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Dedication


This book is dedicated to all women.

You can do it.

Whatever it is, you can.
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Compass Cove, Long Island, New York


f. 1667

In the year 1750, on the north shore of Long Island, a young woman named Lucy Velsor mourned her beloved husband, who had been lost at sea. Not long after his death, his shipmates, hoping to comfort the young widow, brought her his compass. It was a finely crafted instrument, made by the local compasssmith, whose family had settled the town of Compass Cove generations before. Lucy cherished the memento, taking care to kiss its face every day. One day, two years after her husband’s death, the compass needle began to quiver and spin, never settling on a direction.

Desperate to have it fixed, Lucy brought it to the compasssmith’s shop. The shop’s proprietor, Caleb Jennings, had loved Lucy from afar, never knowing if he should pay a call on the beautiful widow. But when Lucy set the compass in Caleb’s hand, it stopped spinning and the needle pointed at him, stunning them both. Taking the compass’ strange behavior as a sign, Caleb put aside his fears and began to court Lucy. It didn’t take long for the couple to fall in love and marry. They spent many wonderful years together, making a home and family, living into their eighties, and dying just a few days apart. Before he left this world, Caleb credited the ghost of Lucy’s first husband for setting the compass spinning and helping them find their way to each other.

To this day, Jennings Fine Compasses and Watches still resides on Main Street and is owned by one of Caleb’s and Lucy’s descendants. Many families in Compass Cove keep a compass in their home as a symbol of selfless love, and as a reminder that hearts meant to love will always find each other.


Prologue


Fourteen Years Ago

If everything went as planned, it would be her last night as a virgin.

It was now or never for Lilly. She was eighteen years old, and either had to find the nerve to say what was in her heart or wonder what if for the rest of her life. What if. That was something she never wanted to experience. Life should be lived, not regretted.

Slipping through the garden on the Miller estate in the pitch dark was unsettling—even though she’d done it a hundred times before. The property wasn’t the largest in Compass Cove, but it was still possible to get lost in the acres of woods. The weather was typical for late summer, warm and humid, and sweat beaded on her forehead. In the distance, she could see lightning illuminate the huge thunderheads that signaled a storm wasn’t far off.

Before she knew it, Lilly stood at the top of the wooden steps that led to the beach. There were fifty-two steps—just fifty-two steps separated her from who she was, and who she would become. Glancing down, there was an eerie glow on the sand, and while she couldn’t really see the water, she could hear the waves lapping against the shore. To her left was the grey shingled boathouse.

The structure was more than its name implied. Yes, it held boat equipment, beach chairs, and a stash of towels, but half of the house was more luxury cabana, with a kitchen, living area, and a fully stocked bar. She, Natalie, and Jordan had practically lived in the space this summer as they plotted their great escape from their small hometown. But now, Lilly wanted it to hold different memories.

It took a second to compose herself. Drawing a deep breath, the salt air from the bay relaxed her as she started down the steps. One at a time, the scene inside the boathouse unfolded in her mind. In there, probably asleep, was the man she’d fallen in love with. The man who was leaving in two days to serve his country.

Her best friend’s brother, Jack Miller.

Jack had stolen Lilly’s heart when she was still in middle school. Along with being Natalie’s brother, he was friends with her older brother, Luca. And of all the guys that hung out at her house, he was the only one who ever treated her like she mattered. He was smart and funny, and his blue eyes flashed every time he smiled.

He talked to her about things that mattered, he asked questions about her life… he showed genuine interest, and whenever Luca or the other boys gave her a hard time, Jack stood up for her.

He was honest and strong–the best guy she knew–and before he left, Lilly was going to tell him how she felt, and her hope was she’d give him her virginity. She wanted nothing more than to feel that bond with him.

The boathouse was her last chance.

Standing on the cobblestone path, she hesitated before reaching out and opening the large paneled door. Doing her best to stay quiet, Lilly reminded herself to keep breathing. It was dark, but a glow from the outside light slipped through the windows, allowing her to see Jack’s muscular frame on the blue upholstered chaise in the corner. He was on his back, his arms draped across his bare belly, and Lilly almost died right there looking at him.

His head was resting on a small pillow and his body glistened with a light sheen of sweat. He was lean and muscular, his arms, chest, and abs well defined. A pair of board shorts obscured her view of anything more personal, which was fine. She already felt like she was spying on him, but if he’d been naked, she would have felt even more guilty.

As Jordan would say, he was a panty-dropper. Approaching the center of the room, she could hear his light snore, nothing more than his breath going in and out… and for a moment, Lilly looked at him, worried she might never see him again.

The thought consumed her. He was going to war. He could die. Without any warning, Lilly’s breath hitched, and tears spilled out of her eyes.

Sniffling, she could feel one tear tracking over her nose, and she watched as it fell right on Jack’s cheek. He felt it, reaching up with his fingers to brush it away.

Lilly stepped back, suddenly losing her nerve. But before she could run, Jack’s eyes opened, and his gaze locked on hers.

“Lilly?” Raising himself onto his elbows, he blinked, trying to adjust to the darkness. “What are you doing here? Is something wrong?”

She had no words. Finally, after all this time, she had the chance to tell him how she felt—and she’d fallen mute.

“Are you crying?” He stood and moved toward her, gently brushing his fingers on her cheek. “You are. What happened? Who hurt you?”

His protectiveness made her warm from the inside out. Once again, Jack showed her why she’d fallen so hard. How could she not? “Oh, no. No one. I’m just… I’m crying because you’re leaving.” Her eyes met his and held. Tell him the truth, she thought. It’s the only thing that matters. “I’m going to miss you.”

Taking her by the shoulders, he grinned, then kissed the top of her head. “I’ll be back. How else would I keep you in line?”

She chuckled, her nerves getting the better of her, then nodded and willed herself not to forget why she came to see him. “Jack, before you leave, I want to give you something.”

“Aw, Lilly, you don’t have to. Just make sure you get your Abuela to send me cookies, okay?”

“No, I want to.” Do it, she thought. Just do it. Don’t lose your nerve. Rising on her toes, Lilly surprised Jack with a kiss.

It was gentle. A little more than a peck, but not too deep. His lips were soft and warm, and when Lilly looked up, his eyes had drifted shut. She had no idea what it all meant, because in her eighteen years, she’d only kissed two other boys. One kiss happened during a game of truth or dare in seventh grade, and the other after homecoming at the beginning of senior year. Both were unremarkable.

Jack hadn’t moved, so Lilly screwed up her nerve. This time, she kissed him for real. And the world spun because Jack kissed her back.

Light exploded behind her eyes as the heat rose in her body. He grasped her head, threading his fingers through her hair, and Lilly let her hands brush over his taut muscles. He reeled when she pressed her hands to his chest, letting them ride up to his shoulders, all while he claimed her mouth in a long, lazy dance. He moved his lips, swept his tongue inside, and the electricity jumped between them.

Finally, he stopped. Frozen in place, his chest heaving, his face pained, his body tight.

“I can’t believe I did that.” He took a step back. “I… I’m sorry I lost control.”

