like Eden. But that night, it felt like I was being cornered all over again.”

“I was trapping you.”

He nodded, sighed. “I think I need a drink. Want one?” he asked her.

Ava slid off her delicate high heels and drew her legs up. “Yes, please.”

“Champagne?”

“Do you have anything else?”

“Brandy.”

“I’ll have that.”

“Good. Me, too.”

For a moment, the only sound was Colm drawing out two brandy glasses and a crystal decanter from the bar adjacent to the bedroom.

She watched as he poured them both a generous splash of brandy. “I hate secrets,” she said. “My father had a thousand and none were good. Mistresses, ex-wives, babies out of wedlock—”

“My life is far less interesting,” Colm interrupted, walking towards her. “I only have one child and that is Jack. Our son. I would never take a mistress, or have an affair. I was with no one in the thirteen months we were apart, and would still be with no one if we weren’t together now. I have a lot of faults, but I am faithful.”

He handed her the brandy snifter. Their fingers brushed and just that light touch flooded her with heat.

“What else do you want to know?” he asked gruffly.

“Everything.”

The dim light played off his hard, hard cheekbones and his beautiful mouth. “Narrow the field a little, would you?”

“Tell me about us,” she said carefully. “Not the us of today. But the us of the night of the accident.”

“I don’t believe in living in the past.”

“I know. But help me understand one more time that night, so that I can try to reconcile what I thought I knew, with what I’ve learned tonight. Please.”
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Colm held his breath a moment, battling with himself, and his judgment. Tonight was supposed to be special. Tonight was supposed to be about his and Ava’s future. But here they were, once more, battling the past.

“You and I met at a fundraiser for the ballet. I was enamored with you from the start. I took you out after a performance and we stayed in that restaurant, in that corner booth, talking for hours. Then I took you back to my place, and made love for hours and we never looked back. It worked. We worked. We were happy.”

“But we didn’t talk about the future, did we?” she asked.

“No.”

“What did we talk about?”

Her eyes were wide and dark and very somber. Colm’s lips lifted faintly. “We didn’t really talk about anything. We just enjoyed each other. And we did enjoy each other.” He hesitated. “But we’d also agreed to a relationship that had no strings, no rules, and no commitments.”

She looked skeptical. “I don’t believe that. I can’t believe I’d ever agree to such a thing.”

“You were career focused. Ballet was your love.” He shrugged. “It’s what you told me, time and again.”

“And you believed that?”

“Maybe I wanted to believe that, yes. I was happy to believe that.” Again his shoulders shifted beneath the crisp white shirt. “I didn’t want to fall in love. My marriage with Eden was so painful, I knew I’d never marry again, so a physical, sexual, pleasurable relationship with no strings attached sounded perfect.”

“That’s why it was such a shock for you when I told you I was pregnant.”

“Not just pregnant, but almost five months. I couldn’t believe it. You were so tiny. You carried so small. I told you I didn’t believe you. I told you that even if it was true, I didn’t want the baby.”

“Or me,” she whispered.

He inclined his head. “I regret every angry word I said.”

“I can understand now why you were so upset. It must have been like déjà vu. There you are with another Eden.”

“I’ll never forget how devastated you were, Ava. I will never forget the look at your face as I put you in that taxi. I’d broken your heart. Shattered you—”

“Don’t.” She shivered. “Don’t go there. It’s too sad.”

“But I remember it all. And as if it wasn’t bad enough that I put you in the taxi, shattered, I then get a call that you’re at the hospital, dying.” His voice cracked. “By the time I arrived at the hospital you weren’t expected to last the night. And then the doctors added that you were pregnant, close to five months, and did I want them to try to save the baby?” Pain darkened his eyes. “You hadn’t been lying. You were telling me the truth. And there you were, pregnant with my son, and dying.”

After a moment he continued. “I was desperate. I vowed that I’d do everything in my power to make sure you and the baby survived.” The intensity in his eyes nearly leveled her. “And I have.”

Ava inhaled at the wash of pain. They had both been through so much. “No wonder you don’t like to look back. I don’t blame you.”

He sat down on the edge of the bed next to her, and took her hand, kissing the back of it, and then the palm, and up the inside of her wrist. “I’ve learned to be grateful for every day. And I count my blessings every, single day, which means I thank God for you and Jack every day, because you two are my greatest blessings.”

She smiled then, a slow smile that curved her full lips and made her lovely dark eyes shine. She was beyond beautiful. She took his breath away.

“We’ve been through a lot, and the past three and a half years haven’t been easy,” he said, “but I’d do it all again if it meant we’d be here today.”

He meant every word, too. He’d always found her physically appealing but now their bond wasn’t just the physical. They were bonded through struggles and challenges and unexpected joys. And then there was Jack, a testament to love and life and hope.

“I love you, Ava,” he said, cupping her face and lowering his head to hers. His mouth brushed her lips, and then again.

“I know.”
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Chapter Fourteen
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The great thing about being loved by Colm, was that he was very, very good at making her feel good and beautiful. And loved.

Ava’s eyes closed as he kissed her again, his lips traveling ever so slowly across hers, from one corner of her mouth to the other.

By the time he lifted his head, her heart was thundering and her body trembling. She wanted him. She couldn’t imagine a time where she wouldn’t want this fierce, beautiful, loyal man.

“Ava?”

There was a question in his voice but he knew what she wanted. She knew he knew.

She reached for Colm, tugging at his shirt, pulling him closer, craving more contact.

“All these clothes,” she murmured. “Far too much fabric.”

“You’re reading my mind,” he said, turning her to begin unfastening the dozens of little hooks at the back of her fitted gown, working from the top of the bodice down. She shivered as he peeled the dress away and his lips kissed her bare back, close to her shoulder blade. He kissed his way down her spine, kissing the dip and then the curve of hip.

She felt so hot and sensitive, her skin covered in liquid velvet. He stroked her, his hands pushing the silk skirts down, freeing her legs. His hand slid between her thighs, and he caressed her, teasing her, warming her, and slowly starting to do what he did so well: drive her mad. “Love me,” she whispered.

“I do, baby.”

And then he was thrusting into her and showing her how much he did love her. She couldn’t imagine anything feeling better than this. It wasn’t merely sex, but a union of hearts, minds, lives.

She didn’t want to come, didn’t want the pleasure to end. But Colm was too good and the sensations too intense and when she climaxed, Colm was there with her, just as he’d been there every step of the way.
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Later, after the fire burned out and the champagne shifted in the silver ice bucket, Ava lifted her head and looked down at Colm. His blue-green eyes met hers and held. He was happy. She knew it without him saying so. They didn’t need words between them, not after all they’d been through.

She felt the same happiness, as well as a great peace. She’d made it. She’d been through the fire. She’d survived and come out the other side and it was all worth it.

“Can we go check on Jack?” she whispered, running her hand across Colm’s hard chest. She could feel the thump of his heart. “I know he’s asleep, but I’d love to still tuck him in.”

He reached up, caught her face and brought her back down to him. He kissed her thoroughly before letting her go. “I can’t think of a better way to end the night.”

The End
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“I can’t do it, Jenny. I can’t go through with this.”

The warm dry autumn wind whipped Jenny Wright’s wedding veil up above her shoulders, fine lace grazing her cheek. Having lived the past ten years in Chicago, Jenny had forgotten the wind that whistled from Yellowstone, down through Paradise Valley, turning the ranching valley into a wind tunnel.

The wind snapped and crackled now, the gusts as much a part of Marietta as the iconic peak of Copper Mountain jutting behind the small, sleepy Montana town. Marietta had surged to life in the late eighteen-hundreds before nearly dying, when the copper boom proved to be nothing more than a hiccup and all the investors and prospectors packed up and moved away.

It’d been a hundred and twenty-some years since then, but it was still hard to make a living in Marietta.

It’s why she’d left town as soon as she’d graduated from high school. It’s why she’d been determined to never move back.

She’d only come home for her wedding. Only come home to make her family proud.

Jenny gently plucked the delicate veil from her small diamond and pearl earring before it tore. “I didn’t catch that, honey,” she said, smashing the sudden rush of adrenaline flooding her veins.

No need to panic, she told herself. It was so windy today, and others might not like the gusts, but the wind had blown all the clouds north, leaving the sky above Marietta a perfect brilliant blue, and the wind had made it hard to hear.

Because for a moment there, it sounded as if Charles said he wouldn’t marry her. But that didn’t make sense. He and his family were here. The guests were here. The minister was here, all in the church waiting.

Waiting.

Her stomach rose and fell. She swallowed hard, fighting a sudden rush of nausea. She hadn’t slept well last night, nervous. Excited.

Excited, she silently insisted. Not terrified. Or sad. She would never be sad. This was the right decision. This was the best decision. It was.

It had to be.

“Can you say that again?” she asked him, fighting both her veil and the horrible rush of adrenaline.

He hesitated.

She stared at his mouth, focusing on his lips, not wanting to miss a thing this time.

And looking at his mouth, she tried to feel reassured. Because she knew him. She’d worked for his company for years, first as an administrative assistant in Human Resources, then as a manager, before he’d hand picked her to be his assistant, and then his girlfriend. His woman. It hadn’t happened overnight. At least the love part.

The love part had been tricky, but she loved him now. He’d been in her life a long time, and he’d been good to her. Better than any man had been to her.

And just like that her chest squeezed and her eyes burned and her throat threatened to close.

Maybe it wasn’t the wild fierce passionate love you read about in books, but it was steady and kind, and based on respect. Mutual respect.

They were good for each other.

“Charles?” she whispered, fighting the awful aching lump in her throat.

He just stared at her, gray eyes shadowed. “Things got out of hand, Jenny. I’m sorry.”

“I don’t understand.”

He said nothing.

She bit down so hard into her bottom lip she tasted lipstick and blood.

Keep it together, she told herself. Keep it together. You can fix this. You can. You’ve fixed everything else in his life… you can fix this, too.

She masked her panic with one of her professional smiles. Thank God for a stressful career. The workload and deadlines had taught her to cope with pressure. She’d learned how to be strong. “I hear almost every bride and groom experience some cold feet. It’s natural.” She managed a lopsided smile. “We wouldn’t be normal if we didn’t have a few pre-wedding jitters.”

“Jenny, I’m not going to marry you.”

She suddenly pictured her family—Mama, Daddy, Grandma, her sisters and the rest of her bridesmaids—dressed in their new, expensive, and uncomfortable fancy clothes. This was a big day for the Wrights and they hadn’t wanted to disappoint. Scrubbed clean, perfumed, shoes shining, waiting in the church, fighting nerves of their own.

“I’m shocked,” she said calmly, her voice firm, composed. My God, she was good at hiding pain. Hiding her own feelings. Her needs.

But then, she didn’t assert her needs anymore.

Being Charles Monmouth’s assistant had taught her oh so very well.

“I should have said something last night,” he said, looking over her head to avoid meeting her gaze.

She squeezed her bouquet to keep from making a sound. He knew last night? He’d been thinking about this ever since then?

“When did you know?” she whispered.

“During the rehearsal. In the church.” He reached up to rub his forehead, then sighed. “Earlier, actually.” He sighed again, before grimacing. “Okay. For quite some time…. Actually.”

Actually.

Actually.

She almost laughed out loud. It was that, or cry. And she wasn’t going to cry. This was her wedding day.

“I’ve had second thoughts for awhile,” he added. “I’m sorry.”

And yet they’d made love last night. She’d pleasured him before dinner and then they’d had sex after.

He didn’t seem to have a problem with the sex part.

Just the marrying part.

But no, she couldn’t go there. It was unkind. She wouldn’t be unkind. Charles wasn’t being unkind.

He was afraid. Nervous. Normal emotions.

“Why didn’t you talk to me last night?” She plucked the veil back again, hating the delicate lace now. And the wind.

And the fear clawing at her that he was going to walk, and she’d be left here, with nothing.


Just debt. And shame. And heartbreak.

The heartbreak would be for her mother who was so proud of Jenny. This day meant so much to Mama, who’d never had a church wedding with bridesmaids and flower girls and—

Stop. Stop right there, she told herself, blinking hard. Everything would work out. She just had to stay calm, just had to focus. Think. Figure out what’s wrong.

But she couldn’t think clearly, not when she knew that the bridal party would be fidgeting at the back of the church and one hundred and fifty people were whispering in the pews, wondering about the delay.

“Charles, what’s happening? Talk to me.”

“There’s not much to say.” He glanced at her, and then swiftly away, his expression as stiff, hard, nearly as hard as his voice. “I just realized this won’t work. Not long term. Better we face it now than suffer the consequences later.”

“Why wouldn’t it work?”

“We’re too different. We come from completely different backgrounds.”

“You’ve known for years… ever since you made me your personal assistant.”

“But it didn’t… bother… me… before.”

She had a sudden sick feeling that she knew where this was going and she didn’t like it. Not one bit. “Why does it bother you now?”

His shoulder rolled. A shrug.

She wouldn’t let him off that easy. “Charles, explain. Please.”

For a moment she didn’t think he was going to answer and then he exhaled hard. “Are you marrying me for my money?” His jaw tightened. He looked away. “Are you a gold digger?”

Her mouth opened, closed, just like a trout gasping for air out of water. A gold digger? “That’s a terrible thing to say.”

He wouldn’t look her in the eye. He shrugged instead.

She stared at his tuxedo-clad shoulder, anger and pain churning inside her, making her sick.

His words wounded, but it was his careless, indifferent shrug that cut most.

How dare he shrug now? Shrug. A shrug.

A thirty-seven year old man shrugging instead of speaking. Shrugging to hide. Shrugging because he wasn’t a man at all.

Tears burned her eyes and her throat ached and she wanted to take her flowers and slap Charles Monmouth III. Slap sense into him. Slap him to make him feel again and speak to her kindly again and remind him that just last night he’d whispered he needed her and wanted her and…

She swallowed hard, brows tugging as she tried to remember what else he’d said last night as they’d been in bed.

Had he said anything about love? Had he said anything about wanting to marry her… or had it just been sex last night? Lust?

She lifted her chin, lips trembling before she pressed them together, into a thin line.

Had he ever loved her?

Or had it always been lust…?

“I’m not a gold digger,” she added fiercely, so close to throwing her flowers. If not at him, then across the sidewalk, into the street.


This was awful. Worse than awful. And soon everyone would know.

Everyone would know that Charles Monmouth of Lake Forest, Illinois wasn’t going to marry Jenny Wright of Marietta, for no other reason than she wasn’t good enough.

She didn’t come from a fancy town or an affluent enclave where all the big houses were. No, she was from the north side of town. The Northside of Marietta. On the north side of the train tracks.

“You’re killing me,” she whispered, picturing her mom and dad and sisters in the church. Her friends Chelsea and Sage. She could see them all and knew that soon—just minutes from now—the joy would be dashed, replaced by disappointment, and pain.

“I’m not sure how this will work… later. Back in Chicago,” Charles said stiffly, rubbing at the back of his neck now.

He was probably getting one of his tension headaches. He got them so frequently. She’d become an expert masseuse, working away at his neck and shoulders, easing those knots, helping him relax.

Her mother had warned her years ago to be careful.

Her mother had warned her that powerful men, rich men, had their own rules.

Jenny had laughed away her mother’s concerns. I’m not a little girl anymore, Mama. I know what I’m doing. And he’s not using me. He loves me. He’s going to marry me.

She choked back a nearly hysterical laugh.

No, he’s not.

Jenny reached up to quickly wipe the dampness from the corners of her eyes before the tears could smudge her makeup. “Did you ever love me?” she asked.

“Jenny.”

He sounded exasperated.

She arched a brow. “Yes?”

“It’s not an issue of love.”

“It’s not?”

“No.”

“Then what is it, Charles?”

“It’s… our differences. Our backgrounds. We come from very different cultures.”

“We’re both white, Anglo-Saxon, and Protestant.”

He tugged on his tie. “You know what I mean.”

Unfortunately, she did.

He was rich and she was poor. That was different enough. He didn’t need to say another word. She knew this part. Knew how it would go.

Suddenly she hated her Vera Wang bridal gown. It was a gown her parents couldn’t afford, and so she’d bought it herself, using nearly all of her savings because she’d wanted to be special today. Wanted to feel like a princess. The princess in a fairy tale.

Stupid. She was so stupid.

“So it’s over,” she said quietly, grateful her voice didn’t crack, and her eyes were almost dry.

He took a breath, shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

She looked at him from beneath her lashes, sorry, too, but for completely different reasons. She was sorry she’d exposed her family to his scorn. Sorry she’d asked him here, to her world, and her home. Sorry she’d allowed herself to be swayed by his influence. His money. Because she’d be lying if she hadn’t been teased by the possibility of security. Of stability. Of having a home that wouldn’t be taken from her… a place where she could raise her own family, knowing her children would never have to struggle, or go hungry, or start the first day of school without new school supplies.

“Jenny, I just wish you’d told me,” Charles said now, his tone almost agonized, revealing more emotion than he had since last night, making love to her. “Told me about your father, and everything. It would have been better… before.”

Her chin lifted again. “But I did.”

“You said your father worked at a hospital.”

“And he does.”

“He’s the janitor.” Charles shoulders shifted inside the elegant tux jacket. “And that’s fine, but he’s… struggled… to keep his job. He struggled to keep any job.”

“He’s had struggles, yes, but he’s a good man.”

“He’s an alcoholic.”

“In recovery.” Her face burned. “He’s been sober for years.”

“Two years. If that.”

“He made a mistake, and he went back to AA, but he was sober for almost five years before he’d… had the drink.”

“Drinks.” Charles gave her a peculiar look. “Alcoholism runs in families. It’s a genetic thing.”

She said nothing.

He pushed on. “My father ran a credit check on your family. Wasn’t a glowing report. Wasn’t even remotely glowing. Or good.”

She felt sick all the way through her. Her head hurt. Her heart hurt. Her bones hurt. “We’ve had struggles, but that has nothing to do with me. Or with us—”

“But it does. If we have children, they have that DNA… the genetics. I didn’t fully realize, until here, that I should have listened to my gut. My instincts. You’re a lovely girl, Jenny. Beautiful and sweet and kind and good—”

“Please. Stop. I’ve heard enough. I’ve had enough. I’m not a dog.”

“I’ll give you excellent references—”

“Not necessary,” she choked, voice strangled, heart lurching, sick. Appalled.

She wasn’t just a discarded bride, but an… out of work employee?

It was all she could do to keep from throwing her bouquet at his head. She was a good shot, too. She could level him with one hard, furious throw.

“Well, if you change your mind,” he said, sounding troubled… concerned.

Jenny laughed. She couldn’t help it. “I would never ask you for a referral,” she said, laughing again. Laughter was good. It kept her from crying. “You’d be the last person I would go to for help.”

“What? Why?”

“You’re an ass!” She laughed, shook her head, disgusted. But not just with him. She was disgusted with herself. She knew with a flash of blinding insight that this was all her fault.

She’d allowed herself to be dazzled by his family fortune. Charles descended from the titans of industry, those turn-of-the-century Monmouths who’d once been the governor of Illinois and ruled Chicago as scions of society.

She knew now that she’d fallen in love with his beautiful, extravagant world as much as she had fallen in love with him.

She knew, too, that her parents would be shattered. They’d been so pleased their oldest daughter had found her perfect man.

And landing Charles Victor Monmouth III had been a fairy tale come true. That is, until now.

But the fairy tale was over. And she knew exactly what was about to happen.

Charles Victor Monmouth III was going to walk away, and leave her alone in the parking lot in her stunning Vera Wang.

Jenny couldn’t have it, wouldn’t have it.

He could dump her, reject her, but he would not walk away from her now. She would do the walking. She would turn her back on him. She was finished with stupid dreams and fairy tales.

She was not Cinderella, and he was no prince. She was just a girl from the wrong side of the tracks and she’d grown up taking some hard hits. This was certainly another brutal blow, but it would not break her. Charles would not break her.

Jenny Wright had come too far to be broken now.

With a regal sweep of her arm, she scooped up the train of her shimmering bridal gown, letting it fall in a pool of gleaming white silk across her wrist. Head high, shoulders back, she turned away from Charles and walked from the parking lot to the sidewalk, and just kept walking.

She didn’t know where she was going.

But it didn’t matter.

Obviously, she’d need to return to the church and deal with her family and the one hundred and fifty guests waiting inside, but for now, they could wait. Everyone and everything could wait. She needed a minute to herself.

A minute to gather herself. Salvage her pride.

It was going to be okay.

It would have to be okay.

That was her job now.








The Tycoon’s Forced Bride


Chapter Two
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Colton Thorpe hadn’t been back to Marietta in two years and he drove slowly through the historic downtown, noting new businesses that had opened, and local favorites still operating like the Palace Movie Theatre, Grey’s Saloon, and Main Street Diner, which is where he promised his mother he’d take her tonight.