“No, it’s okay.” Lilly touched her lips. They were hot, swollen, and she missed the feel of him already. But something was terribly wrong. Jack turned away, ran his hands through the shock of hair on the top his head, and she heard him curse.

“Jack?”

“I don’t know what got into me. I should never have kissed you like that.”

She almost reminded him that she’d been the one to kiss him. Besides, it didn’t really matter. Magic was magic. Cliché that it was, the genie was out of the bottle.

“I thought it was perfect. I wanted that, and I want… I want all of you.” It was more than she’d ever expected, and Lilly knew he felt it too. “I’ve been meaning to tell you all summer how I felt, and now you’re leaving…”

Coming back to her, Jack shoved his hands in his pockets. His voice was level, quiet. “Lilly, I’m too old for you. And your brother would hand me my ass if anything happened between us.”

“No.” She shook her head, knowing Luca would act outraged because he was expected to be, not because he really cared. “That’s not true.”

“Yes. That’s reality.”

Lilly felt her heart break. Right in her chest, it split open. The flat tone in his voice told her he meant what he said. Still, she couldn’t stop. The words were going to come out whether she wanted them to or not. “But I love you. I have for as long as I can remember.”

“What?”

Holding her head high, Lilly refused to let her shyness about her feelings stop her from telling him what she’d been holding in her heart. She owned this, and if she was going to have to live with them, so was he. “I love you, Jack.”

With one movement, Lilly was on her toes, kissing him again. Maybe it was a mistake, but she was feeling brave, and maybe even a little desperate, now that she’d said the words. His scent surrounded her—a combination of warm air and ocean, with a hint of the summer ale he liked so much. It was intoxicating, giving her the rush of confidence she needed.

If he regretted the first kiss, or the second, she couldn’t tell. Jack’s response to this kiss was immediate, intense. Lilly didn’t know if anything would ever feel as good as his warm mouth moving against hers. Snaking her arms around his neck, she pulled him down, and drew a sharp breath when he banded his arms around her, dragging her close, crushing her against his chest. She felt his fingers, large and calloused, skim the top of her waistband and drift into her shorts. There was a shot of awareness straight to her belly—his hands and his body made her feel everything. There was no controlling her response to the gentle caresses, to the bone-melting heat from his mouth and tongue. Lilly arched and pressed into him.

He held her so close, so tight, that she could barely breathe, not being able to tell where she ended and he began. Everything about him was big… his hands, his arms, his broad chest. Lilly felt her skin sizzle at his touch, and when his hands slipped lower still, sliding his palms over her butt cheeks, her body caught fire.

For the first time in her life, Lilly experienced the burn of desire—sharp and aware—every nerve ending fired. When she felt the hardness in his shorts pressing into her belly, Lilly gasped audibly—and Jack’s eyes snapped open. The quick intake of breath brought him out of his stupor.

“Jesus. You’re dangerous.” Jack stepped away and put a few feet of distance between them. It wasn’t much, but it was enough that Lilly missed the feel of him.

“I’m sorry? I don’t understand.” How could he call her dangerous? He was the one with the advantage.

“I can’t believe the way I reacted. I must be out of my mind.” Scrubbing his face with his hands, Jack looked at the ceiling. “I need to get laid.”

“Okay.” Lilly stood straight, taking only a split second to think about what she was offering. “I mean. I, ah… volunteer.”

Oh, God. Did she just say “volunteer”?

“What? Absolutely not. No.”

“But I love you. I want to be with you.” Those words, the truest she’d ever spoken, wavered and cracked because she already knew what he was going to say.

Holding firm, he waved her off. “It’s just a crush.”

His tone was firm. Dismissive. Lilly loved him, she was sure of it, but she wasn’t going to let him talk down to her.

“A crush?”

“I’m going to leave, and you’ll forget all about me. You’re going to college, and there’ll be other guys—”

“Are you kidding? I know what I’m feeling, Jack. Other guys? Are you serious?”

“Lilly, you’re young. Hell, we both are.”

“Young? I’m eighteen and I’m old enough to know my heart.” That very heart squeezed tight. Rejection was bad enough, but for him to reject her and how she felt? Lilly never imagined how much she could hurt.

She wanted to kiss him again, beg him to listen, but she couldn’t. Her pride and her anger kept her from saying anything.

Turning, she walked to the door without uttering another word. All she had to do was hold it together for another minute or two. The last thing she expected was Jack coming after her.

“Don’t be angry. You’re a great girl, Lilly, but you don’t want me.”

Now he was telling her what she did and didn’t want. God, she wanted to tell him where to put his know-it-all attitude. He’d put himself between her and the door, intent on getting her to agree with him before he’d let her go.

“Jack, I’m leaving.”

“You’re upset.”

“No kidding.”

“Lilly, tell me you understand.” He wanted to know she was okay. But she couldn’t give him that. She wasn’t okay.

“No. I don’t understand. I don’t.” She paused, swallowing her sadness, but not her pride. “Here’s the thing you don’t get…” She poked his bare shoulder. “You might see me as a kid, but I’m not clueless. No one will ever love you the way I do, Jack Miller. In all your life, you will never find anyone who feels for you what I feel.”

“Lilly…”

Pushing him aside when his guard was down, Lilly flung open the door. “That’s your loss, Jack.”


Chapter One


As days went, this one needed a complete do-over.

As Lilly Vasquez made her way through her salon, closing up for the night, she wondered what had made her think she could run her own business. Today had brought her a vendor that failed to send her order, a very unhappy customer—who was angry the stylist actually cut her hair short, when that’s what she’d asked for—and her top colorist quit to take a position in a big salon in New York.

The woman was superbly talented and deserved every opportunity, but Lilly wished she could tell her colorist the glamour she was looking for in the fancy salon in the big city wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.

Which was why Lilly had come home to Compass Cove. The place didn’t get her heart racing like L.A., and the wedding she was going to in a few weeks wouldn’t be attended by A-list celebrities, but the people she loved would be there, and she’d learned they were the only ones who really mattered.

As she flicked off the lights in her office in the back, Lilly heard a knocking from the front of the salon. It was past seven, she was exhausted, and part of her was tempted to take the stairs to her small apartment above the salon.

But as the knocking became steadier, she breathed out, clicked on the light in the reception area, and went to the front.

She hoped it was something simple. Maybe it was her lost products finally being delivered. Or perhaps it was Charles, one of the stylists, who was always forgetting something. Lilly should probably get the man a key, but then he wouldn’t ever try to keep track of his shit.

The shock hit as soon as she could see who was knocking. Lilly had left her work in L.A. abruptly, so when the face staring through the glass was her old boss, Noel Kristoff, she couldn’t quite get her head around it. Hadn’t she just been thinking about him? Minutes ago, his face and smile and wacky outfits had flashed through her mind. And now he was grinning at her like a man possessed.

None of this made any sense. Noel didn’t like to go anywhere with less than a million people unless it was to his chateau in Bordeaux, so there had to be a good story as to why he was standing outside her door in her tiny town.

Disengaging the alarm, she threw the deadbolt on the door and almost lost her arm when he yanked it open and charged inside.

“Leelee!” Noel grabbed her in a bear hug, pulling her into his massive chest. “You look gorgeous, dahlink. How have you been? I would say I’ve been searching everywhere for you, but I only had to ask one person, and he told me immediately where to find your shop.” His Hungarian accent was still thick, even after years in California designing hair for the fussiest movie stars and costume directors. If there was a look in a movie that anyone remembered, chances were Noel was responsible.

Taking a step back, she surveyed her old boss’s face. Warm and happy, his black hair was pulled into a knot at the nape of his neck. Nothing seemed to dampen his spirit. Even three crazy ex-wives couldn’t do it to him.

“I… I cannot believe you’re here,” she finally uttered. “I was just thinking about you.”

“I still think you have the gift of my people, my dear.” Folding his arms, Noel—who cherished his Romani heritage—looked around.

“Only if your people landed in Hungary by way of Puerto Rico,” she said.

His belly laugh boomed through the space. “Show me your place. I’m dying to see.”

Initially, Noel was the only person she told about opening her salon back home. When she cut ties with her life in California, she’d made a clean break. He was the only one she’d sporadically kept in touch with. The man had trained her, mentored her. Everything she had she owed to him, and her own hard work.

That he wanted to see what she’d made was a little intimidating, but it also made Lilly’s heart happy.

“This town of yours. It’s so small. I know you said it’s small, but how small? I see three streets.”

Seeing Noel so far out of his element made Lilly laugh. “There are plenty of people here, but we never feel overwhelmed, or lost, or invisible. It’s not filled with phonies, or people who are only looking out for themselves.”

His brows drew together in a grimace. “Not everyone is like that. You had good friends.”

He was right, she’d had some good friends. But her life had spun so far out of control, and her head was in such a bad place, that the only way she could figure out how to stop the insanity was to leave it all behind. “Let me show you the shop. It’s only been up for a little more than a year, but I’ve built a solid clientele.”

“I had no doubt you would succeed.” He waved her off.

“You lie.” Noel had warned her that businesses like hers failed more than succeeded. There’d been no mincing of words.

He laughed. “Okay, I had a little doubt. I didn’t know how many small-town women would want good hair.”

What a thing to say, she thought. “All women want good hair. All women. And I’ve definitely created a niche for myself with the younger demographic in town.”

As she walked him through the different areas of the shop, Lilly had the opportunity to be proud of what she’d built. “There are eight stations, with two dedicated for colorists.” Lilly pointed out the sleek wood cabinets in a rich dark brown. Oval mirrors were suspended above each. “I have three shampoo sinks, and in the back there’s a work room, break room, powder room, and storage.” Compass Cove was filled with small businesses, all of them locally owned, and many had been in the same spot for generations. Some had fallen on hard times, but it looked like Lilly was going to make it. Visions, which was what she called her day spa, was getting stronger every month.

“So, what brings you to town? I would’ve met you in the city.” She knew New York was one of Noel’s favorite places. He’d said he loved the energy the throngs of people brought to the streets every day. It was where he started his career thirty years ago.

“Normally,” he said, walking toward the back of the shop, “that would’ve been my preference. But I’m here because the movie I’m working on is shooting close by.”

“Really? Where?” Lilly didn’t know if she should be happy or sad. She loved the movies, and had loved working on movies, but she wasn’t sure if she wanted her old life to collide with the one she was rebuilding in her home town.

“There will be some location filming at the college, ah, what’s it called? Jennings? There’s also a mansion location and a beach. Or two. It’s a romantic comedy. Sentimental. Happy. It will sell tickets.”

“That’s awesome! I had no idea. One of my good friends is a librarian at the college. She’s getting married in a few weeks to the football coach.”

He nodded while looking at her color lab, which was tucked onto one side of the workroom. “You like this brand of color? I’m still not sure about it?” He held up a can of product.

“The clients are happy. No fading. No brassiness.”

He nodded. “Weddings are such happy events. You have a man in your life?”

That wasn’t a question she was expecting. “No. Not right now.”

“Ah. Okay.” Noel turned and clasped his hands behind his back. “Have you dated since you’ve been home?”

Lilly shook her head. “No, I’ve been busy. Not much time for anything. It drives my mother crazy.” That wasn’t a lie. Mami was telling her pretty regularly that she’d better find a man before she was too old. “Why all the questions about my love life?”

“There’s something you should know.” Noel’s hesitation made Lilly nervous. He sighed. “Kat Barnes is in the movie. The cast arrives tomorrow.”

“Well, that’s special, but it’s not something that warrants the worried look on your face. What’s really on your mind?

He took another look at the color station and nodded.

“You’re right. I’ll get to the point. Gio is the star of this film. He and Kat are the leads.”

The news hit her like a blast from a cannon, forcing Lilly to sit down at a shampoo sink. Kat Barnes was bad enough. She and Lilly hated each other. But Gio? He was a whole different kind of trouble.

“I wanted to let you know, so you could be prepared. I thought seeing him without warning would be… what is the word?” She could see the wheels turning in his brain, searching for the right term.

“A trigger? Yeah.” Lilly nodded. If she’d run into him in town, she didn’t know how she’d react. “I’m not hard to find either, as you found out.” Lilly dropped her face into her hands. “God, I never thought I’d have to see him again. And here, of all places.”

Sitting next to her, Noel patted her back. “I know. But he’s arriving in a few days. Have you told anyone about what happened?”

Unable to face what drove her from her life in California, Lilly shook her head. The truth was, she hadn’t even told Noel how bad it had gotten. “No. No one. Not even my parents.”

“You need to tell someone. You did have a restraining order at one point. Correct?”

There was a reason she called Noel Papa Bear. He protected her like she was his very own. “I left because the judge refused to reissue the restraining order. Then after he…” She swallowed the words, rubbing the side of her face like the pain was still there. “The DA wouldn’t prosecute. No one believed me except you, and Maddie.”

Giovanni Graham was a star of the highest order. He was a gorgeous, funny heartthrob that commanded the screen no matter what role he played. Action-adventure, drama, romance, comedy, or something for kids, he could do it all. The old saying “women wanted to bed him, and men wanted to be him” was definitely true when applied to him.

Lilly had been the envy of women all over the world when she and Gio dated for almost a year. Initially, things had been great between them, but it didn’t stay that way. It changed; slowly at first, and before Lilly knew it, her life had spun out of control. Violently.

She knew the dark side of Gio Graham. The side that came out behind closed doors. The guy was no hero, and he wasn’t fit to be anyone’s leading man.

Gio Graham was the man who had terrorized her. And no one had believed her story.

An hour later, she sat with Noel in her apartment with a bottle of wine and two big bowls of steaming clam chowder from The Dock’s End. They’d been mostly quiet, sharing a few words here and there as they made the short walk to the restaurant at the marina and then back to her apartment.

He didn’t mention Gio again, and neither did Lilly, even though that was obviously what was on their minds.

“Maybe he won’t look for you?” Noel finally asked the question she didn’t know how to answer.

“I don’t know. It’s possible, but he might. He doesn’t think he did anything wrong.”

“He has been here? To Compass Cove?”

“I brought him home one Christmas.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“My parents didn’t like him.” She couldn’t fault her mother’s instincts. “Mama said he was too charming to be trusted.”