His mom loved the old diner. It was one of the places she was still comfortable going in her wheelchair, but then her mother had been the head cook at the diner for twenty years, from the nineteen-forties to the sixties and she liked going to the diner whenever he came to town. Which wasn’t often.

He hadn’t meant to stay away so long, but with his marriage ending and his demanding travel schedule, it was hard getting home.

Not that Marietta felt like home anymore.

This is where other people lived—his mom, his sister, a few high school friends. He lived in Tulsa now.

Not that that felt like home, either. Tulsa was his ex-wife Lisa’s home. Quite honestly, he didn’t know where he belonged anymore. Maybe that’s why he was most comfortable on the road, sleeping in motels, hotels, and the cab of his truck when too tired or sore to drive another mile. He had a house in Tulsa but it was mostly empty. He was mostly empty, which made it easy to get lost in his dangerous, adrenaline-fueled career of sawdust floors, bright lights, and noisy, crowded arenas. He was okay with the sweat, blood, and pain. Bull-riding was just another metaphor for life. What didn’t kill you, made you stronger.


Colton turned the corner, passing Crawford Park with its handsome gray stone county court house and snow-capped Copper Mountain soaring behind.

Big trees bordered the city park, the leaves just starting to change, and the breeze rustled the green, rust and gold leaves, catching some, sending others scuttling down the road.

He braked at Church Avenue, watching the swirling leaves, then glanced right, left, and was just about to continue east when a flash of white caught his eye.

Gaze narrowing, he leaned on his steering wheel to get a better look.

A girl in blinding white, standing on the corner.

He’d intended to continue to Bramble Lane but impulsively he turned left, onto Church, driving toward the girl on the street corner, her gown reflecting light, dazzling white light, with bits of iridescent sparkle and shimmer.

He eased off the accelerator as he approached her, intrigued.

Princess at the bus stop.

Cinderella without a glass coach.

As he drew near, her head turned. She looked at him. Her veil had been pushed back from her face. Her eyes were brown. A brilliant liquid brown.

She’d been crying. Or maybe trying not to cry.

His chest tightened, the sensation sharp, and hard, and unexpected.

Then her gaze lifted another inch, and she looked unflinchingly into his eyes. Her gaze held his, challengingly. She dared him to speak. Dared him to criticize.

Princess bride.

Air hitched in his chest, his fingers tightened on the hard steering wheel. Princess Bride, like the movie by the same name. He’d loved that film as a kid.

And here was a girl who looked just like the princess in the movie.

This girl on the street corner was that beautiful.

Film star beautiful, with gold hair. Lots of it. And cheekbones like a question mark, high and full, never mind the sweet, soulful mouth that tilted down at the corners even as tears darkened the thick black fringe of eyelash.

Beauty broken from the Beast, looking for a way home.

Colton, who’d learned long ago not to get involved in other people’s business, told himself not to get involved now. But he couldn’t just leave her here. Couldn’t ignore her. Princess brides didn’t belong on street corners.

He rolled down his truck window. “You okay, darlin’?”

She glanced at him, then away, and nodded, her gaze riveted on the majestic peak of Copper Mountain behind them. “Yes.”

Her voice was soft, low, and it made his chest ache again. He didn’t understand the pang, just knew that something wasn’t right and he couldn’t continue to Bramble Lane and admire Marietta’s big old houses when Beauty stood here all alone. “Need a ride somewhere?”

She shook her head once, briefly. “No. But thank you.”

She was dismissing him. He understood, and didn’t blame her. She was a princess and he was a dirty, dusty unshaven cowboy driving a dirty, dusty old truck. “Waiting for the bus?”

She shook her head again.

“Good,” he said. “’Cause I don’t think there is bus service this late on Saturday afternoon. At least, the last bus used to stop around three and it’s got to be going on four.”

“Probably closer to four-thirty,” she agreed. The wind caught at her veil, blowing it up, haloing her head. She reached up to catch it, and tugged it back down. “It’s breezy.”

“Almost always is. You’re not from around here.”

“No, I am. I was born here, but I haven’t lived here in years. I just came home for my—” she broke off, looked away, two spots of color high in her cheeks. For a moment the only sound was the wind rustling leaves, and the cling-clang as an empty aluminum can bounced across the St. James parking lot.

But she didn’t need to finish her sentence. Wasn’t necessary to complete it. She’d come home for her wedding and yet here she was, alone on Church and First Street, as if all brides hung out on street corners on their wedding day. “You look beautiful.”

She made a soft, hoarse sound and her eyes welled with tears. She bit hard into her lower lip. “It’s the dress.” She lightly ran her fingertips across her middle, skimming the silk. “It cost a fortune.”

And then she looked up, into his eyes, and he hitched a breath, feeling as though he’d been punched in the gut. There was so much in her eyes, so much emotion. He could see her hurt. Feel her pain.

He didn’t like it.

He didn’t know her. He didn’t want to feel this, or anything, not for her. Not for any woman. He’d provide for his mom and sister, but he was done with emotional entanglements. Women felt good and smelled good and were good for some old fashioned loving, but he didn’t need problems. And this princess was most definitely a problem.

“Wedding dresses usually do,” he said.

A flash of fire lit her eyes. Pride squelching the hurt, making her look more like a warrior than a princess in distress. “You know a lot about wedding gowns, cowboy?”

He didn’t know if it was the words or her tone that made him smile, but he did. Reluctantly. He liked her fire a hell of a lot more than the sadness. Pride was good. Backbone even better. “I’ve seen Say Yes to the Dress before.”

She shook her head, disgusted.

“Not by choice,” he added.

“Of course not,” she said, her chin notching up.

“So when is the wedding?” he asked.


“Now. At least, it was supposed to be now. Everyone’s there, waiting.”

Thus all the cars in the St. James parking lot, and the overflow cars lining the street. “And you’re what… running away?”

“No.” She exhaled hard. “My groom did.”

“Cold feet?”

She smiled, a tough not-going-to-cry smile which made his chest burn as if he’d swallowed whiskey straight. “Cold heart.” Her lips twisted ruefully. “Turns out I’m not good enough for him.”

Colton’s gaze swept her, from the top of her head to the toes of her elegant white silk shoes. “How’s that possible? You look like a fairy tale princess come to life.”

Her eyes locked with his and for a moment she looked open and soft and so very, very sweet. And then her slim shoulders twisted and she lifted her chin again. “Ah, cowboy, but that’s the problem. Fairy tales don’t exist.”

And then she flashed him another tough-girl smile that would have broken his heart if he’d still had one, before scooping up the train of her dress and walking away from him, heading for the entrance to the gray gothic-inspired St. James, the stunning Protestant church he’d never been in, because this wasn’t his side of town. He’d been raised in north Marietta, where rent was cheap and opportunity non-existent. That’s why he’d left Marietta the day after his high school graduation. He left the very first chance he could.
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Jenny walked quickly away from the cowboy in the truck, surprised. Unnerved. Goose bumps covering her arms, her skin prickling all the way down her back.

Colton Thorpe.

Colton Thorpe was back in town.

She clutched her fragrant bouquet, her steps unsteady as she climbed the stairs to the church.

Colton. Wow.

Wow.

Talk about a blast from the past.

She’d had the most ridiculous thing for him. One of those hopeless crushes that kept her awake at night and filled a diary with adolescent longing…

The crush had lasted for years. Fortunately, he didn’t know how she’d pined for him, craving his attention, wanting him to just look at her, acknowledge her…

It was embarrassing. She was embarrassing.

She’d thought the years in Chicago had changed her. She’d thought she’d conquered her demons—the insecurity, the poor self-esteem—but here she was on her wedding day, in her wedding gown, alone.

It was almost laughable.

Her worst fears, her very worst fears, had just come true.

As she reached the top step, the dark stained arched doors opened, and guests poured into the crisp late autumn afternoon, voices, whispers, nervous laughter.

Not all voices were hushed though. There were a few that were loud and sharp and they carried on the breeze with the surging crowd.

“Can’t believe it. A wedding without a bride or groom.”

“I knew something was wrong when the service didn’t start on time.”

“What a waste of time. I wish I hadn’t bought a new dress for this. I’m hoping I can still return the gift!”

Jenny flinched at the last, recognizing Carol Bingley’s strident voice. But then, it was hard not to. Carol Bingley, Marietta’s town gossip, had never been particularly fond of the Wright family, or the three blonde Wright girls, saying quite cuttingly a decade ago that ‘it was a shame those three Wright girls were all wrong.’

As Carol marched towards Jenny, her stout figure swathed in an appalling yellow, turquoise, and black print, Jenny’s sense of self-preservation kicked it. It was time for fight, or flight, and there was no way she could fight Carol here, with others watching.

Jenny fled.

It was the coward’s way but she was ashamed, deeply ashamed, and a latent survival instinct drove her back down the church’s steps, across the pavement to the street. But once she was on Church Avenue, Jenny kept running, racing to the corner of First and turning right, cutting between homes that were a mix of residential and commercial before reaching Crawford Avenue and then on to historic Bramble Lane.

It was on Bramble Lane, with its treasure-trove of sprawling Victorian and Queen Anne homes, that she slowed.

She loved Bramble Lane. It was like a storybook street and her favorite street in all of Marietta.

She remembered the first time she actually rode her bike down this street. She was in second grade and she’d just gone to the library and returned books and instead of going straight home, she decided to go see all the big pretty houses. She’d seen them before, from the car, but had never explored the street on her own.

She rode slowly, wonderingly down the quiet tree lined street, awed. Dazzled.

This was where the rich people lived. This is where little girls who studied ballet and took piano lessons lived. She could even see a big piano in one of the bay windows.

Her house was so small you couldn’t even put a grand piano in the living room. First, it wouldn’t fit through the front door. And second, it’d take up the entire room. There’d be no place for a couch or the TV, and her dad needed both—bad.

No, her house was the size of a matchbox compared to these two- and three-story homes. A few of the houses, like the gorgeous Bramble House, were built of mellow red brick with doors and windows trimmed in thick, white, glossy woodwork, while others were Victorians, ornamented with lavish latticework, asymmetrical turrets, and colorful paint. Regardless of the style, every home at the south end of Bramble Lane was situated on a half acre or more, and had gardens and gates and big front porches with wicker chairs and flower pots.

From second grade on, Jenny desperately wanted to live in one of these beautiful houses. The houses looked perfect, and good, and to Jenny, it seemed only good things could happen inside such elegant walls.

In houses like these, daddies didn’t drink too much and yell and break things because they’d drunk too much.

In big beautiful houses mommies wouldn’t take to their bed and cry so hard they’d get headaches which meant they couldn’t make dinner or put their children to bed because their head hurt.

Jenny was in kindergarten the first time she made her sisters’ dinner.

She was still making dinner for her two younger sisters until the day she left for Chicago.

She’d never blamed her parents for their family’s difficult circumstances—poor, struggling, unhappy—but Jenny vowed when she left Marietta, that she’d never ever let herself become like her mother. Dependent on a man. Helpless without him and yet miserable with him.

Nearly limping from the rub of raw blisters, Jenny walked carefully, trying not to aggravate the tender skin more than necessary, trying not to think because really, how could she think? It was impossible to process that today had finally arrived, the day she’d spent months and months planning for, only to have all her dreams collapse.

It was shocking. Shattering. She still couldn’t believe it was over. Couldn’t believe that Charles had refused to marry her, throwing her family’s weaknesses in her face, throwing the things about her that she couldn’t change, reducing her to a weakness, too. As if her parents’ struggles were all that she was… all that she could be.

Jenny ground her teeth together.

He was wrong. Not just about Jenny, but about her parents too, because both her mother and father had struggled, but they finally got help, going to counseling and attending meetings and coming out stronger and more committed to their marriage than ever before. She was proud of them, fiercely proud.

She drew a slow, deep breath, trying to ease the wild staccato of her heart.

She wished she hadn’t run from the church.

She wished she’d gone to the church’s parish hall, where she’d dressed in the side room with the help of her sisters and bridesmaids. She should have headed there and waited for her sisters and friends, because they would have returned eventually to collect their purses and street clothes. If she’d thought clearly, logically, she wouldn’t be on yet another street corner, with blistered feet and no money or phone.

An engine sounded behind her, a loud engine that was almost familiar. She stepped back and turned to Colton Thorpe’s rusty red truck drawing alongside her.

“Where are you going, darlin’?” Colton asked, pulling to a stop next to her, and rolling down his window.

Ambivalent emotion rushed through her. Years ago she couldn’t get him to talk to her, and now he was talking and she didn’t want the attention.

But she needed to get home. She needed out of this dress, and shoes and veil. He could get her home, too. Stressed, she sucked in her lower lip, chewed it. “I don’t know,” she confessed.

“Just out walking?” he asked, blue eyes settling on her face.

“Yes.”

“It’s a nice fall afternoon.”

“It is,” she agreed, thinking this was the most ludicrous conversation, but it was better than saying anything that was real or important. Better than crying. Better than falling apart. She couldn’t fall apart in public. Couldn’t let anyone, much less Colton Thorpe, see her pain.

But conversation seemed to stall out there and as silence stretched, Jenny’s heart pounded.

Her world had just turned upside down. And a strange crazy sixth sense whispered that for reasons she didn’t yet understand, her world would never be the same.

Jenny swallowed hard and looked at Colton. His gaze met hers. Held.

His eyes were blue.

Strange.

Lots of people had blue eyes. Charles had blue eyes, too. But not like this. Colton’s were a deep brilliant marine blue.

Denim blue.

She knew a lot of things about Colton Thorpe. Knew he’d struggled in high school. Knew he’d gone from gangly pre-adolescent to a hot-headed teenager, quick with his fists. Jenny’s parents hadn’t approved of him. Most parents hadn’t approved of him, not with his dangerous reputation for fast driving, fighting, and ruining good girls. Colton left town the day after graduating from Marietta High, wasting no time in finding bigger, greener pastures, and at the same time, leaving a string of broken hearts behind.

She remembered all that, but she didn’t remember his blue eyes. Or how square his jaw looked with a little bit of stubble. Or the slightly raised scar on his left cheekbone.

His dirty blonde hair was darker now, more golden brown than blonde, and long enough to hang over his collar. If he wore a collar. Instead he wore a thin cotton t-shirt that stretched tautly over his big shoulders, the soft gray fabric hugging the planes of his broad chest and clinging to his thick biceps.

Colton Thorpe wasn’t a teenager, wasn’t a kid, wasn’t a city sophisticate, either.

He was a man. A big, tough, tough, hard, man with muscles and a piercing blue gaze that made her suddenly doubt everything she knew, and everything she believed.

Her heart did a funny little beat, a sickening one-two, that made her long to sit down, put her head between her knees.

“You feeling all right, darlin’?” Colton asked.

Jenny licked her lower lip. It was dry, so dry, like her mouth and throat. Her heart continued to pound. Her head swam. She was feeling faint, but she couldn’t admit it. Jenny Wright was nothing if not professional, having spent far too many years as an executive assistant, working with prickly management, solving difficult problems, putting out real or perceived fires, to fall apart at the drop of a hat. “I’m fine.”

He waited a moment before asking, “Do you live here on Bramble Lane?”

“No.”

“Going some place on Bramble?”

Her throat ached. “No.”

“Where’s your car?”

“I don’t have one. Not here. My car is in Chicago.” She averted her face, hating how her eyes pickled and burned. She couldn’t cry. She must not cry. Charles despised tears, and he’d taught her that she wasn’t allowed to cry. He viewed tears as a weakness, and manipulative, and his executive team needed to exude strength and confidence at all times, because Charles Monmouth succeeded where others failed.

She glanced down as rust and crackling brown leaves danced before her and swirled into the street. “The other Windy City,” she added, huskily. “It’s home. Now.”

“A big city girl… but you once lived here?”

“Born at Marietta Regional Hospital. Graduated from Marietta High. So yes, Montana born and raised.”

“So where are you staying now?” Colton asked. “With your family?”

She nodded. “I’ve been at my parents. But tonight I was supposed to be at The Graff Hotel. That’s where my things are now.”

“Let me take you to the Graff then.”

She pictured the old Graff Hotel, Marietta’s first hotel, a hotel that had burned down in 1912 and was then rebuilt and reopened with great fanfare in 1914. For three quarters of a century, the hotel had been the spot for weddings, graduations, reunions, and special events until it fell into disrepair. The hotel was closed in the mid seventies, and officially condemned in 1982 and for twenty years it sat, boarded up, a hulking giant, waiting for demolition. But instead of a wrecking ball, one of the Sheenan brothers who’d left Marietta, bought the former landmark and poured millions into renovating the property. The Graff Hotel had only reopened this summer, in time for the tourist season, and Jenny had been so excited to have her reception in the hotel’s stunning ballroom.

But now there was no reception. No beautiful dinner banquet. No dancing. No round tables of eight, each with a beautiful fresh floral arrangement costing sixty-five dollars each.

Her heart fell, taking her stomach with it.

All that money. Wasted. All her savings. Gone.

My God.

Such waste. Sickening. Horrifying.

Charles had no idea that she’d paid for the wedding herself. He had no idea that she’d used all of her savings, and filled up every credit card she had, to make today possible, including taking out a new line of credit just to cover her dress.

Charles thought her parents had paid for everything. It’s what the bride’s family was supposed to do. And she wanted him to think well of her family. She’d wanted him to approve of them. But of course her family didn’t have the means to give her the gorgeous wedding Charles Monmouth would expect, and so she paid for it herself. And would be paying for it, for a very long time in the future.

“Can’t go there,” she murmured. Charles and his family were staying at the Graff, along with sixty of their dearest friends. The Monmouths had chartered two jets to fly everyone in from Chicago, landing at Bozeman, and then shuttling all to Marietta in a caravan of limousines and town cars.

She shuddered at the idea of bumping into Charles, or one of his family now. It would be excruciating to see them, or have to make small talk. What would she say? How could she explain? She didn’t understand herself.

No, she’d collect her things from the Graff later. Better to wait until after the Monmouths had decamped from Marietta, and she was fairly certain they’d be flying out soon, today. There was no way they’d linger in town now, not after everything that had happened. “It’s probably best to go to my parents’ house,” she said. “I can figure everything out once I’m there.”

“Good idea,” he agreed, leaning across to open the door from the inside. “Climb in.”

The door squeaked in protest as it opened.

Her gaze dropped to his battered, rusting truck that was somewhere between pumpkin and tomato. “You’re sure it runs?” she asked, teasing him, because she knew this was his dad’s truck. Tricia said Colton was committed to keeping it running in memory of their father.

He grinned, and patted the scratched metal dash. “Like a champ.”

She smiled. She liked his sense of humor. “And that from local hero Colt Thorpe means something.”

He looked startled. “You know who I am?”

“Everyone in Marietta does. You’re Colton Thorpe, national bull riding champ and Marietta’s very own hero.”

Colton exhaled hard and made a face. “Darlin’, not a hero. Not even close,” he protested, before giving the leather bench seat a light pat. “But hop in, and I will get you safely home. I may not be a hero, I can at least pretend to be a gentleman.”








The Tycoon’s Forced Bride



Chapter Three
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Colton watched her settle her shimmering skirts on his torn and cracked leather bench seat. She looked like a goddess in his father’s 1941 GMC pickup. His dad had loved this truck and so whenever Colton came home, he made a point of driving it to keep it running, and Colton couldn’t help thinking his dad must be smiling now. His dad always did believe a gorgeous girl looked even better in a great pickup truck.

“Where to?” he asked her.

“North Marietta.”

He lifted a brow. “North?”

She reached up and tugged off the veil and tiara pinned to the top of her golden hair. Wispy tendrils fell from the elaborate chignon to frame her face. And what a face it was. She was so beautiful she made him hurt.

“Chance Avenue,” she said, settling the tiara and veil in her lap. “It’s over between Second and—”

“I know where it is,” he interrupted. “I grew up on Chance, too.”

“I know.” Her voice was soft, subdued. Her long black lashes lifted, and for a split second her gaze met his before falling. She smoothed her full skirts, pressing them down over her knees. “We were neighbors.”

He frowned. “We were?”

“Your sister Tricia and I were in the same grade, and friends.”

“I don’t remember you.”

She looked at him again, expression wry. “I was a skinny little blonde kid, and four years behind you in school. I think I was in eighth grade when you were a senior in high school so I don’t expect you to remember me. It’s not as if you paid Tricia’s girlfriends any attention.” Her lips curved, and a dimple flashed at the corner of her mouth. “You were too busy seducing all the big girls in town.”

He stared at a delicate gold wisp clinging to her high cheekbone, drawing attention to her full lips. He loved her lips and the way they curved up, equally smitten with the dimple flashing sweetly, mischievously, at the corner of her mouth. “I wasn’t,” he said.