Noel took a deep breath. “He’d best stay away from you. Fattyú.” Lilly had worked with him long enough to know her former boss had just called her ex a bastard. She couldn’t disagree.

“Maybe I could go to the police? Just to put him on their radar. I mean… I did have a restraining order.”

“You could try. At least they would be alerted.”

“I’ll stop over there tomorrow morning. In the afternoon I’m doing a test run on my friend’s hair for her wedding. Want to help?”

“What time?” he grinned. “I’ll be here.”
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There were few things Jack Miller hated more than stakeouts. Especially when his partner was a by-the-book DEA agent bucking for a promotion. He was in hell. And Satan had a badge.

Darren, who wore his hair high and tight like a jarhead recruit, was watching the deserted warehouse from their fifth-floor perch. They’d been in Brooklyn for three days, and no one had entered or left the old bread factory. The entire area was being revitalized, with the shipping depot going in near the river, and mixed-use buildings replacing old businesses and industrial spaces.

If they ever converted this old building, he expected a loft would go for several million dollars. If the guys in his unit wouldn’t bust on him for being a rich boy, he probably would have gone for it and bought himself one. But if his time in the military had taught him anything, it was that if he wanted to fit in, Jack had to be like everyone else. He couldn’t be the kid who grew up on an estate, went to an Ivy League school, or had a trust fund, even though he was all those things.

Now that he was an FBI agent, nothing much had changed. If he showed his hand, he’d get shit from the squad.

“You want something to eat, pal?” Maybe food would make the guy loosen up.

Darren shook his head. “No thanks. Had a protein bar. I’m fine.”

“Are you sure? This pizza here is pretty good.”

“That crap will clog your arteries.” Darren continued to watch out the window, while Jack took a bite of the loaded pizza and rolled his eyes.

“I think we have to consider that they moved their operation.” Jack had been excited to work on the joint task force with the DEA. They were going after dealers who were feeding the heroin epidemic in Queens, Brooklyn, and Long Island. It was scary shit, and he wanted these assholes bad, but his Spidey senses were telling him they’d been tipped off.

Lately, he was sorry he’d volunteered for the assignment. He’d been stuck in the room with his counterpart for going on seventy-two hours, and there was a growing chance Jack would hurt the guy.

After a protracted silence, Darren turned and snapped at Jack, “You’re impatient. I’ve had stakeouts that have gone on for weeks. I live on protein bars, water, and adrenaline. I barely sleep, I usually don’t shower. When I emerge, I look like the walking dead. You have to stay the course.”

Now that was fucking scary.

Jack figured in a few days, Darren was gonna start to look like moldy bread. Wasn’t that fantastic?

His cell phone buzzed. When he looked down, he saw a message from his brother, Adam. Where the fuck are you? I’m getting married in three weeks. Mia is flipping out because my best man is missing.

Jack texted back: I’m not missing. I’m working. I will be there. He would do his best, but that’s not what he’d told his family. Stop worrying about me, and you make sure Mia doesn’t go all bridezilla on everyone.

His future sister-in-law was the least likely woman to lose her mind over her wedding, but Jack had seen people do some crazy things. He figured anything was possible.

I should be around in a few days. We’ll get a beer and your lovely bride can interrogate me for as long as she likes. He was pretty sure he’d be out of this dank warehouse soon; the investigation was going nowhere. If not, he’d still be here. With Agent Moldy Bread.

At the same time Adam pinged him back, his phone buzzed. A call from his boss.

Perfect.

“Miller.”

“Hey, Jack. How goes the stakeout?” There was a clear and audible chuckle, and based on the muffled voices in the background, his boss wasn’t alone. A couple of other agents had drawn duty with Darren, so they were going to have a good time at his expense.

“Funny.” He walked away so Darren couldn’t hear. “You need to get me out of here.”

“Come on, Jack. How bad could it be?”

“Are you kidding me?”

There was a burst of laughter from the SAC and whoever was in his office.

“Great. You guys have a ball.”

“Actually, you can come in. It was exactly what you thought. The subjects were tipped off and moved the operation east. You’ll be working out of the field office on Long Island for the duration of the investigation.”

That was a plus. At least he’d be around for the wedding.

“Should I tell Darren?” He glanced over. His partner hadn’t moved. The guy was like a piece of pottery.

“His people will let him know. Hey, one more thing, I got a call from local police about a woman who filed a report about her ex-boyfriend. I’m going to send you the contact information. Said she’s worried about him being violent. Since the guy is coming from out of state, and there was a restraining order, it bounced to us.”

“Abuser?” That wasn’t his usual jam. “Why me?”

“You’re from the area, so I figured you could see what’s up. It could fall under a couple of federal statutes, but we’re not sure.”

“Yeah, I guess. Send me what you have, and I’ll talk with her. How many complaints are we looking at?”

“More than a few. We’re getting the whole file from L.A. Hold onto your hat, she identified the ex. It’s Gio Graham.”

“The actor?” Jack’s stomach lurched.

“Yep. The woman is named—hold on, let me look—Lilly Vasquez. Owns a salon or something.”

Lilly. Jesus. It was a good thing Jack was getting this on the phone. The squad didn’t need to see his reaction. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. But make sure she’s on the level. I know she had the order, but celebrities are constantly being targeted by crazies—anything is possible. The relationship was all over the tabloids, and the detective I talked to said the case was full of question marks. They aren’t sure she’s totally on the level. Especially after they interviewed Graham. He said she was the one who was dangerous, and stalked him online. He suggested she might be using being victimized as a cover.”

The suggestion that Lilly was at fault made the muscles in Jack’s neck spasm in response. The woman was a lot of things, but a crazy stalker wasn’t one of them. “Yeah. I want to know everything. Everything.”

For the longest time, no one could figure out why Lilly had returned to Compass Cove. She’d had a great gig in the film industry, which she’d left suddenly and without any explanation. But hearing all this, it made more sense. He remembered she’d been dating the guy. He couldn’t turn around without seeing her face on some gossip rag. It drove Jack crazy. Now, thinking about what might have transpired between them made him so angry he was going to make it his mission to find out what happened.

“Wait. You think there’s something to this?” his boss asked. “That she…”

“I don’t draw conclusions until I have all the facts,” he lied, not wanting to tip his boss off to his own conclusions. “But I’m not going to be the guy who blows this off and lets a woman get hurt.”

“I dunno. Based on what we do know, she sounds a little unhinged. He can’t get her to tell him what she did with the jewelry he gave her. It was worth over a million bucks and someone close to them said she gave it all away to friends of hers.”

Jack’s wheels started turning. He had a good idea what happened to the jewelry, but give it away just for fun? Not likely.

“I don’t need her going all psycho on this guy, Miller. That wouldn’t be a good look for us.”

“Uh huh.” That pissed him off. If Lilly reached out for help, this was serious. She was bull-headed, independent, and not prone to drama. No, if she was concerned enough to go to local police, she was scared. Which was why Jack was going to stop by and see her tomorrow.


Chapter Two


“You have enough hair for three people, Mia.”

“I know.” Her friend Mia DeAngelis was getting married, and the bridal party had come to the salon early to do a test run on their styles. Mia turned, whispering conspiratorially. “It’s kind of a pain in the ass, but I can’t say that too loud.”

“I hear you.” Lilly smiled. There were women who would kill for hair like Mia’s, but they had no idea what tresses like hers needed in terms of care. Mia was right, though, good hair was nothing to complain about. Twisting another caramel colored strand, she pinned the final section into an elaborate weave that swept to the side and tumbled across her friend’s shoulder. With a final flourish, Lilly put the jeweled clip behind Mia’s ear.

It took forever to do, but the style was gorgeous. Mia was going to be a beautiful bride. The beauty, of course, wasn’t only about the dress or the hair, it was about the love she’d found with Adam Miller, a man seemingly so wrong for her who turned out to be so right.

Noel circled the chair, assessing Lilly’s work. He fussed with a strand here, a wisp there, but after what felt like way too long, he nodded.

“It’s perfect. It suits her.”

Mia exhaled, and it was only then that Lilly realized her friend was holding her breath as well. Talk about pressure.

Glancing toward Noel, Mia raised an eyebrow. “He’s tough.”

“You have no idea.” Turning to her mentor, Lilly grinned. “Mia has great hair.”

“Obviously.” Waving off the comment, he circled again. “But you managed it well. I’ve never seen so much.” He leaned into Mia’s line of sight. “After your wedding, we will give it some style, maybe some long layers, yes? Bring it up to your shoulders.”

“No.”

Mia didn’t flinch, didn’t hesitate even for a second, but Noel did. He couldn’t believe the response.

“Pardon? It will be perfect. I will cut it myself.”

“No.”

Training his eyes on Lilly, he shrugged before turning back to Mia. “I do not understand. Is this about the man in your life? It is not his hair.”

“Well,” Mia responded without so much as a flinch. “It’s not yours either. It’s mine.” The exchange was actually funny. Mia wasn’t going to budge, and Noel didn’t get it. He was completely dumbfounded. Her friend’s long curly hair was part of her, and she liked it just fine, even if it was overwhelming sometimes.

“Let it go, Noel.”

“But…”

“Nope. Let it go. She’s not going to let you cut her hair.”

Noel folded his arms in a huff as Lilly handed Mia a mirror so she could show the bride the back of her up-do.

“It’s amazing, Lilly.” Mia admired the intricate design. “Thank you. I can’t believe it’s less than three weeks away.”

In just seventeen days, Mia and Adam would be taking the next step in their journey which had started a little less than a year ago.

The town, famous for its romantic compass legend, was all about people finding their true north, the place they most belong. Love, family, romance… the town dripped with it, and Lilly was still wondering when her hometown would start feeling like home again. When she’d be strong enough to let her guard down and relax.

Maybe never, if Gio left his mark here. He could ruin the place that had provided her with an escape.

Mia rose from the chair and leaned in for a hug. “I’m so happy.”

Lilly held her friend close. “I’m happy for you.”

And she was. Whatever was missing in Lilly’s own life was her problem. Mia, who was a beautiful person inside and out, and a great mom, deserved every bit of happiness there was.

A beep came from the front of the shop, letting Lilly know someone had come in. It was Sunday and technically they were closed, but she wasn’t going to turn away a client. When Mia walked over to her Nana, who was watching from comfortable chair on the other side of the salon, Lilly headed to the reception area.

To her surprise, there wasn’t anyone who needed a quick blowout or haircut.

Nope, standing there in a pair of perfectly pressed khakis and a blue button-down shirt, looking every bit the FBI agent, was Jack Miller.

Whenever she saw Jack, Lilly was a mix of angry, embarrassed, and giddy. It was the giddy part that annoyed her the most. Why did her stomach still flutter when he was around? Wasn’t she beyond that? It was lucky for her that he didn’t find his way home very often. But that wasn’t going to be the case now. Since he was his brother’s best man, and Lilly was Mia’s maid of honor, there were going to be many more uncomfortable moments over the next few weeks. Frozen in place, everything about the man tripped an awareness in her body that made her senses start to spin like an amusement park ride.

Steadying herself quickly, she reigned in her frazzled nerves. Control was in short supply, and there was no way she was going to give up what little she had.

But just being near him stole all the air from her lungs. Nothing had changed since she made a fool of herself when she was eighteen. Jack still affected her, even when she didn’t want him to.

“Don’t I even get a hello?” His grin was charismatic as ever and his electric blue eyes sparked with mischief. Jack may have gotten older, but he still hadn’t grown up. The man was a real-life Peter Pan. Even with a respectable—even dangerous—job, Jack held on to the boyishness that never failed to charm everyone he came in contact with. There was a time Lilly would have done anything for him.

“Sure,” she composed herself. “Sorry. How are you?”

“I’m fine. Working out the Long Island office for a while. Figured I’d stop in. Say hello.”

“You wanted to stop in? Here?”

“Yes.” His face froze, his weight shifting from one foot to the other.

Lilly’s skin prickled.

“Why?” she asked, now realizing something was up. “Need a haircut?”

“No. We’re old friends. We’re in this wedding thing together. Seems perfectly natural to me. Why are you so suspicious?”

Always cool and relaxed, there was something not right about his behavior. Off. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but it felt like he was trying too hard.

She shook her head slowly. “No. It’s not. What’s going on, Jack?”

There was a long pause, the painful kind that preceded bad news. Breathing out, his gaze grew less playful, and his mouth pulled into a thin line. “Is there a place we can talk?”

“What’s wrong with here?”

“Not here.”

He’d heard the voices in the back. Obviously, he meant alone.

Jack’s back had gone stiff. His eyes didn’t waver. This was serious.

Lilly motioned to him to follow, and he did. They were waylaid by Mia who was worried her future brother-in-law might not show up for the wedding, but Jack eased her away, keeping his focus forward.

Lilly’s heart pounded in her chest as she spoke to one of the stylists and avoided Mia’s very pointed gaze. “Lock up for me?”

She couldn’t hear her own voice because of the rushing in her head. Why was Jack there? Why did he want to talk to her?

As a bead of sweat trickled down her back, they made their way up to her apartment. It was a brutally hot August day, but her nerves were responsible for the perspiration more than the heat.

“Sorry to screw up your day. I didn’t mean for you to close early,” he apologized.

“I only opened today so we could do a test run on Mia’s hair. I’m closed on Sunday and Monday in the summer.”

“Ah. I didn’t know hair gets a rehearsal, too.”

“Yep. You work on Sundays?”

“I work every day.”

The jitters in her stomach went to full-blown panic when she walked into her apartment. He followed, and when the door clicked shut behind them, Lilly felt her breath catch.

Panic attacks didn’t listen to reason, and no matter how many times she tried to calm herself, thoughts of Gio and his violence played with her reason. When she turned, she saw Jack still had his hand on the doorknob. Frozen there, he studied her for a second, and then opened the door. “I’m sorry. I’ll leave this open a little bit.”

Instantly, she realized he knew.

It was ninety degrees outside and humid, but until that moment, Jack didn’t look like he’d broken a sweat all day. Dropping his leather backpack on the chair by the door, he approached her slowly, but deliberately made sure there was distance between them.

Lilly leaned into the kitchen island, the cold granite cooling the flush that burned her skin.