“You were. You most absolutely were,” she answered firmly, the dimple deepening as she fought a smile. “You had a terrible reputation, Colton—”

“All right. I did.” He shifted uncomfortably, uncomfortable because he wanted to touch this beautiful girl, wanted to kiss her full soft mouth and put his tongue where that dimple flashed and everything in him felt unsettled and fierce and yet damn protective, too.

Some asshole had hurt her today.

Some asshole abandoned her when he should be promising to love and protect her.

But what did he know? Lisa claimed he was an asshole, too. It’d been two years since they divorced and yet it was still damn confusing. Not the divorce part. He knew why they were divorced—his beautiful ex-wife loved money, needed money, far more than she loved and needed him—but the fact that he’d fallen in love with her in the first place still blew his mind.

How could he have not seen who she was?

Unfortunately, he knew the answer to that one, too.

He’d fallen for Lisa’s beautiful face, hot body, and sexy, husky laugh, not realizing that the seductive smile and rockin’ bod didn’t mean she had a warm, loving heart.

No, her rockin’ bod and beautiful face weren’t even his all that long. Lisa filed for divorce just before their fifth wedding anniversary. She remarried the moment the divorce came through to a Tulsa gentleman thirty years her senior and one hundred times richer.

The only good thing to come out of the marriage was the fact that they never had kids.

It would have killed Colton to have a baby and then put that child through an ugly divorce.

Eager to close the door on the past, Colton held out his hand to the princess perched on the bench seat next to him. “I’m Colton Thorpe,” he said gruffly. “And you are…?”

“Jenny Wright,” she answered, blushing as she put her hand in his.

His strong fingers closed around her palm. The moment her palm pressed to his, skin to skin, he felt a quiver in her, like a current of pure unadulterated energy.

Just as quickly desire surged through him, hot hungry heat filling his veins and blood pooling behind the zipper of his jeans. It was all he could do not to fidget. This beautiful girl was friends with his sister? “Jenny Wright,” he repeated, releasing her hand.

She nodded, tucking her fingers into her full tulle skirt.

“And you grew up on Chance Avenue,” he said, putting his hand on the stick shift.

“Yes. Same block as you, same side. Fifth house down.”

It had been too many years. He couldn’t picture her house. “Which one?”

She swallowed hard. “The blue one.”

The blue one.

That’s all he needed to know, because he knew her house right away. There had only been one blue house on the street, and the little blue house, her house, looked as if it would topple from the foundations any minute.

His family had struggled. They’d gone without trips, dinners out, and new cars. But compared to the Wrights, the Thorpes had lived like kings.
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Jenny saw his shock before he could hide it, his black lashes swiftly lowering to conceal his surprise.

He shifted into drive and pulled away the curb. Jenny’s hands knotted, fingers clenching around the handle of her bouquet.

Even among poor people there were standards. Jenny’s family had been the poorest on the block.

Poverty scared people. People acted like it was contagious, and no one wanted to catch being poor.

But Jenny had helped distance herself from her humble past by pretending to be someone other than Jenny Wright. She’d learned to wear the right clothes, apply the right makeup, to present herself as if she mattered. Because she did matter.

“I appreciate the ride,” she said, watching the scenery as he traveled west down Bramble. The big houses grew more modest, transitioning from two story homes to cozy craftsman and turn of the century bungalows.

“My pleasure,” he answered.

Something had changed between them, she thought. He’d grown quiet. He was thinking, and that worried her. But then, right now, everything worried her.

“It would have been a long walk home,” she added, trying to fill the silence, even as she struggled to ignore his energy.

There was a lot of energy crackling around him, but then there always had been.

Even as a teenager Colton was larger than life. And now as a man, Colton wasn’t just a big personality, but a dominant man. At six-two, he was solid, with broad shoulders and a thick chest, with carved biceps and long muscular legs wrapped in soft faded denim.

She drew a quick, nervous breath and fidgeted with her flowers, senses stirred, imagination overwrought.

She’d pined for him when she was younger, and she’d been just a little girl. It hadn’t been sexual. Her crush was far more innocent than that. But she’d been drawn to him, intrigued by him, wanting to be part of his circle and world.

She could still see herself in sixth grade, playing at Tricia’s house, lying on Tricia’s floor, pretending to sketch houses and clothes and other pretty things, but from the corner of her eye she’d watch Colton come and go from his room in various stages of dress and undress—and it was all she could do not to stare.

It was all she could do to remember to keep breathing.

It was all she could do to remember to keep breathing now.

Because every breath made her nose and senses tingle. He smelled so good. His cologne or aftershave or whatever it was he wore made her pulse jump and her insides weak. The scent was nice. He smelled rich, warm and seductively spicy. Like a man.

Like a man should.

Charles also wore a scent but it didn’t suit him. It was too strong for him, and bold, and a mix of citrus and floral like something you’d smell on a magazine advertisement.

Just thinking of Charles made her go cold.

How could Charles do this to her today?

She didn’t understand. Or maybe she did and was just in denial.

Jenny Wright might look like a princess in an expensive designer wedding gown, but underneath the gown she was still white trash.

Her eyes pickled. Her stomach burned.

She lifted her bouquet to her nose, inhaling the freesias tucked into the orange roses and rust dahlias, trying to hide her hurt. The flowers were sweet, and she inhaled again, needing something good, because she felt bad. Really, really bad. She’d failed her family. Failed herself.

The shock hadn’t worn off, but shame was creeping in, as well as reality. There were so many things that needed to be done. Someone would have to call The Graff Hotel’s catering department. Someone would have to let the staff know there would be no reception. She wondered who had done it. Charles’s mom? One of Jenny’s sisters? Charles himself?

Jenny squeezed her eyes closed, trying not to think of her lovely five-tiered wedding cake, and all the bottles of champagne that Charles’s family had flown in with them…

Her insides lurched, and her heart just kept falling. Free-falling, a terrible plummeting sensation that made her want to curl up in a ball and hide.

“Pigtails.” Colton said suddenly, breaking the silence. “White-blond pigtails. In French braids.”

She looked up, saw his frown of concentration.

“Was that you?” he demanded.

She nodded.

The edge of his lips lifted. “And you were skinny. Your knees and shoulders were huge.”

He glanced at her for confirmation.

She nodded again.

“I called you Bones,” he added after a moment. “And if memory serves, I think I made you cry. More than once.”

“You did,” she agreed.

He shot her an apologetic glance. “I felt bad when you cried. I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine. I was really skinny back then.”

“You’re not bony anymore.”

She laughed at his deadpan tone. She liked the way he delivered a line. It was dry and clever. He was clever. And the fact that he had a sense of humor was a relief. Charles didn’t laugh. Charles took himself very seriously. “I filled out late in high school. The Wright girls are all late bloomers.”

“There are more of you?”

“I have two younger sisters. They still live here in Marietta.”

“They didn’t want to move?”

“It costs money to move.”

Silence fell. She’d obviously killed the conversation with that zinger.

Good job, Jen.

She lifted her flowers again, burying her nose in the bouquet to hide the sheen of tears.

She would not cry. She wouldn’t. Not here, not now. Come on, Jen. Pull it together.

And then suddenly before she knew it, they were bumping across the tracks and then continuing through a neighborhood of small blocks of small, plain houses. These streets weren’t lined with trees. The houses didn’t have pretty painted fences or wrought iron. Most fences were chain link and a pretty flower garden was an oddity, not the norm. But then, Montana winters were long and snow often lingered until late May or early June, so there was little point pouring one’s energy into a garden that would just get buried again come October.

It wouldn’t be long now until they reached her house.

Her stomach rose and fell. Her hands shook.

What would she say to her parents? How was she to explain this? She’d worked for Charles’s company for over five years and had been his girlfriend for the past three.

And then they arrived. Colton braked in front of the Wrights’ low, squat blue house with its sagging front porch and a composite roof that looked almost like a patchwork quilt with its pieces of pink-gray asphalt against the faded brown and slate.

She turned away from the house, and gathered her skirt, and flowers, and managed a smile. “Thank you so very much for the ride. I really appreciate it.”

He opened his door, and came around to the passenger side, and open her door for her. “My pleasure,” he said.

She slid out, careful not to tear the delicate tulle on the cracked leather bench seat. On the sidewalk she let her full skirts drop. “It was nice to see you again, Colton, and you’ll have to give Tricia my love. And um…you can—” she broke off, frowned, struggled to find the words, “—tell her,” she said, “what happened, if you want.” She saw his expression and added quickly, “Tricia was there today. At the church. She was one of my guests. I’m sure she’ll be curious.”

He made a rough sound in the back of his throat. “I’m not going to tell her anything. And it’s okay if she’s curious. Let people be curious. You don’t owe them an explanation.”

“I do—” she broke off, frowned. “Don’t I?”

“They already know the wedding didn’t happen. What more do they need to know?”

Everything, she thought, painfully familiar with how small towns thrived on gossip. It’s one of the reasons she’d left Marietta after completing two years of community college in Bozeman. She didn’t want people talking about her, and they couldn’t talk about her if they didn’t know who she was, which is why Chicago had appealed. It was a big city, far from Marietta, and even though the Chicago temp agency warned Jenny that it was unlikely that she’d find a desirable job in corporate America due to her lack of skills, Jenny proved the agency wrong. She’d shown them that anyone could do anything if you worked hard enough.

“True,” she said, but so unconvincingly that Colton’s eyebrow lifted.

She made a face. “They’re going to talk,” she added.

“So?”

“I hate it when people talk.”

“Some folks have nothing better to do than talk, but it shouldn’t bother you. You don’t answer to other people. They don’t own you, or control you, so you shouldn’t care what they think.”

She nearly ducked her head. “I’m just… private.”

“Me, too. But being private doesn’t mean others won’t gossip.” He studied her a moment. “Sounds like it’s time you toughened up. Grew some thick skin. Otherwise, darlin’, you aren’t going to survive this life. Beautiful and fragile make a pretty ornament on a Christmas tree but not for every day living.”

Jenny didn’t like that at all. “I’m not beautiful and fragile. I’m pretty tough, actually.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. I may not look like a Montana girl in this fancy gown, but I’m no innocent. I’ve been around the block before and you’re right, life can play rough, but so can I.” And then she marched up the steps to her childhood home, head high, shoulders squared to prove the point.

Jenny Wright wasn’t a fragile, decorative little thing.

Jenny Wright was Montana born.

She had guts. And grit. And no man was going to define her. Not now. Not ever.








The Tycoon’s Forced Bride


Chapter Four
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Colton watched Jenny climb the steps of her house, her gently rounded hips swaying with every step up the sagging wooden stairs to her front door as if she were Cinderella returning home after the ball.

He felt a strange ache in his chest as she opened the unlocked front door and disappeared inside the house without a backward glance.

Gone.

As she should be.

This was her home, her family, this is where she belonged.

And yet…

And yet…

No, he couldn’t go there. He didn’t need complications. He was a traveling man, a man who needed nothing more than his leather duffel and his truck. Women didn’t belong on the road, certainly not pretty little blonde things like Jenny Wright.

But he was disappointed when the door closed behind her. He liked looking at her. She was easy on the eyes and damn hard on his self-control.

Returning to his truck, though, Colton wondered at her life in Chicago. What kind of man would leave his woman at the church on her wedding day? What kind of man would abandon his woman just when she was feeling safe?

A man who was no man at all, he thought, shaking his head, disgusted.


Colton drove home and parked in front of his house. His sister’s car, a silver Jeep Cherokee, was in the driveway. Tricia was back.

He entered the house through the kitchen door. His mom and sister were in the kitchen, his mom in her wheelchair at the table, with Tricia at the stove, in a pretty teal cocktail dress and heels, boiling water for tea.

“Apparently he changed his mind,” Tricia said, lifting the whistling kettle off the hot burner. “Nobody knows exactly why, but Carol Bingley said Charles realized that Jenny was marrying him for his money—”

“What?” Colton demanded, tossing his cowboy hat onto the kitchen table and turning to face his sister.

“I was just telling Mom about the wedding I went to this afternoon,” Tricia said, dropping tea bags into the two mugs on the counter. “We sat around for a half-hour waiting for Jen and Charles to put in an appearance and then abruptly Charles showed up and said the wedding was off, and that was that—” she glanced at Colton. “Do you want tea?”

He shook his head. “No. And that’s a terrible thing to say about your friend.”

Tricia made a face. “I didn’t say it. Carol Bingley said it.”

“What’s terrible is that you’d repeat it.”


“I don’t believe it. Everyone knows Mrs. Bingley is the worst gossip ever, but Mom wanted to know what happened, so I was giving her all the details.” Tricia filled the mugs with hot water and looked at her mom. “You should have come today, Mom. It was certainly interesting, and you were invited.”

Mrs. Thorpe folded her hands in her lap. “It’s not easy getting around in my wheelchair.”

“Colt said he’d help you,” Tricia answered, placing the tea kettle back on the stove and glancing at her brother. “I could have sworn she invited you, too, you know. At least, she asked me for your address.”

“I didn’t get an invite,” he said shortly. But even if he’d received one, he probably hadn’t even opened the envelope. Colton avoided weddings like the plague. So not his thing. “And why is Mrs. Bingley gossiping about Jenny in the first place? Jenny hasn’t lived here for years.”

Tricia shrugged. “The wedding was a big deal, not just here, but in Chicago. Their engagement was written up in all the papers—he’s old Chicago money, so their wedding was this big society thing—and apparently some Chicago lifestyle magazine was doing a big glossy feature on the Montana wedding. They even flew a writer and photographer out to cover it. Mrs. Bingley was talking about that quite a bit, too.”

“It’s all so stupid,” Colton retorted, leaning against the counter and folding his arm over his big chest, the fabric tight across his shoulders. “Weddings should be about the bride and groom, not society.”

Tricia shot him an arch look. “If I recall, your wedding seven years ago was the wedding of the year in Tulsa.”

He made a rough sound. “Like I said, weddings should be about the bride and groom, not the parents, not the family, not society. A wedding is two people making a huge commitment to each other, and that’s personal. And private.”

“I take it when you get married next time you’re having a very small wedding?” Tricia teased, carrying the steaming mugs to the table, placing one in front of her mother before sitting down with the other.

“Not getting married again,” he said shortly. “I’ll bed a woman but I’m not going to be her ATM.”

“Colton!” Mrs. Thorpe exclaimed. “I won’t tolerate rude talk and crass behavior in my home.”

“Sorry, Mom.” His big shoulders shifted, biceps bunching. “But I’ve learned my lesson. Not going down the path again.”

Tricia gave him a sympathetic glance. “You didn’t know Lisa was so material—”

“How did we even get onto this subject?” He demanded. “It’s not my favorite subject. We were talking about Jenny.” He hesitated a moment before adding, “And what makes Mrs. Bingley think Jenny was marrying for money?”

Tricia took a second to answer, choosing her words with care. “Jenny is really smart, and practical. She grew up without a lot of security, and it’s important to her. She wouldn’t marry a man without some… resources. She just wouldn’t. She said as much when she left Marietta all those years ago, too.”

“That doesn’t mean she’s a gold digger,” he protested, not liking any of this.

“And I never said she was. I’m just repeating Mrs. Bingley’s gossip…” Tricia shrugged, lifted her mug, and blew on the steaming surface before looking up at her brother. “But if you saw Charles Monmouth, you’d wonder, too. He might be filthy rich, but he’s certainly not much to look at, and Jenny’s gorgeous now, Colt. Really gorgeous—”

“I am sure he had good traits besides his bank account,” Colton said, cutting her short. “Besides, love is supposed to be blind.”

“Definitely in this case.” Tricia carefully sipped her tea. “Charles looks like PeeWee Herman. Total goober.” She wrinkled her nose. “Sorry if that sounds unkind, but he’s definitely not my type. Not that my love life is anything to brag about.” She looked from her mother to her brother. “But regarding Jenny, I’m on her side. I don’t blame her for choosing security and stability over handsome and sexy—”

“Don’t want to hear any more.” Colton pushed off the counter, unable and unwilling to listen to another word. There really was too much gossip in Marietta. But wasn’t that always the curse of small towns? He crossed to his mother, dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “What time do you want to go out for dinner, Mom?”

“We don’t need to go out tonight after all,” his mom answered, tilting her head back to look up at him. “Dinner is being delivered.”

“It is?” he asked, surprised.

“One of the Wright girls is dropping dinner off. Mandy or Charity. I forget which.”

Tricia saw Colton’s confused expression and quickly explained, “The prime rib dinner at the Graff Hotel was already prepared and paid for, and Mandy knew Jenny would hate to have it wasted so she’s organizing meals, and promised to drop us off dinner for the three of us on her way back home tonight.”

Colton couldn’t imagine a worse dinner. “We’re eating the wedding leftovers?”

“Not leftovers. The reception was cancelled, and there is food for one hundred and fifty. It’s a prime rib dinner, too, Colton,” his mother said. “From The Graff.”

“I understand that,” he answered, opening the refrigerator and looking for something cold to drink. A beer would be perfect right now but the only cold drinks were his mother’s cans of Ensure. He closed the refrigerator door, and ran his palm over his jaw, feeling trapped, thinking Grey’s Saloon sounded like the perfect place to be right now. “But I thought I was taking you out, Mom.”

“There’s no need to go out if we can eat a nice meal in,” his mom answered.

“Mandy’s going to a lot of trouble delivering all these dinners, too,” Tricia added. “The least we can do is eat the meal she’s delivering.”

Colton knew better than to argue with two women at one time, especially if they were his mom and sister. “Fine. We’ll eat here, and I’ll take you out another night. I’m here for a week. We have plenty of time to visit the Diner.” He leaned past his mom, reached for his hat and jammed it on his head. “And since dinner isn’t here, I’m going to head over to Grey’s and have a beer or two. I’ll be back in a couple hours.”

And then he was walking out the kitchen door before his sister or mom could stop him.

He needed fresh air, a strong drink, and some non-chatty male company because it made him sick to think that beautiful Jenny Wright might have actually been marrying this Charles guy for his money.
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Jenny was grateful when Chelsea and Sage appeared at her front door, with her suitcase from the hotel, and her clothes and makeup from the parish hall. They’d come to rescue her, they told her, after greeting her parents, and giving her hugs.

Jenny didn’t need rescuing, but she did need to get out. She needed her friends, too. Chelsea and Sage had been close friends since high school, although Chelsea and Sage had been friends long before that, having gone to the same elementary school while Jenny attended Park Elementary on the opposite side of town. Park Elementary was also a bit of a euphemism, as directly across from the school’s playground was a gun store, a liquor store, and a gas station catering to the truckers.

In Marietta, the wrong side of the tracks was literally the wrong side of the tracks.

But now she and Sage and Chelsea were out, having taken over one of the booths at the back of Grey’s Saloon and drinking Cosmos in short tumblers because that’s how they did it at Grey’s.

Fortunately, Reese was there behind the bar tonight, and he made the drinks extra strong, having heard all about the non-wedding wedding event from other customers earlier.

“It’s going to be okay,” Jenny said for what must have been the fifth time since arriving at Grey’s Saloon with Sage and Chelsea a half-hour ago. “Everything will be fine,” she added firmly, as if saying so would make it true. “I’ll find a new job and settle in and soon all this will be behind me.”

“You’re going to stay in Chicago then?” Sage asked, her wrinkled brow revealing her misgivings.

“I’m happy there,” Jenny answered. She saw Sage and Chelsea exchanged dubious glances. “I am,” she insisted. “It’s familiar now. I’m comfortable there.”

“It’s also expensive,” Chelsea said. “Money goes a lot farther here.”

Jenny rubbed her thumb across the moisture beading her tumbler. The drink was good and strong and it was warming her nicely. She wasn’t a big drinker but the vodka was easing the chill inside her. It’d been brutal at home, facing her parents, explaining that Charles had changed his mind and she didn’t know why, but she had to believe it was for the best.

Maybe it was.

Maybe it wasn’t.

She was just glad she hadn’t cried while apologizing to them. She hadn’t crumpled. She’d stood tall, and her voice had been firm, and she’d kissed her parents, and hugged them.

Jenny may have been calm, but her mom had been emotional, pressing trembling fingers to her mouth, while tears welled in her eyes. “Did we do something wrong, baby?” her mother had asked.

“Heavens no,” Jenny answered briskly, hugging her mother again. “This was between Charles and me. This was an us thing, not a you thing, and I’m sorry for the embarrassment I’ve caused. I’m sorry to disappoint you, too. I know you both were so excited and proud.”

Thank goodness the doorbell rang then. Chelsea and Sage arrived in the nick of time. They’d changed from their bridesmaid gowns into street clothes and had unpinned and combed out their hair, losing the formal wedding up-dos.

“We figured you didn’t need to bump into the Monmouths again today,” Chelsea said, setting the suitcase in the hall.