“Why are you here?” Her voice was hoarse, and she was fighting back a wave of nausea that rolled through her. She knew why.
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“I’m here about the report you filed a few days ago. The one concerning Gio Graham.”

Her eyes were flat. Cold.

“I went to the local police, not the FBI. I’m confused.”

“I know. But since this—situation—began in California, there’s a federal statute in play. Additionally, there were some irregularities, so it now falls under our purview.” He kept his boss’s bullshit suspicions about cyberstalking and Lilly’s supposed mental state out of the conversation.

“Because it crossed state lines?”

“Yes. There is a federal law that addresses domestic violence. He’s so high profile, the local police didn’t want to deal with it.”

“Fabulous.” Lilly was a spinning ball of nerves; she couldn’t stand still. As she moved past him, Jack maintained his best special agent posture, hands shoved in his pockets, with no sudden moves. “How much do you know?”

Taking a step in her direction, but careful not to crowd her, Jack confirmed her fears. “Everything.”

That one word took her out at the knees. She dropped onto the sofa with a thud.

“Everything?” she whispered.

“Yeah. I read the entire file.”

He’d read it twice. The first time made him sick. The second time he wanted hard justice for the bastard who’d hurt her. Jack knew he was supposed to maintain his objectivity, that his personal connection to her shouldn’t matter, but he was failing miserably at the task.

This woman had been part of him since the kiss they’d shared fourteen years before. He’d never shaken how she’d made him feel, and her words lingered in the back of his mind. Lilly was always strong, independent; but seeing her now with her head dropped and her eyes turned down made him angrier than he’d ever been. Gio Graham had nicked her spirit, and that was a damn crime in itself.

The motherfucker was not going to get near her.

“Do you know why the DA didn’t want to prosecute?” he asked.

“I know his reason was bullshit.”

“I’m likely to agree with you, but what did he tell you?” Jack was fishing, because he knew once it was shown she wasn’t a threat to the actor, the case would be deemed out of their jurisdiction. As it was, he was reaching.

“It was he-said-she-said. I said he hit me. Gio said otherwise. We were a very public couple, very affectionate, and that made my claim questionable. Personally, I think the DA and the detective thought I was crazy, you know? That since he broke up with me, I wanted to get back at him.”

“Did he break up with you?”

“I wouldn’t call what happened between us a breakup. I left. He moved on to his next… person.”

“But you did have a restraining order at one point?”

“It didn’t matter. None of it did.”

Lilly rose from the chair, wrapping her arms around her middle protectively. She shivered, and Jack was at a loss for how to respond.

“When I moved home, all I wanted was to put distance between me and him. I knew I wasn’t going to get justice, so distance was the next best thing. I had a life to live, and staying there was no longer an option. So, after I made several attempts to return the jewelry he gave me—because I wanted nothing from him—I sold it. I donated half the money to a women’s shelter and used the rest to open my salon.”

“That must have been some nice jewelry.”

“It was obscene how much he spent. But that was Gio—everything was for show. Even me.”

The rush of protectiveness sent up all kinds of red flags, but Jack ignored the warning bells sounding in his head and focused on Lilly. For the first time that he could remember, she looked scared.

He’d known Lilly since she was ten years old. Compass Cove was the kind of place where families knew each other in twenty different ways. Lilly was friends with his sister Natalie, and he was friends with her brother, Luca. Her grandmother and grandfather had worked on his grandparents’ estate for years. They knew each other well. Growing up, she was a pest, but he always liked her spirit. She didn’t take crap from anyone. He remembered being over the Vasquez house; if she was playing a video game or watching TV, the boys weren’t going to move her, unless she wanted to be moved.

The tension, which showed itself with every movement of her body, tore at his professional veneer. He was pissed. So pissed. That she ever had to feel afraid, that someone had hurt her like this, made him crazy.

“How can I help?” he asked. It was lame, and he hated putting the question to her.

“You can’t,” she whispered. “Unless you’re going to arrest him, and I don’t think that’s even a possibility.”

Taking two steps toward her, Jack stopped a few feet away. He wished he could lock the bastard up and throw away the key, but she was right, it wasn’t going to happen like that. “Lilly…”

“Jack, I’m having enough of a hard time with you just being here. I hate that you know. That you’re seeing me like this.”

Her voice had gone from a slight tremor to a noticeable shake. She was fighting back the best she knew how, but the control was an act. He could see she was crumbling on the inside.

“You shouldn’t worry about that. I’m here to help.”

“But I do. I tried to leave the victim behind in California. She followed me back. Deep down, I’m always on edge… scared. I feel weak.”

His instinct was to go to her, wrap her in his arms, and hold on, but Jack didn’t dare. First, because he was there in an official capacity, and second, because the last thing she needed was him in her space.

So, he kept his distance, even though he wished he didn’t have to.

“Can I ask why you’re here? I mean, why did the FBI send you?”

It was pure luck that the case landed in his lap. But it was good luck, because anyone else would be casting suspicion, grilling her for information and sending her into a tailspin. “It could have been anyone,” he responded honestly. “But I’m glad they sent me.” Jack chose his words carefully. “I hate what happened to you.”

Lilly took a deep breath before she finally turned and faced him. Her eyes were wide, bright with unshed tears. “Please don’t tell anyone.”

The emotion that cracked her voice did the same to his heart. Jack, unable to stay in his professional role, approached her. When his hands settled on her shoulders, he was thankful she didn’t flinch. “I won’t, but it may come out. You made an official complaint, and with him in town…”

“The press may dig it up.”

“Yes.”

Jack didn’t know what he expected from her. But he hadn’t expected that she’d calmly walk to her kitchen, take a bottle of wine from the fridge, and pour herself a glass. It might have been five o’clock somewhere, but not in Compass Cove.

“Do you want anything?” she asked.

“No.” He watched her body language. Restrained, guarded—Lilly had built a solid wall around herself, but he knew nothing was impenetrable. The ex could definitely do damage if he was given the opportunity. “Is there anything I should know? Do you have a reason to think he’s going to come after you?”

“Yes.” Lilly took a healthy swallow of her wine and tucked a thick lock of dark hair behind her ear. “Because he can. Because he thinks it’s his right. He doesn’t feel he did anything wrong. He’s always under so much stress, and really, I had it coming, you know?”

How many times had women uttered those words? It sucked.

Jack got to thinking. It was going to be a couple of weeks, at least, before he was back on his heroin investigation, which meant he could spend that extra time in town. Technically, he didn’t know if there was a case. He’d have to do more digging to determine the status of her complaint, but he could use the time in town to keep an eye on things.

Adam and Mia’s wedding would provide him with the perfect cover, since Lilly would hand him his ass if she thought he was trying to protect her. She’d always been stubborn and tough, but watching her at that moment, her tiny frame tucked into the corner of the couch and her eyes cast down, she looked so very vulnerable. Add to that she was hurting—and scared—made Jack angrier than he’d been in a very long time. The frustration, the inability to act, gnawed at him.

“I never could figure out what you saw in that guy. I mean, if you ask me…”

Lilly looked up slowly, her eyes narrowed, and the temperature in the room dropped by degrees. From the dark depths of her eyes, he saw daggers. If looks could kill, he’d have been dead three times over. What the hell was that all about?

“I didn’t ask you, though, did I?” Her voice was low, fierce. “How is this my fault?”

Shit. “I didn’t mean that, it’s just, you have to be careful with guys like him. They feel entitled.”

“They feel entitled, but I have to be careful? Seriously?”

“You’re misunderstanding me. I know it’s not your fault. God, I would never say that—”

“Yet, you just did.” Lilly rose and walked to a door on the other side of the kitchen island. “Thanks for stopping by.”

Jack opened his mouth to argue, but decided it would only put him in a deeper hole. He’d really ticked her off.

“Okay.” He picked up his briefcase on his way to the door. Before leaving, he handed her his card, so she would know he was there if she needed him. “I’ll be around. Between a case I’m working on out here and the wedding, I’ll be crashing at my mom’s house. I wrote my cell number on the back.”

“Thanks, but I’m fine. I just have to be careful.”

“You don’t have to be sarcastic,” he growled.

“No? You sure about that?”

The woman was infuriating.

“Jesus Christ,” he said, heading down the stairs. “I’m trying to help.”

“Bye, Jack. See you around.” The sound of the heavy door slamming shut behind him confirmed exactly how tough it was going to be to keep her safe.


Chapter Three


“Miller, what are you doing here?”

Looking up from the desk he’d commandeered while he was assigned to the Long Island Field Office, Jack saw the Special Agent in Charge hanging over the low partition of his cubicle. Mick Donovan was as old school of a cop as anyone would ever find. Rough around the edges, his manner hid the brilliant criminal analyst beneath. The man could break down a situation into tiny workable parts, and find out the who, the when, the where, and the why like no one he’d ever worked with.

But Mick was a by-the-book company guy. He also had some very strong opinions about women. He would always be a gentleman, but progressive he was not. What that all meant to Jack was that Mick would shut him down if he thought the Bureau didn’t have any jurisdiction over Lilly’s case.

So Jack resolved to do something he never thought he’d do. He was going to lie to his superior. It would only be for a day or so—until he could get more information. It was a risk, but if it meant getting to the bottom of what had really happened to Lilly, he was all in.

“I’m doing a little digging into the Gio Graham case.” He checked his watch. “I have a couple of calls to make, but it’s only about eight in California.”

“You’ll probably just have to have a conversation with the girl. I mean, she’ll stay in line once we pay her a visit.”

The girl. In his head, Jack replayed his visit with Lilly. Intimidated was not a word he would use to describe her reaction, but it was exactly what Mick was going for.

That wasn’t how he was going to play it. He had no doubt there was a story behind the story. A guy like Graham would have left a trail of women.

In his mid-thirties, Gio was a superstar. He was landing one big role after another, from rom-coms to action flicks. The guy had some talent, too. He’d been nominated for a couple of Oscars, and there was some buzz that the film that was coming out in a couple of months would win it for him.

But no matter how talented he was, or what the image doctors had done for him, nice guys didn’t hit women. Not even once.

Chances were there were others like Lilly. Women he’d manipulated and abused. He just needed to find one who would talk. Then he’d have to find a way to bust Gio’s sorry ass.

That could be harder.

Keeping the dirtbag away from Lilly was his single most important job.

Her reactions during their conversation yesterday ate at him. So much so, he’d gone home and researched the hell out of all the women Gio had dated over the past ten years. Lilly was his last serious girlfriend. Since her, he’d been seen with slew of different women on the red carpet and at A-list events.

He needed to see if there was a pattern. Changes in appearance, timing, something he hadn’t even thought of yet. There were always patterns. It was his job to find them.

But then he thought about Lilly retreating behind a wall of anger and attitude. His mind raced, remembering what he’d read in the file. The pictures he saw.

The bruises.

The red welts.

He wasn’t getting those images out of his head.

“You think her story is legit?” Mick wasn’t likely to believe her, but he didn’t know Lilly like Jack did. Another thing he’d be keeping from his boss.

“The injuries were legit.” Jack shook his head. “They indicated violence.”

Finger-mark bruises. For fuck’s sake, how didn’t he take it seriously?

“Graham said it was rough sex. You never know what women will put up with to sleep with a celebrity.”

Jack took a breath so he didn’t let loose at Mick. Calm was his friend right now. “Well, like I told you, I’m not going to be the one that lets this slip through the cracks if she is on the level. Do you want that?”

Mick shrugged. “No skin off my teeth. You’re extra manpower. If you want to waste your time on this, be my guest.”

The decision to withhold information was completely justified in Jack’s mind. This was the kind of attitude that kept women silent.

When Jack was in the Army, he’d spent a lot of time embedded in countries where women lacked even the most basic rights. It wasn’t always religious, like so many thought, but cultural. And it all started with attitudes like Mick’s.

His boss left him alone, and he went to work on his computer. It didn’t take much to find information. A tabloid article on Gio gave him a lot of dirt about his serial dating.

One thing he did notice was that Lilly was the longest relationship Graham had ever had. They were together for fourteen months. Which meant either he hadn’t done anything to hurt her early on, or she endured the violence longer than anyone else.

The man had at least half a dozen serious exes but there were three Jack zeroed in on, because they were all on the east coast. Two of them lived in New York City, an actress and a jewelry designer, and another was a chef in Boston. He’d like to hear what they had to say. Then, if he needed more information, he’d hop on a flight to L.A. and interview a few of the others.

Before he could do any more research, his phone rang. Wasn’t that always the way? The caller ID let him know he was in trouble.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Jack. My darling boy. Imagine my surprise when I arrived home from the airport this morning to find my kitchen had been left a mess.”

Shit. He forgot to clean up before he’d left. His mother had been in Vancouver when he moved back into his old room in their house on the family estate. “Right, ah…”

“I was going to call the police, but then I saw the chocolate chips and corn flakes and knew it could only be you.”

“Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“I wasn’t scared so much as wondering why a burglar would raid my pantry and not my jewelry. But for a guy who catches criminals, you’d make a terrible one. All that evidence.”

His mother. No one could take you down a peg or two in a nicer way. The woman was formidable. A patient advocate at Harbor Hospital, his mom had raised him and his three siblings with a compassionate and firm hand, and after his father passed away when he was a kid, his mother had been his rock.

He’d been lucky in that way. His mom had always worked, even though his family was one of the wealthiest in town. She said it gave her a sense of purpose. For a long time, she worked with kids through Child Protective Services, and it was because of her that Jack’s concept of justice had evolved the way it did. Linda Miller taught all her kids not to take their good fortune for granted. Jack never did.

The money thing wasn’t a boast, just a fact. The Miller family was stupid rich. It gave him ridiculous privilege, from access to the best schools to financial security. He was not unaware of this, and it was one of the things that made Jack choose public service over a cushy corporate job when he graduated from college.

Whatever he’d done, wherever he’d traveled, the money didn’t matter. It was always about the work. About doing better than you had the day before.

He’d majored in psychology and international relations, with his eye on law school. That made perfect sense to him at eighteen, when he left for Philadelphia ready to conquer the world. But over time, he felt the pull of something bigger than a corner office. So, he joined the campus ROTC program and never looked back. On graduation day, he received his degree and his commission.