“And you probably would like to get out of the dress,” Sage added. “So we brought clothes.” She held up a little gold bag. “And chocolates.”

Of course Sage would bring chocolates. Sage, owner of Copper Mountain Chocolates, knew Jenny had a terrible weakness for salted caramels and dark decadent chocolate. Jenny smiled through her tears. “Thank you.”

“Now go change,” Chelsea said. “We’re dragging you out for a drink. And even if you don’t need one, we do. We want to know what’s going on.”

At Grey’s Saloon, in the back booth in the dark bar, Jenny told them everything. Or virtually everything. She left out the part about meeting Colton Thorpe, and running down the street, and then the ride home in Colton’s truck…

“Don’t leave,” Chelsea said more firmly. “You belong here. This is home.”

Jenny pushed back a long blonde lock of hair, tucking it behind her ear. “What would I do here?”

“Do what you do in Chicago… administrative stuff. Assistant to the manager sort of thing.” Chelsea thought for a moment. “I wonder if the school district office could use you. You should check on Monday and see if they have any openings.”

“I’m sure there would be something in Bozeman,” Sage said.

“But that’s a forty-minute drive,” Chelsea protested. “She won’t want to do that, especially in winter. She might as well live in Bozeman then, which actually isn’t a terrible idea. Bozeman would probably be easier for you, if you’ve gotten used to city living, and they have the university there, and lots of big corporations…” Her voice drifted away, her attention caught by something happening at the front of the bar.

Jenny turned to look to see what Chelsea was looking at, and her heart did a funny double beat.

Colton Thorpe had arrived.

Heat surged through her, blood scalding her cheeks. Feeling terribly juvenile and breathless, she watched as he crossed the saloon and took a seat at the long bar counter.

“Wow,” Sage said.

Chelsea watched Jenny watching Colton. “Didn’t you used to have a huge crush on Colton?” she asked, trying to suppress a smirk and failing. Probably deliberately failing, too. “Back when we were in high school?”
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Still hot, cheeks still burning, Jenny shook her head hard. “No.”

Chelsea’s smirk grew. “Yes, you did. You did. And it was bad.”

“No, not in high school,” Jenny said, tugging on her black sweater, ridiculously overwarm. “Maybe in sixth grade. Seventh grade. Back when I was just a kid and didn’t know better.”








The Tycoon’s Forced Bride


Chapter Five
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Shoulders hunched, Colton propped his elbows on the bar and glared at his beer bottle.

He was angry. He felt cheated. Robbed.

He came to Grey’s Saloon for a cold drink and some proper male conversation—small talk about crops and ranching, weather and how it impacted local crops and ranchers, as well as speculation about tomorrow’s NFL games.

What he didn’t come for was female chatter and laughter. And he certainly didn’t drive to Grey’s Saloon to be around Jenny Wright.

He was here to escape thoughts of Jenny Wright.

But even at the counter he could hear her and her friends in the back booth talking. She was with one of the Carrigan girls… one of Dani’s younger sisters. He’d gone to school with Dani. They’d been in the same class. He’d kissed her their freshman year of high school at a party. Seven minutes in heaven or something like that. And then the seven minutes became fourteen. She wouldn’t let it go further than that. But of course he had to try.

He shook his head, glad he wasn’t a kid anymore. He’d sure gotten into a lot of trouble as a kid. He’d learned a few things since then, things like self-control.

But when Jenny’s voice rose in husky laughter from the back of the bar, Colton felt a tightness in his chest and an impatience in his pulse that was the opposite of control.

He was attracted to Jenny. He wanted her. But she was exactly the kind of woman he shouldn’t want because she seemed to be an awful lot like his ex-wife…

A beautiful blonde in need of a sugar daddy.

His stomach rolled. He took a long swig of beer. From now on he was keeping Jenny at arm’s length. She might be easy on the eyes, but she was totally off limits.
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Jenny was determined to ignore Colton. She refused to look at him. Wouldn’t even peek in his direction. He wasn’t here.

Well, he was here, and drinking beer, was on his second right now.

Not that she was counting. Or paying him any attention. Or had noticed that he’d changed from his t-shirt to a long-sleeved Henley that hugged his muscular torso like a glove.

“He’s the honorary chair this year for the rodeo,” Sage said, ever so casually, as if reading Jenny’s mind.

Jenny sipped her cocktail. “Who?” she asked innocently, feigning ignorance.

Chelsea’s lips curved as she curled in the corner of her side of the booth. “You’re not fooling anyone. You’ve glanced at him at least a half-dozen times in the past half hour.”

“I don’t even know what you’re talking about,” Jenny protested, her hands circling her cocktail glass, her finger strangely empty since removing her ring at her parents’ house.

Sage shook her head. “You always were a terrible liar.”

“Horrendous,” Chelsea agreed, lifting her cocktail in mock salute. “But that’s okay. It’s good to know that in a world of rapid change, some things are the same.”

Jenny glared at them. “I thought you two were supposed to be my friends.”

“We are,” Sage said. “That’s why we’re giving you some need-to-know-information.”

“Colton Thorpe’s a big deal now,” Chelsea added. “The steering committee was thrilled when he agreed to be the chair for this year’s rodeo.”

“Why this year?” Jenny asked, hoping to distract them.

“It’s the seventy-fifth anniversary this year,” Sage explained, “and who better to represent the Copper Mountain Rodeo than Marietta’s—” she stopped and glanced at Chelsea, then Jenny, uncertain. Her worried expression turned to a frown. “Um… Jenny… Charles has just walked in…” Her frown deepened. “And he’s, uh, not walking so good.”

Stomach falling, Jenny turned in the booth to look. Her stomach fell even further, taking her heart with it. It was Charles. He was still in his tuxedo, too, but now missing the bowtie and with the collar unbuttoned, revealing his throat and pale chest.

In all the years she’d worked for him, she’d never seen Charles publicly disheveled. “What is he doing here?” she whispered, glancing at her watch. Shouldn’t he have left Marietta hours ago?

Charles spotted them in the back corner. He staggered towards them.

Oh, God. He was drunk. But Charles never drank too much. It was one of his top three cardinal rules.

“Apparently he’s looking for you” Sage said.

Icy cold replaced the dizzying warmth Jenny felt when Colton entered the bar and she slouched low in the booth, wishing the ground would open up. She did not want to talk to Charles. Not now. Not ever. “I can’t do this,” she said, her voice low and hoarse. “Can’t listen to any more from him.”

“If that’s what you want, we’ll get rid of him,” Chelsea said, sitting tall and straightening her shoulders, looking every inch the authoritative history teacher she was.

Sage tucked a long red curl behind her ear. “But what if he’s come to apologize?” she asked. “What if he changed his mind?”

Before Jenny could respond, Charles’s footsteps rang out on the hardwood floor, and then he was there, swaying next to their table.

“Jenny,” he said, slurring her name.

Jenny wrinkled her nose. He reeked. Sweat and alcohol and way too much cologne.

“Jenny,” he repeated louder. “I need to speak to you.”

Stomach churning, Jenny jerked her chin up to look into his pale blue eyes which were more pink than blue. He didn’t just stink, he looked like hell, too. “You’re drunk,” she said.

“Oh, yeah. I am,” he agreed. “Most definitely I am.”

She didn’t know whether to laugh or feel sorry for him. “How did you get here?”

“Walked.” He swayed on his feet. “Got lost. It’s a bigger town than I thought.”


It wasn’t a big town. The Graff Hotel was just two measly blocks away from Grey’s Saloon. “You must have gone the wrong direction. If you’d left the hotel entrance and walked down First, you would have been here in less than five minutes.”

“Well, I didn’t. I went past the depot and then a lumberyard and to some strip mall with a bar called Wolf Den. Definitely not my crowd.” He swayed and had to grab the table for support. “Bikers and truckers everywhere. Maybe even a hooker. Hard to say.”

Jenny suppressed a laugh. Wolf Den was not a bar for the faint of heart. She couldn’t even imagine Charles Monmouth walking in there. In his tux no less. “How much did you drink?”

“Jack Daniels.”

“Not what. How much?”

“A whole bottle. I think.” He reached up to push lank brown hair back from his forehead. The gesture required tremendous concentration. “Jen, I think I made a mistake. I don’t want to lose you—”

“This is just the alcohol talking,” she interrupted him, the urge to laugh disappearing. “And I don’t like drunks and men who get sloppy on alcohol. But you know that.”

“’Cause your dad’s a drunk.”

Jenny would have smacked Charles if he wasn’t already such a mess. Instead she got to her feet and faced him. “Go back to the hotel. Get your stuff. And go home—”

“Not without you, Jen,” he protested, reaching for her.

She sidestepped his grab. “No. I’m not going with you. We’re finished. You made that perfectly clear earlier—”

“I was wrong.”

“No.”

“I was. And I’m sorry. Okay? I’m groveling. Want me to kneel?” He looked at her, eyes completely unfocused. “Fine, I’ll kneel.”

She yanked on his arm to keep him from going to his knees. “This isn’t funny, Charles. I’m not amused. Please go. Now.”

“I can’t. I can’t go without you. Come back to Chicago with me. Come home with me, and we’ll just put this behind us. Pretend it didn’t happen—”

“But it did happen!” She took a quick step back as he reached for her again. “And I don’t want to do this. It’s humiliating. For both of us.”

“No one’s looking.” The words ran together, a sloppy slur. “And if they are, who cares? I don’t care. This is just a pisspot of a town—”

“Hey!” Chelsea protested, interrupting Charles. “That’s rude.”

He glanced at her, held his hands up. “Sorry. But it’s true.” He turned back to Jenny. “So come with me, sweetie, and we’ll just put this behind us and pretend it didn’t happen.”


“But it did happen,” Jenny said fiercely. “And Marietta isn’t a pisspot. It’s my home. It’s where all the people I love live, and you shamed me here. You shamed my entire family—”

“They’ll get over it.”

“Maybe. And maybe not. But you don’t have a say in it. You have no say in my life—”

“Sweetie, you’re being dramatic.”

Jenny laughed, incredulous, her gaze briefly meeting Sage and Chelsea’s. “Dramatic? Charles, today was the most painful, embarrassing day of my life. Today was supposed to be our wedding… the wedding we planned for months… and now what do you propose we do? Plan another wedding? Run off to Vegas?”

“We don’t need to get married. There’s no reason to marry.”

“There’s not?”

“No. We’re a good team without being married. We work good together. We work damn great together.” He was slurring the words but he smacked his hand on his other for emphasis. “Why marry? Why ruin a great thing?”

“Because we wanted a family,” she whispered.

He swiped the air with his hand. “Don’t need a family. Don’t need kids. I don’t even like kids. Snotty nosed little bastards always whining and crying for something.”

She couldn’t believe any of this. “You are out of your mind.”

“I’m not. I actually know exactly what I’m saying.”

“You do?”

“Yes. I know you’re mad, and hurt, but you’ll get over it. We’ll go back to Chicago and things will be okay.”

“They won’t.”

“Why not?”

“I wanted a family, Charles. I wanted to be a mom.”

“Kids will ruin your figure.” He grinned at her. “You’ve a great figure, too.”

Jenny felt a bubble of hysterical laughter rise in her chest, making her throat ache and her eyes burn. “You are so drunk you’re not even making sense. You need to go back to the hotel and sleep this off—”

“I will, if you come back with me,” he said grabbing at her, his fingers wrapping around her arm. “I need you.”

“Too late.”

“Come on. Don’t be mean. We’re a team. You and me.”

She peeled his fingers off, disgusted. “We were never a team.”

He looked injured. “Of course we were. We were the best team. You and me working together, making money, making Charles Monmouth III the best wealth advisor in all of Chicago.”

“And let me guess…you don’t want to marry me, but you’d still like me to keep working for you?”

“Yes!” His bloodshot eyes lit up. “There’s no assistant better than you.”

“You’re out of your mind.”

“You can still live with me. That was good.”

“You don’t love me. You never loved me,” she added softly, wonderingly, realizing all over again how empty and cold their relationship had been.

“I love everything about you.” He reached for her again. “Just don’t want to marry you. But that’s okay. Not everybody needs to settle down and all that.”

She slapped his hand as he made another grab for her. “Don’t!”

“Sweetie.”

“You need to go back to the Graff Hotel. You need to sober up. I’ll call you a cab.”

“I don’t want a cab. I want you. Come home with me.”

“No.” She blinked hard, her eyes gritty, stinging, her heart on fire, too. Because this was her fault. All of this was her fault. She’d lost herself in Chicago, lost her values and her dreams and had settled for a relationship that had nothing to do with love. “We’re finished. It’s over. We’re through. You need to go back to Chicago, Charles—”

“No.”

“Yes.” Her voice broke, pain and exhaustion wearing her down, bringing her to an all new low. “Please, go, Charles. Just go.” The tears were starting to fall and she couldn’t stop them, all dignity and self-respect gone.

“Jenny,” Charles protested, making another grab for her and suddenly Colton was there, stepping between them, shifting Jenny behind him.

“The lady said no,” Colton’s deep voice was hard. His big frame blocked Charles’s path, preventing him from having access to her. “Now why don’t you do as she said, and take yourself back to the hotel and sober up before you say or do something you just might regret.”

Charles squinted up at Colton. “I don’t think your name is Jenny, and I don’t remember talking to you.”

“It’s not Jenny. It’s Colt Thorpe, and this is Marietta, not Chicago and we don’t treat our women this way in Marietta. Understand me?”

Charles drew himself tall, but even then he barely came to Colton’s shoulder. “I don’t think you know who you’re talking to, cowboy.”

The corner of Colton’s mouth curved, his dark blue eyes sparking. “Oh, I know exactly who I’m talking to.” Expression hard, jaw tight, he turned to look at Jenny. “You okay?”

She nodded, and wiped away tears.

“Want me to throw him out?” Colton asked brusquely.

Her eyes met his, and she shook her head. “No.”

“I’d be happy to.”

Her lips trembled. She wanted so badly to smile. Instead she gulped a breath as her eyes met his. There was heat in his eyes. So much heat. And it wasn’t a friendly fire. It was protective as well as intimidating, and it struck her that Colton Thorpe, if provoked, could be a dangerous man.

He’d certainly had made a name for himself as a teenager with his love of fighting. She couldn’t imagine that he’d lost any of his speed or strength since then. If anything, he was probably even better with his fists.

“Thank you, but no, that’s not necessary,” she said. “He might break something,” she added. “And his family is lawsuit happy. It’s not worth it.” She shot Charles a furious, scathing glance. “He’s not worth it.”

She looked from Charles to her friends who were watching wide-eyed, and then back to Colton’s whose brilliant blue gaze burned against the bronze of his skin.

The intensity of Colton’s gaze made her legs turn to jelly and her belly flip and her throat seal closed.

There wasn’t enough air in the bar.

Wasn’t enough air anywhere.

She grabbed her purse from the table and stumbled outside. She paced outside the bar, back and forth on the pavement, her silhouette shadowed from the cascading moonlight, footsteps loud on the quiet night. Marietta could turn into a ghost town at night if there wasn’t something special happening downtown.


She shoved hair back from her face as she marched back and forth, trying to work through her chaotic emotions. Today had been such a rollercoaster, and the drops and dips just kept coming, the free-fall feeling getting worse as the night went on.

Charles would keep her as an assistant but wouldn’t marry her.

He loved her body but didn’t love her.

He hated kids. Had he ever even wanted a family?


What was true? And real? And how could she get it all so wrong?

She rubbed at her temple, head throbbing, eyes stinging, heartsick.

For a smart girl, she’d been so damn stupid…

The bar door opened, yellow light spilled out. Slow, measured footsteps sounded behind her. She glanced over her shoulder, expecting her friends. Instead it was Colton.

Another hot electric jolt shot through her as he stepped behind her. She felt him all the way through her. Madness.

“I told the girls I’d check on you,” Colton said quietly. “They’re worried about you.”

“I’m fine.”

Colton stood with his boots planted, arms crossed over his chest, shoulders a mile wide. “Sorry, darlin’. Nobody is going to believe that one.”

She shot him a hard look. “You don’t need to be nice to me. I’m not going to break.”


“Never said you were.”

She shook her head and resumed pacing, fingers balling into fists as she marched back and forth. “I am so mad I can’t stand it. So mad I want to scream.”

Colton’s head tipped sideways as he watched her frenetic pacing. “He’s drunk, darlin’. He’ll sober up. Tomorrow morning things will be fine—”

“No, they won’t,” she said, cutting him short. “And I’m glad.” She shot him another swift glance, nerves taut, screaming. She felt as if she was about to fall apart and it had nothing to do with Charles showing up at Grey’s Saloon drunk. It had nothing to do with Charles at all. “I was stupid. I’ve been stupid. It’s rather horrifying, actually.”

“Stupid how?”

“It wasn’t enough, and I tried to pretend it was.” She clapped a hand to her forehead and pressed hard as if the pressure could silence the wild whir of thoughts and the frantic tangled emotion. “I should have been the one to stop this. I should have been the one to see it for what it was. To name it. Label it. I should have at the very least been honest.” She pressed harder at her head, holding all the brutal recriminations in. “I wasn’t, though. And that’s the part I can’t forgive. It’s not him. It’s me.”

“People make mistakes.”

“Yeah,” she choked, looking away, and biting into her lip, unable to say more. As it was she’d said too much.

The door to the bar opened. Chelsea and Sage stepped out, the door closing behind them.

“Hey,” Sage said, coming up to give Jenny a hug. “It’s going to be okay.”

Jenny nodded, and blinked back tears, grateful for the hug, and her friends. She didn’t have this in Chicago. She had no one in Chicago. Just her job. And her professional reputation. “Thanks,” she murmured against Sage’s shoulder.

“It’s certainly been an interesting day,” Chelsea said, smiling at Jenny and keeping her tone light. “You are going to have stories, girl.”

Jenny wiped away the tears before they could fall. “I could use a few less stories right now.” She drew a deep ragged breath. “Speaking of stories, what’s Charles doing?”

“Sleeping,” Chelsea answered.

“He passed out,” Sage added.

“Passed out?” Jenny repeated.

Sage nodded. “He’s out cold.”

Chelsea fished in her purse for her car keys. “Reese said he’d let him sleep it off for awhile and then get a cab for him.”

Jenny exhaled with relief. She was glad she wouldn’t have to deal with Charles. She’d had more than enough of Charles Monmouth III. “Good.”

Chelsea dangled the keys from her finger. “You must be pretty tired, too.”

“I am,” Jenny agreed, but she wasn’t ready to go home. She didn’t want to go home. Didn’t want to be trapped in her little house with her family worrying about her, fussing over her.

“I’ll drive you back,” Chelsea offered.

Jenny hesitated. She wanted to go to Chelsea’s house. Wanted to go to Sage’s. Wanted to go anywhere but to her house. It would be awful. It’d be suffocating. “Sure,” she said, unconvincingly.

Sage and Chelsea exchanged glances. “You can come back to my apartment,” Sage offered. “I can make a bed up for you on my couch.”

Jenny was seriously tempted, but she also knew that Sage had to work in the morning, which meant Sage would need to wake up early to start melting the ingredients and pouring all the gourmet chocolates she made by hand. Her business really was a labor of love.

“Or you can go grab something to eat with me,” Colton said.

For a moment there was just silence.

He shrugged, unconcerned. “I’m starving. I need to eat.”

“I am hungry,” Jenny said, her stomach suddenly growling.

“That settled that,” he answered. “We’ll go eat.”









The Tycoon’s Forced Bride


Chapter Six
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Colton drove her to Rocco’s for dinner. Normally there was a wait at the popular Italian restaurant but the pretty hostess remembered Colton, and fell all over herself trying to get him a table right away, seating them in one of the big dark red leather booths against the wall.

Colton waited for Jenny to sit, and then slid into the booth seat opposite hers.

“I’ve never been here,” she confessed, gazing around the restaurant. “It’s quite charming.”

Faux grapes dangled in red and purple clusters from the arbor trellis-covered ceiling. Murals of the golden and green Tuscan countryside adorned the walls. Red candles burned and dripped in straw-wrapped Chianti bottles on every red checked table cloth. A wall fountain tinkled with water and sound.

“It was quite the date place when I was in school,” he answered. “I’m surprised no one ever brought you here.”

She held her menu tight to her chest, as if it were a shield and she needed protection. And maybe she did because Colton was far too rugged and handsome in the candlelight. “I didn’t date a lot in high school.”

“Why not?”

“I was shy. And painfully introverted. As well as a very late bloomer.”

“I bet all those guys are kicking themselves now.”

She flushed. “I doubt that.” She opened her menu to hide her pink cheeks. “So what’s good here? What would you recommend?”

“All the pasta dishes are homemade. I recommend them all, unless you’re one of those women who won’t eat carbs.”

Jenny smiled. “I definitely eat carbs. I love pizza, and pasta and garlic bread and garlic cheese bread… the more cheese the better.”

“Can’t believe that. You’re tiny.”

“I run, and work out, but I also like to eat.” Her gaze dropped back down to her menu, shy again. “I know you just got home. I feel bad taking you away from your family.”

“Don’t. We were just eating takeout tonight,” he said, ignoring his menu. “And when I come home, I like to visit my favorite places, and Rocco’s is one of my personal favorites. Came here with two other couples for my senior prom.”

“I bet it was fun.”

He nodded. “Where did you go?”

She reached for her water glass, took a quick sip. “I didn’t go to the prom.”

“I can’t believe you weren’t asked.”

She sighed. “I was.”

He waited.

She shrugged. “It wasn’t… realistic. To go.” She shrugged again. “So I didn’t.”

“Why wasn’t it?”

“I didn’t have the money for a dress and boutonniere and hair and all that stuff. And it wasn’t a big deal, either,” Jenny added quickly, before he could say something that would make her feel even more awkward. “He was a nice guy but we weren’t dating, and it just was too much money for something that wasn’t all that special.”

“You don’t think your senior prom is special?”

“I don’t think being frivolous with money is smart.” She looked up, their gazes colliding and holding. “I am actually quite cautious, and frugal.” Her lips pursed and she made a soft rough mocking sound. “Not that you’d know it today. That wedding cost a fortune.”

“Are your parents upset with you?”

She hesitated a little longer this time. “No. I’m lucky that way. They’ve never pushed me. Never had high expectations for me.” Her lips curved wistfully. “I’m the one that puts pressure on me. I can be really hard on myself. I’m far too driven for my own good.”

“Ambition isn’t a bad thing.”

“Not if you’re Colton Thorpe and a national champion. But if you’re just a secretary…” She shook her head, struggled to smile. “I hated being a secretary. But apparently I was good at it. Men loved my efficiency. My commitment. My ability to sacrifice my personal life for their professional life.”

“You did that?”

“Daily. It was the job.”

“Why would you?”

“Because eventually you get paid good money for being a valuable asset.” Her smile turned mocking. “There are even bonuses when you become invaluable. So that’s what I was determined to become, Charles Monmouth’s invaluable executive assistant.”

“I gather from what he was saying at Grey’s, you succeeded.”

“Yes.”

“He wants you to return to Chicago with him,” Colton added.

“But I won’t. Even if I return to Chicago, I’d never work for him again. That part of my life is over.” Her eyes suddenly stung and her chest ached again, a lump filling her throat making it hard to swallow. “Sorry,” she said huskily, blinking to dry the tears. “I don’t want to cry again. I can’t stand crying. Makes me hate myself when I do it.”

“You hate yourself for crying?”

She nodded. “Crying doesn’t solve problems. And it’s a sign of weakness. It’s one of my rules of conduct—”

“You have rules of conduct?” he interrupted, creases fanning from his eyes, his deep voice tinged with laughter.

“Of course. Doesn’t everyone?”

“Oh, probably a few. But it sounds funny for a pretty little girl like you to say she does.”

Jenny ignored the pretty little girl part. “What are your rules?”

He leaned back against the booth, lips twitching, blue eyes warm. “Don’t drink and drive. Don’t hook up with married chicks. And don’t piss off cops or any other law enforcement official. Jail’s not fun.”

She laughed. “You’ve been to jail?”

“Couple times.”

“For what? Drinking, driving too fast, fighting?”

“Pretty much. But it’s been ten years since I last got in trouble like that.”

“What happened?”

“I got booked in Shreveport for public intoxication. Jail sobered me up real quick. Haven’t been stupid that way since.”

“You’re not a big drinker?”

“I like a couple of beers. I don’t like losing control.”

That part certainly resonated with her. “I don’t either. Which is why I hate crying.”

His smile was easy. “I’m okay with women crying, but not a fan of a man crying, not unless his dog has died, and then I expect some tears.”

Jenny laughed.

His eyes glimmered warm. “You have a pretty laugh. You should laugh more.”

They stopped talking long enough to order dinner, and then kept conversation light while they shared bruschetta and a Caprese salad before their entrees arrived.

They each had a glass of red wine with dinner, just one, but the wine seemed to go straight to Jenny’s head despite her plate of pumpkin raviolis in the most delicious sage and brown butter sauce she’d ever had.

Colton was right. The food was delicious here and she’d eaten a lot, but even with a full belly, she felt light-headed and breathless.

She was just too aware of Colton.

Too aware of the way the candlelight accented his high hard cheekbone and the little scar curving across the bone.

Too aware of his firm mouth and the press of his lips.

Too aware of the bronze of his skin at his throat and the taut planes of his chest beneath the thin knit t-shirt.

She’d never cared about Charles’ appearance. She’d told herself she liked slender men, intellectual men. She’d convinced herself that looks didn’t matter.

But suddenly she couldn’t stop focusing on Colton’s face and body and the way he moved, and the curl of his strong fingers as they held his fork, or reached for his wine glass.

Everything he did looked strong and smooth and beautiful.

Jenny swallowed hard and knotted her napkin in her lap, thinking if she didn’t get home soon she’d get herself into some serious trouble. “That was lovely,” she said. “And when the bill comes, I’ll figure out my part. I think it’s around forty dollars or so.”

Colton’s head lifted and he gave her a strange look. “Your part?”

“Yes. My half of the bruschetta and salad, the ravioli and the wine.”

“I asked you to dinner.”

“I know but it’s not a date and I’m not going to let you pay—”

“I asked you to dinner,” he repeated quietly.

“Yes, but—”

“This was my treat.”

“You don’t need to treat me.”

“Are you trying to insult me?”

“No.” She went hot, then cold. Her brow creased. “No. Not at all. I was simply trying to be fair.”

“Fair,” he repeated thoughtfully, studying her from across the table. “Speaking of fair, I’m going to ask you something and it might ruin what’s been a very nice dinner, but I need to ask. So I can be fair to you. But did you love Charles? Deeply love him?”

An icy wave swept through her, suddenly sick, stomach churning. “I… loved… him. But I’m not sure what you mean by deeply love.”

“Did you ever feel like you’d die without him?”

Jenny held her breath a moment, as the queasiness increased. She needed a moment to settle her nerves. “I loved that he was intelligent and ambitious. I loved that he was a risk-taker. I understood it. I thought I could be a good wife for him.”

“Forgive me darlin’, but that doesn’t sound very romantic.”

“I’m not—” she sucked her lip in, chewed it for courage, “—romantic. Never have been. Don’t think I ever will be.”

He gave her a long look.

Heart pounding, she forced a casual shrug. “Romance is overrated, Colton.”

He gave her an even longer look, his expression revealing disbelief.

She felt as if she’d swallowed a bucket of nails. Her stomach hurt. Everything inside her hurt. Even her eyes felt gritty and dry, stinging from all the emotion she was suppressing, emotion that no one else would understand.

Colton would never understand what it’d been like…. the way people had looked at her, and her sisters. The pity. The sympathy. The judgment. The little girls were always dressed in clothes purchased at the thrift store on Front Street and they’d wear them until gray and threadbare. They’d wear their jackets until they were too tight on their shoulders and their wrists jutted out pale and knobby, little skeleton arms poking out of puffy winter coats. Coats were expensive. You didn’t get a new one because you wanted a new one. You got a new one when there was absolutely nothing else you could wear.

She was marrying Charles because he was smart and successful and showed up for work, clean and sober. She admired his work ethic. She respected his ethic. His ethic resonated with her. She had the same drive. Becoming his partner had made sense to her. They could work together to accomplish shared goals. They wouldn’t just survive. They’d flourish, and thrive.

By marrying Charles she could give her children everything she’d never had… parents who shared the same work ethic, parents who complimented each other’s skills, parents who knew how to provide.

It hadn’t seemed mercenary. It’d been practical. And practical was important. It was the thing missing in her childhood. There had been love, but there hadn’t been enough of essentials like bread and milk, beef, chicken, and fresh vegetables.

“Marrying Charles meant that I could be a different woman than my mom,” she said quietly, ending the uneasy silence. “It meant that my children would have a different life than I did. And that was—and still is—important to me. It would kill me if I had children and they had to go through what I went through. It was hard. Really hard.”

“And yet it made you who you are today.”

“Yes. Practical. Pragmatic. Unromantic.” She struggled to smile but failed. “I know how it sounds. I’ve heard people whisper… she’s just marrying Charles Monmouth for his money… but those people don’t know him, or me. They don’t know that I work twelve, thirteen hour days to make sure he succeeds. I wasn’t marrying him to be on Easy Street. I was marrying him to be his partner. To help protect his career, and grow his business, and take it to the next level. I liked being instrumental to his success. I was an essential part of his team. It felt good to be needed, and rewarded. It felt good to finally be someone.”

“You’ve always been someone.”

“But it wasn’t until I worked for Charles’s company that I could do something for my family. My parents would have lost their house four years ago if I hadn’t taken on their mortgage. My sisters were able to go to college because I took care of their tuition and books. And I didn’t mind doing it. I was glad to do it. I was glad I could help. It made me proud.”

“I don’t disagree with anything you’re saying. But who is taking care of you, Jenny?”

She lifted her chin. “I take care of myself.”

“And what about love? True love? Mad, passionate love? You don’t want that, either?”

She closed her eyes a moment, overwhelmed by pain. He was touching on old wounds and scars, pressing on bruises that suddenly were tender all over again. “I don’t believe in it,” she said faintly. “I don’t believe that kind of love exists.”

“Because you don’t want to feel it?”

“Because I’ve never felt it.”

“Not for anyone? Ever?”

He was staring hard at her, searching her face, and their eyes met, held, holding for so long that spots danced before her eyes.

Breathe, she told herself. Breathe.

She exhaled hard, eyes burning, stinging, heart aching.

She’d always had a crush on him, but it’d been immature and sweet, adolescent dreams fueled by a feverish imagination that had no relationship to reality.

She’d liked the teenage Colton—the tall, lanky boy body, his dark blonde hair, the blue eyes, the broad shoulders, his endless cocky confidence.

She still liked his hair, his face, his impressive male body with all the muscles and taut hard planes.

But there was more.

She wanted more.

She wanted to feel the weight of his hard muscular body, wanted the feel of his hands on her skin, his fingers against her breasts, his hips bearing down on hers.

She’d never craved sex before but she craved it now. Craved him, craving the things she’d never felt but believed he could make her feel. Pleasure. Satisfaction.

Maybe even peace.

Or maybe not.

But she was almost thirty and she’d been a hard worker and a dutiful daughter and an exceptional employee.

Now she wanted to feel like a woman. She wanted to feel as if she mattered, and her body mattered, and she wanted him to be the one to seduce her, satiate her.

He, with his big hard body and piercing blue eyes and deep raspy voice.

She wanted his hands and his mouth exploring her, his hard body filling her.

She wanted him. She wanted to be taken and pleasured.

Taken and satiated.

Taken.

Known.
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Colton felt the moment the energy changed between them, the air suddenly electric, charged with interest, crackling with awareness. Desire.

The desire wasn’t one-sided. He’d wanted Jenny Wright from the moment he spotted her on the street corner in her fancy wedding gown.

But the desire now was sharper, harder, heavier.

His body felt heavy and hungry. He felt fierce, almost predatory and knew he wasn’t what Jenny needed, particularly not hours after being jilted.

She needed a kind man, a gentle man, a man who would spoil her and treat her like a princess.

Colton didn’t know how to do that.

His expertise was in the bedroom, and yeah, he had solid technique, but he knew Jenny didn’t need a mind-blowing orgasm as much as she needed TLC.

Colt didn’t have a clue how to give TLC.


“I should get you home,” he said, fishing into his pocket for a wad of bills and peeling off four twenties and tucking them into the leather billfold.

She nodded and got to her feet. She rubbed her hands against the front of her thighs, as though she were nervous. Or excited. Probably both.

It would be so easy to kiss her right now. To slide his hands into her hair and wrap the silken strands around his fingers and hold her head back so he could take her mouth, exploring the softness and warmth as he molded her slim body to his.

He hardened all over again. He’d been in a state of arousal all night. It was ridiculous, being hard for hours, his aching erection straining against the denim.

They left Rocco’s in silence. As they approach his truck, Jenny misjudged the curb and would have fallen if he hadn’t reached for her, and held her up.

“Thanks for the save,” she said, her voice pitched low. “Now I feel like Charles.”

“You’re not drunk,” he answered, putting his arm around her to steady her. “You’re just tired.”

“I am,” she agreed.

Colton kept his arm around her as he walked her to his truck. He could feel her warmth with her slender body tucked up against his side, and smell the scent of her shampoo. Her hair smelled good, she smelled good, and felt good.

He was sure she would taste just as good, too.

Just like that he went hot and hard all over again, and the heat surging through him tested his temper, testing his control.

He shouldn’t want her this much. He shouldn’t want anybody this much.

He was glad when they reached his truck. He opened the passenger door for her and stepped back to let her climb in.

But she didn’t climb in. She turned around, faced him.

They were standing so close he could feel her breath and see the rise and fall of her breasts beneath her thin black sweater.

“I wish you were still a bad boy,” she said quietly, her face tilted up to his, her wide brown eyes meeting his and holding.

“Why?” he asked, his fingers itching to push her long blonde hair back from her face so he could caress the sweep of her high cheekbone, and the beautiful line of her jaw.

“Because then you could make me forget today.”

Colton swallowed hard, and counted to five before trusting himself to speak. “I’m not even going to go there, darlin’. It’s bad enough you’ll wake up with a headache. You don’t need to wake up with a bunch of regrets.”


“My only regret is that I’ve never had what I always wanted to have.” Her lips curved but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. “You.”

“You don’t want me, babe.”

She reached out and placed a light hand on his chest, her fingers shaking. Her voice shook, too. “I’ve wanted you my whole life.”

He didn’t remember moving. He didn’t mean to move toward her. He certainly didn’t intend to kiss her. But suddenly his head dipped, blocking the moon, and his lips covered hers.

She shuddered as the touch of his mouth and something wild and fierce swept through him, and he drew her against him, close, so close, that he could feel the soft crush of her breasts against his chest and her tremulous breath as she inhaled.

“Easy,” he murmured as her breath hitched, and then unable to help himself, he wrapped an arm around her, his hand low on her hips, his palm cupping her butt, urging her even closer because he couldn’t remember the last time a woman felt this right in his arms, or a kiss made him feel this good.

When he finally let her go a few minutes later, they were both breathing hard and Jenny’s brown eyes were huge, and her lips were soft, and almost bruised.

“Wow,” she whispered, blinking at him, expression dazed.

He swallowed hard. God help him, but he felt the exact same way.

“I better get you home,” he said gruffly, aware that if he didn’t take her home now, she wouldn’t be going home tonight. He’d be taking her somewhere private, somewhere that had a big bed and a door that locked, and a Do Not Disturb sign for the door.

She nodded once and silently climbed up into his truck.

Colton walked slowly around to the driver’s seat. He had to walk slow. He needed the time to get his control back.








The Tycoon’s Forced Bride


Chapter Seven


[image: ‡]‡

Jenny tossed and turned in the twin bunk bed in her childhood bedroom.

She couldn’t sleep. It was impossible to sleep when she felt so hot and bothered.

She wasn’t used to feeling this way. She didn’t get hot and bothered. At least, she’d never lost her head with Charles before.

Charles.

She shuddered, and drew the covers up to her chin, remembering how he’d barged into Grey’s earlier in the night, as drunk as a skunk, insisting she come back to Chicago with him. Even though he didn’t want to marry her.

She shuddered again, remembering how he kept grabbing at her, slurring as he talked.

And then Colton appeared and before she knew it, they were having dinner and talking and she was revealing far too much.

Colton made her feel far too much.

Funny how Charles made her feel cool and calm and beautifully composed. But Colton had the opposite effect. Colton stirred her up, made her restless, made her want things. Different things than she’d ever wanted before and the emotions weren’t pleasant. The emotions scared her.

She turned over again, onto her stomach, clutching her pillow with both arms, humming with awareness. She could still feel Colton’s mouth on hers, still feel the press of his hard body and it made her body tingle. She felt tense and yet alive, her emotions wild, her desires even wilder.

It was all she could do to stop thinking. It was another hour before she finally fell asleep.
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Jenny woke up to sunlight pouring through cracks in the blinds at her window. She glanced at the clock. Eight twenty. That was late for her to still be in bed.

Leaving her room, she spotted her parents in the living room, watching the morning news. They were both engrossed in the broadcast and she continued on to the kitchen where she filled a mug with what was left of the coffee.

Jenny drank her coffee black. She had never liked it black, but Charles told her his best assistants drank only black coffee. It had no calories and was faster to make, with less wasted time stirring in creamers and sweeteners.

Charles.

She shook her head, wondering what had possessed her to turn herself inside out to please him. To be perfect for him. Which meant becoming no one… just a pretty, accommodating shell of a woman.

What an idiot.

Not just him, but her. She was the one who’d wanted—imagined—that becoming nothing would earn his respect.

She stared down into her black coffee, the color like thin tar.

She hated black coffee. It was bitter and nasty and she liked it rich and sweet. She liked flavor and color. Liked things to taste good and feel good—

Jenny wrenched open the refrigerator door, took the milk from the door, and poured a generous measure into her cup, topping off her coffee. She dumped in a big spoonfull of sugar and then smiled as she stirred, vigorously stirring, swirling the spoon around and around, listening to the metal clink against the ceramic mug, enjoying the scraping sound of the spoon at the bottom of the cup.

She was going to live this week.

She was going to savor every moment, suck every ounce of pleasure from her time home before she returned to Chicago, and she hoped that part of the pleasure was seeing Colton again.

No, he wasn’t safe. Just thinking about him made her pulse quicken and adrenaline race through her.

He was handsome and tough, and overwhelmingly physical. She didn’t feel calm around him. She felt wild.

They had no future together but she didn’t need the future. She needed now.


She needed to live now.

Jenny was taking her first sip of coffee when her mom entered the kitchen.

“This was on the doorstep this morning,” her mother said, giving her the envelope with Jenny written on the front.

Jenny didn’t recognize the handwriting and tore it open.

Inside was one of her diamond and pearl drop earrings and a note.

I found the earring on the seat this morning, knew you’d be worried and wanted to get it back to you.

I’m going to Brock Sheenan’s ranch this morning to look at one of his bulls. Call me if you feel like going. Should be a pretty drive. I’m heading out around nine. Colt

He’d also scrawled his phone number.

Jenny looked up to find her mother watching her. She held up the earring. “Colton Thorpe found my earring.”

“He brought you home last night, didn’t he?” her mother asked, no expression in her voice, or on her face.

Jenny nodded. “We bumped into him at Grey’s Saloon. And then went to Rocco’s for dinner.”

“You and the girls? Or you and the girls, and Colton? Or…?”

“Just Colton and me.” Jenny saw the flicker of emotion in her mother’s eyes that time. “You still don’t like him, do you?”

Her mother took a second to answer and then chose her words with care. “He earned his reputation for a reason.”

“That was fourteen years ago.”

“From what I hear, he hasn’t changed much. He’s not interested in responsibility, or commitments.”

“Apparently Charles wasn’t either,” Jenny muttered under her breath.

“Mandy and Charity are friendly with his sister, Tricia. Colton doesn’t come home often, and yes, he’ll send money home, but he’s left his mother’s care to his sister, and that’s not right. A man takes care of his family. Remember that.”

It was on the tip of Jenny’s tongue to make a comment about her father, but that would be unkind, and would only create tension so she swallowed the remark and nodded, even as she resented her own values and ethics that had made her so cautious in life. So controlling over her situation.

Jenny suddenly wanted to be that girl who was free. She wanted to have a wild streak, an impulsive streak, one that allowed her to take risks and be adventurous, and take the path never traveled.

Her path was so familiar, so very well-traveled that it bored her.

“Jenny, I know you’re hurt, and hurting,” her mother added, her brow still creased, concern in her dark eyes. “I know you’re searching for answers right now, too, but Colton Thorpe isn’t the right answer. And how do I know that? Because your father was like Colton Thorpe. He was handsome and popular and wildly exciting and I threw everything away to be with him. Do I love your father? Yes. But our lives have not been easy, and there have been regrets. I’m sure you know I’ve had regrets. So just be smart. Think with your head, not your heart, and whatever you do, don’t sleep with him. Don’t let yourself get that close to him. Men like Colton and your father are great in bed, but they’re not men that make good life partners.”

Jenny had never heard her mother speak so candidly about life or marriage, much less her own difficult marriage, and her mother’s words had weight, and made a significant impression.

Jenny gave her mother a hug and headed outside to the front porch with her coffee.

Chance Avenue was relatively quiet this morning. Leaves fell from trees. A dog barked once, twice behind a fence as a little boy shot a basketball through a portable hoop in his driveway.

She glanced down the street, saw the rows of small houses and cars, but she could see no rusty orange red truck.

She looked at her watch. Five of nine. It looked like Colton had already left for Brock Sheenan’s ranch.

Her chest ached a little. She straightened her shoulders. She pretended she felt nothing. It was good that he’d gone. She shouldn’t go. Couldn’t go. Not after everything her mother had said.
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Colton’s phone rang at five minutes to nine. He was at the gas station down the street from the hardware store filling his truck when the phone rang, and as he dug the phone from his back pocket, he thought maybe it was Jenny calling.

It wasn’t. It was his mom.

She hoped he hadn’t left for Paradise Valley yet. She’d run out of her favorite pain reliever and hoped he could pick some up at the store.

“I’m at the gas station right now, and they have a little mini market,” he told her. “As soon as I’m done, I’ll go buy you some and will be home in a few minutes.”

Off the phone, Colton finished filling the tank and gazed at the steep mountain slopes framing Marietta. Copper Mountain, one of the largest peaks in the Gallatin Range was to the west, with the Absaroka Range to the east. He loved these two ranges, had grown up in their shadow, and he looked forward to this morning’s drive to Brock’s ranch. Fall was beautiful in Montana and the colors were so striking now with their leaves all shades of russet and gold.

The pump clicked off and he replaced the nozzle, screwed the cap on the tank and headed inside to pay. He picked up the pain killer for his mom, feeling guilty that although he was home, he wasn’t spending more time with her.

He loved his mother. She’d been a wonderful mother but she wasn’t the same since his father died. His dad had always helped her manage her diabetes, but now that he was gone, Mom wouldn’t help herself. She didn’t like testing her blood glucose. She didn’t like pricking her finger. She didn’t like her insulin injections. She didn’t like eating properly. She didn’t like having diabetes and said she was done trying, done taking care of herself.

Colton didn’t know how to respond to that.

He didn’t know what to say or do. He’d tried giving pep talks and encouraging her to get out and meet people. He’d arranged for a special senior shuttle to come by and pick her up and take her places. The shuttle had a lift for her wheelchair and they could make sure she had mobility, but his mom wouldn’t go. His mom wouldn’t leave the house unless he or Tricia took her somewhere, and Colton couldn’t live like that.

He wouldn’t be chained to helplessness.

He didn’t believe in controlling someone through guilt and he resented being manipulated.

So he stopped coming home and he still sent money but it wasn’t the same, he knew it wasn’t.

As a son, he should be doing more for her. He should be staying in touch better. He should maybe even live here, and have her move in with him.

He knew it.

But he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t move back here, and he couldn’t fly in every weekend to give Tricia a break. He’d pay for a nurse or attendant, but he wouldn’t become the attendant.

There were still so many things he wanted in life, so many things he wanted to do and be.

And so when he did come home, like he was now, he was conflicted. Home wasn’t a simple thing. Coming home always made him feel guilty.
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Jenny was still on the porch with her coffee when Colton drove past in his loud Chevy truck. He spotted her on the porch and then braked, then put his truck into reverse and backed up a few feet until he was in front of her house.

“’Morning,” he said.

“Hi.”

“Nice pajamas,” he said, smiling.

She glanced down at her gray striped leggings and long light blue Sleeping Beauty nightshirt and then smiled up at him. “These are classics found in my bedroom dresser’s bottom drawer.” She couldn’t stop smiling. She was glad to see him. She’d wanted to see him, and Colton had such warm blue eyes, and his teeth looked so white this morning against his golden tan. “Thank you for finding my earring.”

“I thought about keeping it, but it might have been a bit feminine for me.”

She laughed out loud. “You’re ridiculous.”

“I am.” He hesitated. “Most definitely.”

For a moment they just looked at each other and Jenny’s chest grew tight as the silence stretched.

She wanted to say something. Wanted to tell him something that would keep him here, talking to her, but she had nothing to say. They really had nothing to say to each other. There was no reason for them to talk, or be together.

Colton seemed to come to the same conclusion. “I better go,” he said after a moment. “I need to drop something off at my mom’s and then get on the road. I promised Brock I’d be there before ten.”

She nodded. “Okay.”

He nodded.

Her chest ached with bottled air.

“All right.” He gave her a faint, crooked smile and lifted a hand in farewell.

Jenny’s eyes burned as he pulled away from the curb.

Let him go. Let him go.

She couldn’t let him go.

“Colton!” She called, moving down the porch steps to the cracked concrete sidewalk.

He braked, stuck his head out the window, looked back at her. “Yes, princess?”

Her heart was hammering so hard it felt as if it’d burst. This was stupid. So stupid. She shouldn’t—

“Can I go with you?” she called to him, her voice too high and thin. But she was nervous. So nervous. “To Brock’s place?” She gulped a breath for courage. “It’s going to be a beautiful day. I’d love to go for the drive. That is, if it’s not too late.”

Colton’s firm mouth eased. His blue gaze warmed. “It’s never too late. Go change and I’ll be back in a few minutes to scoop you up. How much time do you need? Fifteen? Twenty?”

She shook her head, already climbing the steps. “Just five.”

“Just five?”

She grinned. “We could say four.”

He laughed, creases fanning from his eyes. “Big talker.”

“Time me.”

“Fine. The clock is ticking now.”
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His mom needed more than five minutes of his time, and Colton didn’t make it back to his truck until nine-thirty.

Jenny was waiting on her front porch for him, dressed in skinny jeans, leather boots, and a fuzzy oversized caramel-colored sweater that hung half way down to her knees. She’d pulled her long blonde hair into a ponytail and looked like a high school cheerleader, young and fresh and very sweet.

He watched her climb into his truck, thinking it felt right to have her there on the bench seat next to him. It felt so right that it would be easy to lean over and kiss her, as if she was his girl.

He was ready to kiss her again. He wanted to feel her warmth and softness. Wanted to taste her mouth again. He’d liked kissing her. He’d wanted to keep kissing her last night. Had wanted to kiss all of her and discover her and make her his.

The last time he’d felt this way about a woman he’d married her.

And he knew how that turned out.








The Tycoon’s Forced Bride


Chapter Eight
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Jenny curled up on the bench seat of the truck, enjoying the country music playing on the old truck’s radio and the rugged beauty of the Montana landscape beyond her window painted in strokes of green, yellow, blue, and gold.

After leaving Highway 89, they’d taken one of the long narrow roads that cut away from the Yellowstone river to wind up through foothills and pastures, with cabins and ranch houses dotting the land on either side.

The jagged Absarokas already had a little snow dusting the higher peaks and it was predicted that more snow was coming in the next few weeks, but today was dry and fine, with temperatures expected to be in the high sixties to low seventies, not that it’d be that warm on Brock’s ranch, which nestled in the valley tucked deep in the Absaroka Range.

“Do you know Brock?” Colton asked her as they continued to climb higher in the foothills and the valley spread below them, with the Yellowstone River sparkling like a dark blue ribbon against the gold and green fields.

“I don’t know him, but I went to school with one of the Sheenans. Dillon, I think it was. The rest were all older. They’re a big family, aren’t they?”

Colton nodded. “Five boys, one girl, but only Brock and Trey still live around here. The rest have moved East or West. Cormac and Troy have been very successful. It’s Troy who financed that massive renovation on The Graff. Ten million went into that hotel. Crazy. I think it was a waste of money.”

“The hotel is beautiful,” Jenny protested. “It’s back to its original splendor, and now it’s been designated a historical landmark.”

“I just wouldn’t ever put that kind of money into a building, much less a building here in Marietta. Marietta is a dying town—”

“You think so?”

“Maybe not dying,” he corrected. “But I wouldn’t call it thriving.”

“I totally disagree. I think Marietta looks terrific. I see new growth all over the place.” Jenny felt ready to battle and she wasn’t even sure why. Her childhood had been far from idyllic and yet she loved this town. She loved Crawford County, tucked between Gallatin and Park counties. It was an inspiring part of the country, blessed with an abundance of natural beauty. “And I didn’t know that Troy Sheenan was behind the big renovation at The Graff, but I’m glad he did it. I’m glad he saved a historic property so that future generations can enjoy it.”

Colton laughed softly. “You certainly got feisty, princess. I had no idea you loved Marietta so much.”

Jenny thought about it for a moment and then laughed, too. “Until just now, I didn’t, either.”

He shot her a side glance as his truck rattled across the cattle guard marking the entrance to Brock’s Copper Mountain Ranch. “So when are you moving back to Marietta?”

When she didn’t immediately reply, he asked, “You are moving back to Marietta, aren’t you? Or are you going to return to Chicago?”

“All my things are in Chicago.”

He gave her another searching look. “That doesn’t mean you need to stay there. You can just as easily pack your things up and move home.”

Jenny didn’t know how to answer that, and Colton let the subject drop as Brock’s two-story log cabin home came into view.

Big cedar and pine trees grew in clusters around the sprawling log-cabin style home, while a big gray barn sat back behind the house, flanked by several corrals. Two horses stopped grazing to come to the front of the corral to greet them as Colton parked next to the other trucks and trailers near the barn.

Colton gave each of the horses attention, rubbing noses, and giving pats. He glanced at Jenny, who had hung back.

“You don’t like horses?” he asked.

“I don’t dislike them. I just haven’t been around them much.”

“Fair enough.” He gestured for her to follow him. “Brock should be in the back, with the bulls.”

They tramped across gravel to dirt, and on into the barn, fragrant with hay, leather, dung, and warm animals.

Jenny’s nose wrinkled. It was a peculiar smell. Not bad. But… different.

Colton struggled not to laugh. “Is this your first time in a barn?”

“No. In school we went on a field trip to a ranch. To Sage Carrigan’s ranch. I think it’s around here someplace.”

“The Carrigans’ ranch, Circle C, is further back in Paradise Valley. We passed the MacCreadies’ place already, and the Douglases’. If we had kept going on the main road, we would have reached Brock’s dad’s place, and then the Circle C Ranch butts up against the Sheenans’.”

“Why didn’t Brock want to work his family’s ranch?”

“Brock wanted to be his own boss, do his own thing, and here he can.”

“You can’t grow a lot of crops up this high, can you?”

“No. This is grazing land, ranching land, and it’s not easy in winter. Brock’s got his work cut out for him here.”

A gray and white dog raced into the far end of the barn, barking wildly, and then another dog joined the first, barking too.

A big black-haired man followed the dogs into the barn and called a curt command. Both dogs instantly stopped barking and sat down, tongues hanging from their mouths.

“Colt,” the man said, walking towards them hand outstretched. “Good to see you.” He shook Colton’s hand. “It’s been a long time.”

“Couple years at least,” Colton agreed. He turned to Jenny and introduced her. “Brock, this is my friend Jenny Wright. We grew up together on Chance.”

Jenny shook Brock’s hand. He was tall and she had to tip her head back to see him. He had dark brown eyes that looked almost black in the barn’s natural light. “Nice to meet you, Brock,” she said.

After the handshake, Brock’s hands went to his hips and he frowned as he tried to place her name. “How do you spell your last name?” he asked her. “W-r-i-g-h-t?”

Jenny nodded.

“I know your name. Why?” he asked.

“I went to school with Dillon. He was a couple years older, but we were both at Marietta High at the same time.”

He shook his head. “That’s not it.” He kept studying her and then he snapped his fingers. “Your dad isn’t Tom, is he?”

Jenny’s eyes widened. She nodded.

“He worked at the high school,” Brock said. “When I was there. Didn’t he?”

Jenny’s mouth had dried. She nodded once. Yes. Her dad had worked at the school. He’d been the janitor for four years before losing his job due to his problems with alcohol.

“I thought so,” Brock said, smiling for the first time. “Nice guy. Really nice guy. Is he still alive?”

Jenny nodded again.

“Good. Glad to hear it. Will you give him my best?”

Jenny felt a lump form in her throat. She was grateful for Brock’s kindness. “I will.”

After that the conversation turned to two of Brock’s bulls, the younger bull the son of the older, and how Brock thought they might be good bucking bulls for the rodeo circuit, which is why he wanted Colton’s perspective.


Jenny followed the men through to the outside paddock. The two bulls were in separate areas, but even then, they stood back from each other on either side of the fence in a faceoff.

They were huge animals, with big heads and horns and massive shoulders.

“You really ride those?” Jenny asked Colton, during a pause in Colton and Brock’s discussion.

He smiled at her. “Crazy, huh?”

“Yes.”

“My mom thinks so, too.”

“Why do you do it then?”

“I like the rush. The money isn’t bad. And I happen to be good at it.”

She watched one of the big dark brown bulls paw the ground, and toss his head. “But it’s dangerous.”

Colton shrugged. “Life’s dangerous. But you can’t let that stop you.”

After a bit, the three of them headed inside Brock’s house to warm up with some hot coffee and fresh cinnamon bread made by his housekeeper, an older woman who silently came and went as they sat at the dining room table talking.

Except for Brock and his housekeeper, his big log cabin was quiet and no lights were on upstairs. The dining room, even with the lights on, had a vaguely empty air, as if it was seldom used. It certainly lacked decorative touches that could be called feminine touches, like curtains at the window, art on the wall, a centerpiece for the big oak table. No, it was very much a man’s house, a bachelor house, just as Brock struck Jenny as a confirmed bachelor too.

She wasn’t sure why she’d decided he was a bachelor. He was mid to late thirties and fit, with the taut, honed muscles of one who worked hard for a living. He had excellent manners, too, and could channel warmth when required, so she wondered if it was his grooming that made him appear a little unsettled, perhaps even a little less civilized, as he wore his thick black hair rather long and shaggy, and his jaw had so much black stubble it could pass as a beard. Thus it was a shock to Jenny when Colton asked about Brock’s kids.

“How are the twins?” Colton asked.

“They’re good. Getting big,” Brock said, stirring restlessly in his chair. “Eleven now.”

“Pre-teens,” Jenny said.

Brock nodded. “They don’t live here now, not during the school terms. They’re both at a prep school on the East Coast. It was hard to see them go, but they needed to be pushed, and they needed the structure. They were starting to get into trouble here, and lag academically, and I couldn’t have that. I promised Amy they’d go to college. Do all the things she and I didn’t do, so they’re off in Connecticut now. But they should be home for Christmas.” He rose abruptly, gestured to their empty coffee cups. “Would you like a refill?”

Colton shook his head and stood, too. “No. We should go. I’ve promised to take my mom shopping later today. I ought to get on the road.”

Brock walked them to Colton’s rusty orange red truck, and he stood in the gravel driveway, seeing them off, his two Australian shepherds flanking him as he watched the truck drive away.

It took them almost fifteen minutes of traveling the steep winding mountain lane to get back on the main road. Brock’s Copper Mountain Ranch would definitely see snow sooner than low-lying ranches. Jenny couldn’t imagine being trapped up there after one of the big storms. A heavy snow fall would keep you there for days, if not weeks.

“I liked him,” Jenny said. “But he’s different, isn’t he? Strikes me as reclusive.”

“He’s always been a bit of a loner, but he’s become even more isolated in the past few years. I’m not sure him sending the kids to boarding school was the best idea. The kids kept him connected to the world and active in the community. It was good for him. The kids were good for him,” Colton answered.

“Where’s their mom?”

“She died eleven years ago, was killed in a car accident just after the twins were born.” Colton braked at the highway, gauging traffic before merging. “The accident took place just a quarter mile from here. A drunk driver took her out. Brock’s raised the kids ever since.”

“Now that you mention it, I think I remember hearing news about the accident. It happened right around the holidays. She was young, too.”

Colton nodded. “They were both pretty young. They’d been high school sweethearts. Married right out of school. He worked the ranch but she’d make the drive into Marietta where she worked at the bank on Main Street. She was a teller. She hated leaving the babies to go work but they needed her paycheck.” Colton fell silent. “It was terrible. The funeral. It was terrible for years after. Brock’s not had an easy life, and those kids have needed a mother.” He glanced at Jenny, a smile lurking in his eyes. “Apparently, things are looking up for him, though. I stay in touch with his brother Trey and Trey said Brock’s dating. It might even be serious. We’re all hoping it is. He deserves a good woman, and the twins need a loving mom.”

Colton shot her another quick glance a few moments later. “You’ve gone all quiet.”

“Just thinking about everything you said. Brock does seem awfully alone.”

“Then let’s hope this new woman in his life is the right one and maybe soon we will have a wedding—” he broke off, grimacing. “Sorry. That’s got to still sting.”

She shrugged. “The shock’s wearing off. Acceptance is setting in. Which is good,” she added quickly. “I can see now that marrying Charles would have been a mistake. I think I had to come home to see it. In Chicago I could pretend to be someone else, but here in Marietta it’s hard to escape facts. Hard not to see me for who I am, and to realize that I’ve spent years trying to change myself to win approval. I don’t want to do that anymore.”


He nodded approvingly. “Good. You shouldn’t have to.”
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They stopped a few minutes later for a quick lunch at a little barbecue place in Emigrant Gulch on their way back to town.

The barbecue place wasn’t much bigger than a double-wide trailer surrounded by gravel, but the smell of slow-roasted pork and beef wafting from the open front door made Jenny’s mouth water. She hadn’t thought she was hungry until now.

They sat down at one of the long picnic tables in the center of the room, and studied the menu. It all looked good to Jenny. “Order for me,” she said, tossing the menu back onto the table.

He closed his menu, and leaned towards her, big arms braced on the table. “No preferences?”

“It all sounds good.”

“Even the barbecued testicles?”

“What?” she cried, reaching for the menu to have a second look.

“Just kidding,” he answered, closing his menu with a grin. “They don’t have them. Here.” His eyes gleamed at her. “Want anything else, darlin’?”

Her pulse jumped. Her insides did a wild flip.

Did she want anything else? Oh yes… yes she did.

She touched the tip of her tongue to her upper lip, her mouth suddenly very dry. “Like…?”

He stared into her eyes, searching them, letting her see the heat in his own. The heat made her melt and her mouth just grew drier. She sucked in her bottom lip, feeling parched.

He cocked an eyebrow, his expression wicked. “I could get you whatever you like.”

For a moment she couldn’t breathe, much less think. Her imagination went into overdrive, fueled by possibilities.

What would she like?

Everything…


He laughed softly and reached out to tap the tip of her nose. “Soda, iced tea, water. They might even have lemonade.”

Oh. That’s what he meant. A drink. Beverages. She nodded, blushing. “Yes. I’m super thirsty. Water would be great.”

Still grinning, he got to his feet. “Water coming right up.”

She watched him walk to the counter to place their lunch order. She knew she was staring at him as he walked, but it was impossible not to admire his neat hips, his long legs, and the way the denim wrapped his muscle, hugging it.

It was even more impossible to forget how he’d felt against her, last night. His body was hard and warm. Beautifully warm, incredibly, seductively solid.

That kiss, there, next to his truck, had blown her mind.

That kiss made her want to take risks, giant risks, and for the next few days at least, just live.

The girl working at the counter was eying Colton with open appreciation. She was a tall, slender redhead, a very pretty redhead, and when she said something to Colton that made him smile, Jenny felt a strange sharp pain in her chest. The pain grew worse when Colton answered the girl, and made her laugh.

Jenny closed her eyes, stunned by the stab of jealousy.

She’d never felt jealous before—

No, not true. She’d been jealous of every girlfriend Colton had ever had back when she was in junior high. It hadn’t mattered that Colton didn’t even know she existed. It still hurt to think of him out with girls, talking with them, flirting, making out in some parked car.

She wanted to be his girl.

And from the sharp pang she felt now as the redhead flirted with Colton, Jenny knew a part of her still wanted to be Colton’s girl.

Silly Jenny. Always wanting what she couldn’t have.

Colton returned to the table with two bottles of water. “Lunch will be just a few minutes,” he said, twisting off the cap from one water bottle before handing it to her.

This time, he didn’t sit on the opposite side of the table, he sat down next to her at the picnic table, facing out, his back resting against the table, his shoulder practically touching hers.

Jenny turned on the bench, too, to make it easier to see him. They’d sat close in the truck but this somehow felt different. “The girl behind the counter,” Jenny said. “Did she know you?”

“No. Why?”

“She just seemed….really friendly.”

“Oh, she was. Very friendly.” He looked at her, expression shuttered. “Did that bother you?”

“No.”

His eyebrow lifted.

“No.” She frowned at her water. “No, it didn’t bother me, but it seemed strange. She knows you’re here with me but she was so flirty.”

He shot her an amused glance. “Maybe she thought we were just friends.”

“Well, we are just friends.”

“Maybe she thought we were brother and sister,” he added.

“Could be,” Jenny muttered, hating him right then, as well as the sexy redhead behind the counter.

Colton’s soft laugh was a rumble in his chest.

She’d lifted her chin in silent protest, when Colton suddenly leaned towards her, closing the distance to murmur. “Maybe we need to make sure we’re not brother and sister…”

And then he covered her mouth with his, in a slow, warm searching kiss that quickly went from sweet and tentative to explosive heat.

Her mouth opened beneath the pressure of his lips, and she welcomed the stab of his tongue, his tongue stroking hers, teasing hers, stirring her senses and nerves so that she felt hot and molten, as if some of Sage’s dark rich chocolate melted down to the warmest, sweetest liquid.

She felt liquid by the time Colton ended the kiss. Astonished she stared into his eyes after he lifted his head.

“You should warn a girl when you do something like that,” she whispered, breathless. “Maybe call the fire department. Get a paramedic. ’Cause you are dangerous.”

He laughed, a deep sexy laugh before kissing her lightly on the mouth, his breath and lips warm against hers, his skin smelling of soap and shaving cream and a hint of spice.

Her breath caught in her throat and she struggled to control her wildly beating heart.

Colton Thorpe was quickly turning her world inside out.








The Tycoon’s Forced Bride


Chapter Nine
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Lunch arrived—two beef brisket sandwiches—with potato salad and coleslaw, but Jenny couldn’t see straight to eat.

She couldn’t think clearly, either. Quite frankly, she couldn’t think at all.

She stared at Colton, dazed, not just by the intensity of her emotions, but by the hot, fierce rush of lust. Lust. Jenny, who had found it shockingly easy to remain a virgin into her twenties, now felt positively wanton around Colton.

“Yes, princess?” he asked, a crooked smile curving his beautiful mouth, pushing aside his plate to focus on her.

“Did I say something?” she asked huskily.

He reached out to strum his thumb over her quivering lips. “No, but maybe you should, because it’d be so easy to haul you out to my truck and pull you down onto my lap and kiss you the way I want to kiss you.”

She blinked, very much liking the sound of it. “Okay.”

He laughed quietly, his blue eyes sparking at her. “Okay.” Laughing again, he reached for his sandwich, but his gaze continued to rest on her.

It wasn’t until they were driving home that Jenny found the nerve to ask him about his love life. “Are you a romantic, Colton?”

She’d caught him off guard and he turned his head and gave her a sharp look. “What?”

“You asked me yesterday if I’d ever been madly, passionately in love, and I was wondering, have you?”

He turned his gaze back to the road but his brow was furrowed and he didn’t look happy about her question. “I believe in love, yeah.”

But Jenny wasn’t satisfied with his answer. She wanted more than that and she tugged on her sleeve, pulling the soft fuzzy knit down over her wrist, hiding her hand. “So you’ve felt like you’d die without someone? That losing her would break your heart?”

Colton drummed his fingers against the steering wheel. “Yeah.”

Jenny glanced at him. “So you don’t think romantic love is an illusion?”
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Colton sighed inwardly, and shifted on the seat, and then drummed his fingers again, hating the turn their conversation had taken. He did not want to talk about his love life, or his past, not with Jenny, not with anyone. “No,” he said brusquely.

Her head lifted and she looked at him with those wide brown eyes of hers, her gaze searching. But from her expression Jenny wasn’t ready to drop the subject. “Was it as wonderful as they say?” she asked.

He stifled another sigh, telling himself he owed Jenny something. He’d certainly asked a lot of questions of her last night at dinner. “Falling in love is great,” he said shortly. “Falling out of love…not so great. In fact, it’s pretty damn awful.”

“Did you want to marry her?”

He laughed once, low and rough. “I did marry her.”

Jenny’s brown grew huge. “But you’re not married anymore?”

“No. Divorced a couple years ago.”

“How long were you married?”

Colton tensed, abs tightening. “Long enough to know I’ll never get married again.”

She visibly winced. “That bad?”

“There were parts that were good. I like the idea of marriage, and I think it works for some people, but I’ve no desire to repeat the experience. I’m happy to be with a woman, and I enjoy female company, but I’m not about to become her meal ticket.”

She stiffened and leaned back against the seat, averting her face to look out the window. They were approaching north Marietta. The gas station near The Wolf Den was coming up. They’d be passing Park Elementary soon and then would be on Chance Avenue in no time.

“That’s harsh,” she murmured, after a moment.

He shrugged, irritated, and not sure if it was more annoyed with her or himself. “But true.”

“Marriage was that bad?”

“My marriage was that bad.”

“I’m sorry.”

He shrugged. “It was a good life lesson. One I needed to learn. And one I’ll never forget.”

They finished the drive in silence, and he told himself he was glad for the quiet. Better to have silence than discuss something that would just create friction and tension.

They were still in an uneasy silence when he pulled up in front of her house. He parked the truck, and came around the side to open her door for her. “I enjoyed today,” he said, giving her his hand to help her out.

She looked at his hand, and then up into his face, before carefully getting out of the truck without accepting his help. “I did, too.” She stepped onto the scraggly patch of grass tucked between the curb and sidewalk. “Thank you.”

She was saying all the right things, he thought, but her tone was injured, as if he’d been the one to stir things up and turn a wonderful day upside down.

“Any time,” he said tersely.

She lifted her eyebrows. “Don’t say things you don’t mean, cowboy.”

“What do you mean?”

“I can tell you’re upset with me. You didn’t like that I asked you questions, but last night you sure skewered me. But I get it. It’s a man’s world. You guys have your double standards.”

“What?”

“Don’t play dumb. You know exactly what I’m talking about, Colton Thorpe.”

And then with a cool, dismissive nod in his direction she turned around and marched off to her house, head high, shoulders straight, looking like a high stepping drum major leading the band in the town parade.

And damn, but he wanted her.

He wanted her naked and straddling his hips. He wanted her on her back and open to him. He wanted her on all fours—

He just plain wanted Jenny.

So Colton, who didn’t chase anybody, chased after her, following her up the steps to her sagging porch and stopping her at the front door.

“I’m sorry,” he said, grabbing her arm and turning her around so she’d face him. “I’m sorry I haven’t been more forthcoming about my marriage but it hurt. It sucked. I loved my wife but she didn’t love me and maybe it’s a male thing, but it is tough to talk about something that I didn’t understand and will never understand but that’s just life. She wanted me. She didn’t want me. She wanted someone else. She got out. Okay?”

Jenny nodded once, a small nod, but he could see how her brown eyes had darkened and filmed with tears. “Okay,” she whispered.

“Shit,” he swore. “I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

“I’m not crying,” she said, even as she reached up to run a knuckle beneath each eye, making sure both eyes were dry.

His hands settled on her shoulders, then slid down to her arms. She felt warm and small and tender and he was kicking himself for being an ass. “I hate that I hurt you. I like you, Jenny.” His voice dropped, his hands slid back up to her shoulders, and then in to her collarbones, and slowly up her neck to frame her beautiful face. “I like being around you,” he added, his voice deepening. “And I definitely like kissing you. But if we’re not careful, pretty soon it’s going to be a lot more than kissing.” He dipped his head, kissed her soft mouth, thinking he could kiss her all day. “Damn girl,” he said gruffly, lifting his head to look down into her eyes, “you’re hard on my self-control.”

She stared up at him. “Maybe you don’t need so much self-control.”

“But I do. Around you I do.”

“Why?”

“Because you don’t know me, darlin’. I’m not the kind of guy you fall for.”

He saw her lips part, heard her soft hiss of air.

“Maybe it’s you, Colton Thorpe, that doesn’t know the first thing about me.”

“What does that mean?” he asked. “And are you crying?”

“No.” She broke free, and took a step back, bumping into the front door. “I’m not crying, but yes, I am frustrated. You frustrate me. You always have.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re… you. Colton Thorpe.” Her smile came and went. “My crush.”

He frowned, confused.

She lifted her shoulders in a small, helpless shrug. “Growing up, I idolized you. Had the worst crush on you. The crush lasted for years, too.”

“I left town at eighteen. You couldn’t have been more than fourteen.”

“Fourteen and about to start high school.”

“And you liked me?”

“Adored you.” Her lips quivered. “Thought you were the most amazing man ever.” She let out a gurgle of embarrassed laughter. “Even with your horrible reputation. You were such a bad boy. My parents used to talk about you late at night. They’d warn us girls to stay away from you. You were trouble.”

“Trouble,” he repeated.

“Hell on wheels, my dad used to say.” For a moment there was just silence and then she looked at him, a furrow in her brow. “Are you still trouble, Colton Thorpe?”

He didn’t answer for the longest time. And then the corner of his mouth lifted in a small hard smile, a smile that was more bitter than sweet. “Yeah, Princess. I am. I guess that’s what I’ve been trying to say. I’m no good. At least, not for a nice girl like you.”
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Colton’s words played over and over in Jenny’s head after he’d climbed back into his truck and driven on home.

He wasn’t good for a nice girl like her.

But maybe they all had it wrong. Maybe she wasn’t a nice girl. Maybe she’d never been a nice girl.

She certainly hadn’t been nice when she’d settled for a marriage that was loveless, passionless.

The question teased her the rest of the afternoon. The question continued to torment her that evening.

She loved every moment she spent with Colton. Loved how he made her feel. Loved the crazy adrenaline in her veins. It was so novel, so exciting. She was humming with emotion and need.

Suddenly she was awake. Aware. Suddenly she felt hungry, wild, fierce.

Life was full of so many possibilities. Anything could happen. Everything could happen. And she wanted everything to happen.

The rational part of her brain knew how this would go. Colton would leave after the rodeo ended and she’d return to Chicago, and she’d look for another job, and become the responsible, orderly executive assistant she used to be. She’d once again suppress her own needs and desires, because dedicated assistants didn’t have needs and desires. No, dedicated assistants had just one goal—and that was to serve. To please.

But she wasn’t in Chicago yet. She was still unemployed, and therefore, free. She could do what she wanted, which meant, try all the things she’d ever tried before. She could be wild now, even wanton.

She could want something for herself. Like pleasure.

She could want touch and sensation and sex. Amazing sex. Shouldn’t a girl have amazing sex once in her life?

Sex would be amazing with Colton. She knew it. She could feel it. Just being around him made her ache. Just being near him made her warm, wet.

Colton was wrong.

She wasn’t a nice girl. She didn’t want to be treated like a nice girl, either. She wanted to be the girl who slept with bad boy Colton Thorpe.

She wanted hot sex, dirty sex, wanted the experience of being with him. Taken by him. However it would be.

But he’s not safe, a little part of her whispered as she turned out the lights, and climbed into bed.

And maybe that’s good, another part of her whispered, as she rolled onto her back to stare up at the dark bedroom ceiling.

Maybe that’s what she needed. Someone like Colton to make her feel. Someone like Colton who was real and physical and carnal and sexual. But no. Not just someone like Colton, Colton Thorpe himself.

She was still awake an hour later. It was nearly midnight but sleep was elusive and she grabbed her phone and impulsively texted him. What if I’m not a nice girl? she typed, hitting SEND before she could change her mind.

Her stomach hurt as she waited for a reply. She prayed he’d reply. And soon.

He did, almost right away.

You don’t want to go there, Princess.

Jenny studied his answer, then replied. Maybe I do.

He texted back right away. Have you been drinking?

No, she answered, I’m in bed. And completely sober. My parents don’t allow alcohol in the house anymore.

Hell, darlin’, I couldn’t focus on anything after the I’m in bed part.

She smiled, blushed, chewed her lip. I’ve been thinking about you all night.

You really do like trouble.

I really do like you.

He didn’t answer for a long time, and Jenny lay there, clutching her phone, wondering what she’d said that was wrong. She’d scared him off, hadn’t she? But then finally her phone vibrated with a new incoming text.

I’m not a rich man, Princess. I get by. I do okay. But it wouldn’t be enough for you.

Jenny read the text once, twice, and dropped her phone, shocked, and horrified.

What?

Eyes stinging, she blinked and made herself read the message again.

I get by. I do okay. But it wouldn’t be enough for you.

She dropped the phone, feeling burned.

He thought she was a gold digger. He thought she was shallow. Superficial.

Oh God, he thought the worst of her.

He and Charles and who knew who else.

Maybe all of Marietta felt that way about her. Jenny Wright, gold digger.

Sickened, Jenny turned her phone off, putting it away for the night.
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Colton felt like a shit after sending that text but it needed to be said. After talking to Tricia earlier, and hearing Tricia say that Jenny was fragile and vulnerable right now, and might be looking for a rebound just to help her cope with losing Charles, Colton knew the best thing for them both was to step away.

It was important that he put distance between them now, before he really started to care. As it was, he cared a lot. Maybe too much.

Better to break things off now, cleanly, before either of them got entangled in something that wouldn’t work.

Perhaps he shouldn’t have made the comment about him not having enough for her, but it was true. And he wasn’t just talking about money, he was talking about his life, his emotions, his career.

Colton lived on the road. It was a hard life for a man but it could destroy a woman.

No, better to end it now so they both felt free. Besides, he wasn’t looking for a wife, wasn’t ready to settle down again. And if he ever did marry again, it’d be to a woman who wanted what he wanted—a modest home, kids, a good life based on simple pleasures. He earned decent money on the circuit. Four years ago he’d pulled in a quarter of a million dollars. Two years ago he’d made almost that again, but then handed over half of it to Lisa in the divorce, along with their big Tudor house that she’d had to have. It didn’t take Lisa long to remarry, but Colton had learned his lesson. One couldn’t buy happiness. One couldn’t buy respect, either.

No, next time he fell in love, it’d be with a woman who’d love him for him, not what he had in the bank. She’d laugh at his jokes, and watch stupid shows with him, and then at night, she’d melt for him in bed. They’d cuddle close after sex and talk about their plans and dreams, like the babies they’d make and the places they’d go, and he’d be a rich man, not because of his investments, but because he’d fallen in love with a woman who was truly his best friend.








The Tycoon’s Forced Bride


Chapter Ten
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There was no apology text from Colton in the morning.

There was no text at all.

Jenny didn’t hear from him or see him for three days, and the first day she was just mad and hurt.

The second day she was hurt and still mad, but mostly hurt, as she didn’t understand how something good had turned bad so fast.

And then on the third day she just didn’t want to think about him anymore, or feel bad anymore. She’d had enough of feeling bad to last a lifetime so she focused on making plans for her future, which included returning to Chicago to figure out her next step. She wasn’t sure if she would stay there and look for another job in the city, or if she’d return to Marietta, or move somewhere else. But she certainly couldn’t figure out the future sitting in her parents’ living room, so she booked a ticket on Amtrak, leaving from Malta, MT on Monday morning, getting into Chicago the next day.

She bought the cheapest ticket she could, which meant there would be no private sleeping car but it saved her a hundred dollars and her sister Mandy agreed to drive her to Malta, which was a good four-hour drive each way, but Mandy didn’t work on Mondays at the hair salon and said she was happy to help.

After reserving the train ticket, Jenny and her sisters went to a five-thirty movie at the Palace Theatre and then headed to the Main Street Diner for pie and coffee, which was a long-standing Wright sister tradition.

It wasn’t until they were seated at a wooden table in the middle of the diner that Jenny felt a strange current of energy sweep through her, a sizzling awareness that made her skin prickle and the hair on her nape rise.

She looked up, and there he was, just four tables away. He was with his mother having dinner. He wasn’t looking at her. She wasn’t even sure he’d seen her yet but Jenny didn’t want to stay. She gathered her coat and purse and then saw her sisters looking at her, confused.


“What’s wrong, Jen?” Charity asked.

“What’s going on?” Mandy echoed.

Jenny shook her head, unable to explain. They didn’t know about her dates with Colton and she didn’t want them to know now, not after that last text message he’d sent her.

“I’ve just got a headache,” she said, praying Colton didn’t see them, praying she could avoid speaking with him.

Her mom had been right about him.

Her mom had warned her but Jenny hadn’t listened.

“Food might help,” Charity said.

Mandy nodded in agreement. “Maybe you need some soup. The chicken tortilla soup here is so good, and filling. Try that.”

But Jenny didn’t want pie or soup. She didn’t think she could eat a bite.

She turned her head, glanced in Colton’s direction and discovered he was looking at her.

Her stomach lurched. She flushed hot, then went cold. Jenny stumbled to her feet. “I’m going to get some air,” she said. “I’ll be right back, okay?”

Mandy frowned. “Should we order you something? The soup, maybe?”

Jenny nodded. She would have nodded at anything. She was too desperate to escape.

On the sidewalk outside of the diner, Jenny faced the turn-of-the-century domed courthouse in Crawford Park. Lights were trained on the gothic façade, making the courthouse appear bigger than it really was.

Jenny’s hands balled into fists as she watched people cross the street, couples out walking arm in arm, and families with their strollers and baby carriages, all coming out to get a first glimpse of the decorations the city had put up for the big rodeo festivities this weekend.

There would be a parade Friday and a street dance, a pancake breakfast, and then the big steak dinner Saturday night before the rodeo finals on Sunday.

A half-dozen bands would be playing through the weekend, and the town was already filling up as cowboys and cowgirls arrived with their horse trailers, and settled in to be relaxed and rested for the competition this weekend.

The rodeo was a big deal in Marietta, and this year, the seventy-fifth, was the biggest deal yet, and folks were thrilled Colton Thorpe was the honorary chair.

Everyone loved Colton.

Everyone but her.

“You look mad as hell, darlin’,” a deep voice drawled behind her.

Jenny stiffened at the sound of Colton’s voice. “I am, so go away.”

“You ought to come back inside. Your sisters want to be with you.”

She shot him a scornful glance over her shoulder. “Why don’t you go back inside, because your mother would like to be with you.”

“Touché.”

She shook her head, grinding her jaw tight. “I hate you.”

His footsteps sounded behind her. He was walking towards her. “I deserve that.”

“Yes, you do.” She bundled her arms across her chest, trying to keep her crazy emotions in. She hated him. She did. But she also wanted still. Badly. “Now get lost before I punch you. Which you also deserve.”

He laughed softly, amused. “Have you ever thrown a punch, princess?”

“No.” He was standing right behind her now, so close she could feel his warmth and his intense male energy that prickled her skin and made her weak in the knees. “But it can’t be that difficult,” she said, glaring at him over her shoulder. “You make a fist and bam. In your face.”

Colton’s lips twitched, and creases fanned from his blue eyes as he choked back muffled laughter which just made her madder.

“I’m serious,” she said.

“I know you are.” But the corners of his mouth curved and his eyes gleamed and he was looking at her as if he wanted to do wicked things to her… deliciously wicked things…which of course were all the things she wanted him to do.

“I hate you,” she added.

“You don’t.”

“I do.”

He reached out to her, pulled her against him, and wrapped his arms around her, holding her close, warming her body with his. “No, you don’t,” he said, his deep voice dropping even lower to a husky growl. “You’re just mad ’cause I hurt you. And I’m sorry for hurting you. It’s the last thing I wanted to do.”

“That’s not true,” she answered, her chest tightening, emotion making it hard to speak. “You meant to hurt me. You said the most awful words anyone could.” Her breath hitched and her eyes burned and she bit down hard into her lower lip, determined not to cry. “I’m not a gold digger, Colton. I’ve never been a gold digger, and the fact that you’d say such a thing to me—”

He silenced the painful stream of words by covering her mouth with his. He molded her body to his, and persuasively kissed her, coaxing a reluctant response from her.

She’d been determined not to cave. She’d even put her hands up on his chest to push him away but his kiss was so good. He felt too good, and she leaned in to the kiss instead of pulling away.

By the time the kiss ended, it seemed as if half of Marietta had gathered to watch. Mandy and Charity were standing in the doorway watching, jaws dropped. Mrs. Thorpe was at the window. Even the waitresses had all paused to have a look.

“That was awfully public, Colton Thorpe,” Jenny said, blushing and breaking free.

“People are going to talk,” he agreed.

“Was that what you wanted?”

“No. You’re what I want. But Tricia says you’re fragile right now and I can’t put pressure on you—”

“Screw Tricia.” Jenny’s shoulders squared and her chin lifted. “Yes, she’s my friend, and your sister, but she doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”

“You were supposed to get married Saturday.”

“And it didn’t happen. But that’s because it wasn’t supposed to happen.” Her chin lifted higher, her eyes locking with his. “Maybe you were supposed to happen—” she held up a finger to keep him from interrupting, “—and I don’t mean as in marriage and mate and happily ever after, but in… this.” She gestured from him to her. “This… whatever it is… sex, lust, need. I don’t understand it but I don’t have to understand it. I don’t want to control it, either. I just want to feel it. To feel something. So, that’s what I think.” She swallowed hard, her courage receding. “Now you can say whatever it is you want to say.”

He looked at her a long moment then smiled, a slow sexy smile that promised serious heat. “I think it sounds good. I think it sounds great.”

He leaned towards her, kissed her on the lips. “So I’ll pick you up at nine.”

The corners of his mouth curled upward as he whispered mock-suggestively, “We’ll go somewhere dark and quiet and have a couple drinks and see if I can’t possibly satisfy your – uh – needs.”
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He picked her up at nine and drove her to Livingston, to a little honky-tonk bar where a DJ was playing country songs, but no one in the bar cared that there wasn’t a live band. Everybody was on the dance floor, line dancing.

They drank a beer and then Colton, tugged her out with him onto the dance floor.

“I don’t know how,” she protested as they took their places in the back row.

“You can’t grow up in Marietta without knowing how to line dance.”

“It’s been ten years—”

“Just follow along. It’ll come back to you.” His blue eyes smiled down at her. “Just like riding a horse.”

“I don’t know how to ride a horse, either.”

“I guess that’s the next thing we need to do.” And then the music started again and everyone was moving, right, left, forward, turning.

Jenny tripped over her feet as she struggled to remember the steps. She was mortified but Colton didn’t seem to care, and he danced beautifully, all muscle in motion, graceful as anything, and it crossed Jenny’s mind that he’d look beautiful on a horse, or a bucking bull.

He moved as if he’d been created for motion—taut, honed, strong.

They turned, she turned, and this time she didn’t trip. She was beginning to get the steps. They were coming back.

She relaxed as they all stepped forward, then back, her hips looser, her steps firmer and more confident.

The music became rhythmic, hypnotic and it began to feel good, the body in motion, the warmth of moving, the energy of everyone dancing with her, around her.

She turned and Colton’s gaze met hers, his gaze steady and warm, and for the first time she could remember, she actually felt beautiful.

Colton made her feel beautiful. Desirable.

They danced another couple of songs, before returning to their table. He was sitting next to her, his chair close to hers, and she could smell his fragrance and feel his warmth and it was hard to focus on anything but his long muscular legs, and the shape of his honed thighs, and how his big silver buckle rested just above the top of his zipper which made her stare at his crotch.

The fabric seemed to hug him all too well in that area, too.

She shouldn’t look, but she couldn’t help looking. She couldn’t help thinking about the things she never thought about before, couldn’t help being aware of how different she felt with Colton, how hungry she felt for more, and how she craved pleasure.

But it wasn’t just physical pleasure she wanted.

She wanted Colton.

She loved Colton.

She always had.

Her eyes stung and her chest ached with the realization that Colton had always been the only man for her.

She’d agreed to marry Charles because she’d stopped believing in happy endings. She’d agreed to marry Charles because she’d stopped dreaming.

“What are you thinking about, darlin’?” Colton asked, carefully plucking the finest strand of hair tangling on her eyelashes and smoothing it away from her face.

She inhaled sharply at the brush of his thumb and finger against her face near her eye, and the way his knuckles skimmed her cheekbones, his skin warm, and instantly making her heart burn, and her body ache.

She loved him and it would hurt so bad when the weekend ended and they both left—he for the next rodeo and she back to Chicago—but it would hurt far worse not to have this moment with him now.

Because this moment was everything.

This was the moment she’d waited for her entire life.

“Come with me,” Colton said abruptly, reaching for her hand and drawing her to her feet.

She followed him outside. She didn’t ask why they were going out, or where they were going. Quite frankly at that moment she didn’t care. As long as they were together she was good.

In the parking lot, Colton opened the door to his truck, and sat down on the edge of the bench seat, with his feet still planted on the asphalt parking lot and he pulled her close, settling a hand on her hip. “I owe you a proper apology, Jenny. I deliberately pushed you away because I thought it was the best thing, not just for me, but for you, too. But it was wrong, and hurtful, and I am so sorry I hurt you. You didn’t deserve it. The truth is, you deserve so much better than me and I’ve had a hard time wrapping my head around the fact that you, princess, had this crush on me… and that you might actually still care for me.”

“Why?” she asked, looking up into his eyes.

He shook his head, his hands on her hips, holding her close against him. “Because I’m a tough SOB. I’m not gentle and refined. Not a sophisticated city guy—”

“I never wanted that. Never, ever. I only ever wanted… tough SOB you.”

He looked away, brow furrowing, eyes narrowing. He struggled for a moment to find the right words to speak. “But why?”

“I don’t know. I’ve just always had a thing for you. Bad, tough SOB you.” She reached up to clasp his face. She turned his head so she could look him in the eye. “I don’t know why I like you so much. I don’t know why I feel so good around you. But I do. Colton, I’ve gone through life ashamed. Ashamed of me, ashamed of our circumstances, aware that I’m one of those Wright girls that’s all wrong.” Her lips quivered as she struggled to smile. “But when I’m around you, I feel good. I feel… right.” Tears filled her eyes. “So I don’t care where this goes, or how it ends. I just want this, now, with you. I just want to be with you. And when it’s over, I’ll let you go and I won’t say a word and I won’t make you feel bad—”

“Jesus, Jen.” Colton swore and dipped his head, his mouth covering hers. He kissed her fiercely, deeply, as he pressed a hand to the small of her spine, shaping her to him.


In her thin dress his touch felt like fire and ice and she couldn’t move, frozen in place.

The kiss consumed her even as his hands explored her, his fingers sliding up her back, making her arch and shudder.

Against the hard cradle of his hips she could feel the cold silver buckle of his belt dig into her belly and the thick ridge of his erection on her inner thigh.

His hand stroked her again, up and down, and each time she arched, cat-like, her breasts pressing to his chest, her nipples tight and tender as she clenched inwardly, wanting more.

“You feel so good,” he murmured, his mouth close to her ear, his breath making the skin beneath her ear tingle.

“You make me feel good,” she answered breathlessly, as his hand slid up beneath her hair to cup her nape, fingers working her neck and then higher, into her scalp, and it was so delicious and erotic she nearly mewed with pleasure.

He lifted her hair up, and placed at kiss at her nape, one of his hands finding her breast, kneading the nipple as he kissed and nibbled from her nape to the side of her neck where she was so very sensitive. She gasped for air as he turned her mindless with pleasure, her body rippling with wave after wave of exquisite sensation.

He reached up under her short dress, stroked her inner thigh, and then higher to the edge of her lace panties.

“I want you,” he said hoarsely, “but I can’t take you here.”

She rocked against his hand, sighing as he felt every sensitive spot of her through the lace. “Don’t stop,” she choked, voice trembling, legs trembling, body quivering from head to toe as Colton slid a finger beneath the lace and stroked her where she was warm and wet.

Charles never touched her like this. Charles had been very efficient about touch and sex. The less amount of energy he spent, the better.

Just like wanting her to drink her coffee black to keep her from wasting time on herself, he advocated sex without foreplay. That way he wasn’t tired after and could get right back to work.

Colton didn’t seem to mind touching. He was crooning compliments in her ear as he caressed her slick inner folds, teasing the delicate nub and then thrusting inside her.

“You’re amazing,” Colton whispered against his mouth, kissing her deeply as she felt the pressure build, the sensation so strong now they were nearly overwhelming.

He stroked her faster, thrusting deeper, managing to touch hit every pleasure point. She was going to come. She was going to shatter, here, like this, and she didn’t care. She didn’t care about anything but him and her and being together.

Colton drank in her cry of release with his kiss, as he brought her to orgasm. It had been so long since Jenny had climaxed she couldn’t quite believe it’d happened.

Afterwards, he hauled her into the truck, on his lap, and held her, big arms wrapping around her, her cheek nestled to his chest.

Her heart was still pounding and her body was still warm and she closed her eyes and listened to his heartbeat. Such a strong, steady heartbeat.

She’d never forget tonight, she thought, breathing him in, never, ever.

“Jenny?”

Colton’s deep voice made her lift her head. “Yes?” she whispered, looking up at him, seeing how the moonlight illuminated his profile, highlighting his high, hard chiseled cheekbone and strong, beautiful jaw.

“I want to be with you,” he said. “I want to make love to you. But this is your night. This is about you. I can take you home. I can take you back in for some more beer and dancing. Or I can take you to the hotel room I’ve reserved here in Livingston and take these damn clothes off and make you mine. But it’s up to you. I want you happy. I want to make you happy. So tell me, darlin’. What would you like to do?”

She searched his eyes, heart thumping. “I want to go to the hotel with you.”
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He’d checked into the room earlier, so there was no wait or awkwardness at the front desk. They just went through the front door and up two flights of stairs to the room at the end of the hall.

Inside the room, Colton took charge, peeling Jenny’s dress off and then pulling off her boots, and unhooking her lace bra before carrying her to the bed.

“You’re still dressed,” she said as he settled next to her.

He smiled crookedly. “My clothes are not the problem. I can get out of them quick.”

She smiled back at him until he leaned over the corner of her mouth, and then her mouth, and then parted her lips with his so his tongue could flick the inside of her upper lip and suck on the tip of her tongue and make her melt.

She was melting. Once again.

She was aching. All over again.

He’d just brought her to climax in the parking lot and yet he was stirring her up again, making her blood pound and her heart race. He shifted over her, settling between her thighs, and she could feel the rub of his erection through the soft denim, could feel his hunger, and it was exciting. This heat between them was exciting. She welcomed it, wanting the fire, wanting to explore and be explored.

“Take your clothes off,” she pleaded. “I want you, all of you. I’m desperate to feel your skin.”

She helped him get the Western dress shirt unsnapped and off. She watched wide-eyed as he stepped from his Wranglers and then out of his briefs.

His erection sprang up, once freed, and she was amazed, as well as impressed.

Naked, Colton was back on the bed with her, drawing her into his arms, his hands stroking down her bare back to cup her butt.

She loved the feel of his warm chest against hers, and stroked the thick bronzed muscle of his pecs, and then higher to the honed plane that wrapped his shoulders and collarbone. “You have a seriously hot body,” she whispered, awed.

He flipped her over onto her back, his head dipping to suckle her breast. Her hips lifted, arching against him as the warm wet tugs on her nipple made everything inside her tighten and ache.

He reached between them with one hand, found her, where she was soft and wet. He touched her, caressing her, making her hotter, wetter, more desperate.

It was a relief when he entered her, his big shaft sliding deep, filling her, sending streaks of sharp hot pleasure through every nerve.

He made love to her as if she were the most beautiful thing in the world, thrusting and stroking and kissing and stirring her senses until there was him and only him, and he didn’t stop until she shattered with pleasure.

He pulled out just before he came, shuddering and releasing into the sheet to keep from coming on her.

“I’m on the pill,” she said, kissing the side of his face, and then his mouth.

He rolled over onto his back, drew her to his side. “I didn’t know,” he said, his deep voice husky. “Should have asked. Should have certainly worn a condom. I bought some. You are hell on some self-control.”

Jenny sighed, and curled closer, liking how her body fit his, feeling so comfortable with him. “Thank you. That was amazing.”

“Was it now?” he asked, voice tinged with amusement.

“Mmmhmm. Better actually than I hoped.”

He laughed and held her close and she fell asleep, still tucked safely at his side.

[image: *]*

Jenny woke up surprised for a moment to be in a strange bed with a strange body next to hers, and then she remembered where she was, and what had happened.

Colton had happened.

Her lips curved in a faint smile of appreciation.

Oh boy, had Colton happened.

She stretched a little and turning her face towards Colton, she discovered he was awake and watching her. “Hey,” he said.

She smile shyly. “Hey, yourself.”

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

“Amazing,” she answered, unable to hide her grin. “How about you?”

“Pretty damn good.”

She leaned over to kiss him. “Good.”

He grabbed some pillows and propped his head up. “So, what’s your plan, princess? What happens next?”

She rolled over onto her stomach and propped her chin in her hands, not yet ready for this. “Do we have to talk serious? It’s kind of depressing after all that incredible lovemaking.”

He reached out, stroked her hair, and then caressed her cheek. “We’re not done, darlin. Just taking a break, letting you rest before I ride you hard and put you away wet.”

Jenny giggled, just as he’d intended. “That sounds horrible and wonderful at the same time.”

“That’s because I am horrible and wonderful.” His smile slipped. “When do you return to Chicago?”

She drew a deep breath. “Monday. Mandy’s driving me to Malta to catch the Amtrak to Chicago.”

“That’s a five-hour drive.”

“Four and a quarter the way Mandy drives.”

He frowned. “That’s a long way for her to go.”

“The things we sisters do for each other.”

“I’ll take you,” he said firmly. “I was heading out Monday anyway.”

“I’m sure it’s out of your way.”

“But it’d give me four and a half hours more with you.”

Jenny reached out to take his hand. She pressed a kiss to his palm. “That’s nice of you.”

“Better yet,” he said, “why don’t I drive you to Chicago and then I can fly from Chicago to San Francisco for next weekend’s show at the Cow Palace.”

“You’re going to San Francisco next weekend?”

He nodded. “Need to get back riding, competing. The year’s almost over. Every point counts at this stage of the game.”

“How are you in the standings?”

“In third. But not too far back.”

“That’s good.”

His head tipped and he studied her hard. “Why don’t you come with me to San Francisco?”

“Don’t tempt me. I’ve always wanted to go to California.”

“Charles never took you there?”

“We went other places, when he had meetings and conferences.” She ticked off the cities. “New York. Detroit. Boston. Atlanta.” She thought hard. “And Phoenix.”

“So you’ve seen a bit of the country.”

She nodded. But California was top of her wish list. She’d always wanted to see the Pacific Ocean and have chowder in one of those sourdough bread bowls she’d seen on the Travel Channel. You did that at Fisherman’s Wharf, in San Francisco and you could see the Golden Gate bridge from there, too, she thought. She wanted to see the famous bridge, and ride a cable car, and if there was time, drive to the coast and visit Carmel and Monterey. She was pretty sure Clint Eastwood used to be mayor of one of them, although she couldn’t remember which.

“Why can’t you come with me?” he asked, tugging her up to him. He pulled her onto his chest. “What’s keeping you here?”

Nothing. Nothing was keeping her here. She had friends and family here, but they didn’t keep her here. They’d always be here. She could go and return…she could always go and return. Her family and friends would always welcome her back, welcome her home.

So that wasn’t the issue.

“Is there a reason you need to be in Chicago?” he persisted.

Jenny shook her head. There was nothing for her in Chicago. Not anymore. Everything she wanted was right here. “No.”

“Then what?” he asked, pushing a wave of her hair back from her face.

“I…” Her mouth opened, closed. She could think of reasons why she shouldn’t go. Could think of people like Carol Bingley and what they’d say. But people like Carol Bingley would talk no matter what she did. Or didn’t do.

She couldn’t control others. She couldn’t change the past. She couldn’t worry about a future that wasn’t even here yet.

But she could live, and could have an adventure, a very romantic, impractical adventure with the only man she’d ever loved.

The man she hopelessly, madly, passionately loved.

“Yes,” she said, eyes shining, pulse quickening.

“Yes?”

He clasped her face and kissed her deeply. “Damn, girl, but I am crazy about you.”

She laughed.

“I’m serious,” he said. “I’m falling… pretty damn hard and fast. If we’re not careful, we might be getting hitched in Vegas on our way out West.”

“Is that a promise or a threat?” she teased.

He drew her thighs apart so she sat up and straddled his naked hips. He was hard for her. “Maybe both, darlin’. What do you think of that?”

She sucked in a breath as he eased her down to him. “Whoa.”

He arched a brow. “You haven’t answered my question.”

“I’m getting to it.” She grinned mischievously as she rocked on him, making him groan. “I think it’s going to be one hell of a ride. Take me with you, cowboy?”
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Ten days later…

Apparently summers in San Francisco could be cold and foggy, but this October afternoon was stunning, with a blue sky so pristine there wasn’t a cloud in sight. The Golden Gate bridge wasn’t orange but red, almost like Colton’s father’s truck and Jenny loved the dramatic swooping red arc of the bridge against the green foothills and the dark blue water below an azure sky.

So many beautiful colors, so many new and exciting things to see.

This week she’d ridden in one of the city’s famous cable cars, driven down crooked Lombard Street, eaten dim sum in historic China Town, had an incredible carne asada burrito south of Market, and bought a gorgeous glass snow globe of the San Francisco skyline at Union Square.

She’d also spent eleven hours in the emergency room of UCSF Medical Center, San Francisco’s top-rated hospital, as they stitched up Colton’s thigh and hip and set a cast around a leg full of broken bones.

The bull had got him this time.

One moment everything had been fine, and then the next, it was terrifying mayhem. Colton had made it to the Sunday finals and was one second shy of having a legitimate ride when the massive white spotted bull tossed Colton from his back, and then put his head down, and went after him, determined to finish him off.

They’d taken Colton to the hospital in an ambulance and they’d put Jenny in a cab to follow him.

When they finally allowed Jenny to join Colton, he took her hand and held it, and kissed her, before teasing her, saying, thank God it was just a little goring, and not life and death.

But the little goring meant that Colton might need some surgery later, when he returned to Tulsa. Colton was nonchalant about the prospect of surgery. It was part of his job—one of the hazards—and he was content to just wait and see how he mended, though he knew that the season was over for him. There would be no more competing until the new season began in Spring.

Jenny couldn’t even think about Spring, or his next ride. It felt as if her heart had stopped when the bull went for Colton in the Cow Palace Arena.

When the bull put his head down, jamming his horn into Colton’s thigh, she would have swapped places with him if she could. She loved him that much.

It might not make sense to anyone else, but Jenny had loved Colton her entire life. He was her person, her other half, and she couldn’t image a future without him.

After Colton was discharged from the hospital Monday morning, they returned by cab to their hotel, where Colton slept for much of the day. He somehow he pulled himself together and insisted they head out mid-afternoon as he had somewhere special he wanted to take her for dinner.

They’d taken a cab from the hotel to Fisherman’s Wharf to have that clam chowder in a sourdough bowl that Jenny had talked about.

So now they stood on the wharf, Colton leaning heavily on crutches, eating their soup which was good, but not that fantastic, gazing out at the majestic red-orange Golden Gate bridge, which was absolutely fantastic, watching the ferries come and go, while seagulls squawked and cried overhead.

Jenny had never been happier. Colton was safe. Colton adored her. Things were good—very, very good.

If Charles hadn’t jilted her…

If Charles hadn’t figured out that she was just poor Jenny Wright from Chance Avenue on the north side of Marietta…

“You all right?” Colton asked, gazing down at her, his jaw covered with the golden brown stubble of a beard. His eyes were still a little bloodshot. He had a bruise and a fresh gash on his right cheek. He’d had a hell of a night in the ring and then at the hospital, and yet here he was, playing tourist with her, for her.

What a good man. What a loving man.

Jenny felt so lucky. Lucky in love. Lucky in life.

She nodded and smiled up at him. “I’m great.” She searched his face for signs of pain or exhaustion. He was incredibly tough, but she wanted to make sure he didn’t push himself too hard. “How about you?”

“I’m awesome,” he answered, adjusting the crutch, and moving his arm to slide around her. His head dropped for a quick kiss. “Because I have you.”

She reached up to lightly touch his face, mindful of the cut and bruise. “I owe Charles a little thank-you for bringing me home to you.”

“Oh, I owe him a bigger thank-you.” Colton’s eyes glinted. “Not that I’ll tell him that. I don’t like the guy. Have absolutely no respect for him.”

“Fair enough.”

“But we do need to get your car and things from Chicago.”

“Yes.”

“Where should we take them? To my place in Tulsa, or, should we look for a place of our own in Montana?”

She took a quick, hopeful breath. “Move back to Marietta?”

“There’s some nice ranch land available right now. We could go looking at property together if you’d like. I’m not going to be traveling for a while. Could be a good time to look for a place we can call home.”

She searched his eyes, feeling dazzled and breathless. “Seriously?”

He nodded. “But I wouldn’t want to get a place together unless I thought we were really going to be together.” He fell silent, his forehead furrowing. “I want a future with you, Jenny. I want a family with you. Those babies you talked about, I want that, too.”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“I know it’s awfully soon to be talking about getting married, but I love you. You’re my girl. You’re the one for me. I’d get down on my knee darlin’, but I can’t—”

“It’s okay,” she interrupted, tears filling her eyes. “Don’t do that. The stitches and staples might come out and then we’d have to go back to the hospital and that would be awful.”

He laughed, chucked his soup bowl in a trash can, and reached into his pocket, withdrawing a little velvet jewelry box. “But I do have a ring, and I want it on your finger. That is, if it’s a yes…?”

“It’s a yes, yes, yes.” She tossed her soup bowl and mindful of Colton’s crutches, pressed close to him, kissing him once before giving him her hand, so he could slide the brilliant white diamond solitaire onto her finger. “Oh, it’s beautiful.”

“You’re beautiful,” he answered, gently kissing her forehead, the tip of her nose, and then her lips. “And you’re mine.”

She smiled through her tears. “That’s right. Always, and forever.”

Jenny Wright from Chance Avenue was the luckiest, happiest girl in the world.

The End
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