Mom cried when she pinned on his bars. He didn’t know if she was happy or sad, but she was proud of him.

His academic background and his innate understanding of people made Jack a perfect fit in intelligence, and later, law enforcement. He understood what made people tick, and how there were a thousand ways to get to the same destination.

“Sorry, Mom. I’ll clean up next time.”

“How long are you staying around, Blue Eyes? You know your brother is getting married soon.”

All of his siblings had blue eyes, but Jack was the only one who’d garnered the nickname. “Is he? I hadn’t heard?”

“Smartass,” she shot back.

“I learned from the best.”

He heard his mother chuckle, forcing Jack to let his guard down for a minute. “I’ll be home around five. Want me to throw some steaks on the barbeque? You can interrogate me over dinner.”

“You’re on. See you later.”
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Monday was Lilly’s errand day. She went to the market, did the laundry, and cleaned her apartment, but it was so hot, she didn’t feel like doing anything after putting away her groceries. So, when Jordan Velsor, one of her oldest friends, called and invited her for lunch on the deck of her brand-new house on the water, Lilly didn’t say no. Anywhere near the bay was more appealing than vacuuming her living room or scrubbing the bathroom.

Driving her car down Cove Road, she admired the different homes that lined the street. Some were large, others were cottages, but all added to the particular charm of Compass Cove. She passed the Rinaldis’ property, which included the cottage where Jordan was living when she met her brand-new husband, Nick, who was Lina and Angelo Rinaldi’s grandson.

Turning left into the driveway, Lilly inhaled the salt air. Being out of her normal routine was just what she’d needed, especially after reality slapped her in the face.

Lilly threw the car into park and picked up the bag on the seat next to her. She’d made a cold pasta salad for their lunch, and she was looking forward to sitting outside with her friend and soaking up the summer day.

Jordan waved to her from the porch, her growing baby bump clearly visible from the driveway. Just married, the pregnancy looked good on her, and so did happiness.

“You look amazing! You popped!” Lilly charged up the front porch and laid her hand on her friend’s growing tummy. “It’s only been a week, and all of a sudden you look like a preggo!”

“I’m starting to feel like a preggo!” Jordan’s smile was as bright as the sun. She was always gorgeous—tall and blonde with bright blue eyes, she was striking. But now, with her pregnancy, and her brand new doting husband, Jordan’s beauty was brought to a new level.

“I wish my dad could see.” Her eyes, wistful and a little sad, settled on her bump. That was the only shadow in Jordan’s life. She was still grieving her father, who had died just a few months ago.

“He sees, and he’s going to be watching over his grandbaby like a hawk. An angel hawk. Is that a thing?”

“It sounds like my dad.” Jordan touched her belly, conscious of her father’s presence. There was sadness, but there was also joy because he’d instilled in her an appreciation of the small gifts life gave every single day.

“I’m glad you’re here,” Jordan said. “Yay for a day off.” Her friend opened the door, and Lilly stepped inside the newly remodeled kitchen. The renovation had held up their moving in, but now that it was done, and everything was put away, it was spectacular.

“Wow.” Lilly was struck dumb. “This is… wow.”

“I know, right? I think this means Lina is transferring Sunday dinner to me.”

The Rinaldis were a very large Italian family, and Sunday dinner was both raucous and sacred. There could be as many as thirty people spread all over the house, but never less than ten. It was mayhem. But for Jordan, now an only child without both of her parents, her newly found family was everything she needed. It was a perfect fit.

And she was well equipped to handle it. The kitchen was a showpiece with a professional stove, an additional double oven, and a gigantic refrigerator, with an equally gigantic freezer. The countertops were granite, and the cabinets a warm cherry. No doubt, Jordan could cook for an army if she was so inclined, but there was also an intimacy about the space. This was a room where people would gather around the large island to drink, laugh, and share about their day. The farmhouse table was a place for family meals.

A tingle hit Lilly’s belly, a sting, that made her acutely aware that she was a little envious. Jordan and Mia were both starting new lives, building families… and it was possible Lilly’s crappy taste in men, and her bad judgement, would keep her from ever finding anyone.

Glancing around, the kitchen was so much more than a kitchen. It was a symbol of the life she would never have.

“You okay?”

“I’m fine,” she lied. “Taking it all in.”

As Jordan unpacked the bag, she discovered that Lilly had brought more than just pasta salad. “Oh, my God. You made brownies. It’s a thousand degrees outside, why did you bake?”

Lilly shrugged. “It wasn’t that bad. And the baby needs brownies.” She wasn’t lying. At three o’clock in the morning, it was only about 70 degrees outside. With the air conditioner on, she’d actually been a little chilly. But she couldn’t tell Jordan that otherwise she’d have to explain why she wasn’t sleeping. How Jack’s visit had totally freaked her out.

Nope, she was not going there. “The air conditioner in my place runs so cold. The oven actually helped.”

“Well I, and the baby, thank you very much, Auntie Lilly. My waistline doesn’t, but whatever.”

Lilly heard the familiar crunch of tires on the driveway and turned her head to see a pretty white Mercedes convertible pull in next to her Jeep. It took a second for her eyes to settle on the driver. Short dark hair, big sunglasses.

Turning to Jordan, Lilly pointed out the big window. “Seriously? Where did you find her?”

“She called me.”

Popping out of the car, looking more like a pixie than adult human, was one of their oldest friends, Natalie Miller—Jack’s younger sister, and the Miller least likely to be found on this side of the pond. Natalie had spent the last two years flitting back and forth between art galleries in London and Hong Kong. She was planning on being home for Mia and Adam’s wedding, but that was still a couple of weeks away.

The last time she was home was for Christmas, nine months ago, which was eons in Millerland. Even Jack, and his brother Doug, who was in the Marines, were around more than Natalie.

Grabbing a large straw bag from the back seat, Natalie bounced up to the house. In cutoffs and a T-shirt, she looked more chic in her throwaways than Lilly did done up for the red carpet. Lilly guessed it had to do with Natalie’s unwavering confidence. This was a woman who was totally comfortable in her own skin. Lilly loved that about her. And she hated it. Because it was that complete disconnect, the sense of self, that focus on the life Natalie was building, that kept her away.

Pulling open the door, she entered before either of them could move to do it for her. It seemed the room exploded around her.

“Ahhhh! Mah girls!” she squealed. “I missed you both!” Dropping her bag with a thunk, she lunged at Jordan and Lilly, grabbing each of them with one arm. “It’s so good to see you!”

Lilly leaned into the hug, and of course, Nat smelled exotic, a mix of summer sweat, jasmine, and the sand. “Already hit the beach?”

Nat leaned back and smiled wide. “It was the ass crack of dawn when I got to my mom’s, but it was so gorgeous out, I dropped my stuff and went down to the beach. A little yoga, some meditation, best thing ever.”

Having seen Nat bend herself into a pretzel was impressive. And terrifying. She was doing yoga before it was a thing. Back in high school, everyone loved Natalie, but their classmates thought she was a little flaky. Lilly wasn’t ever one of them, and Nat had never let her down… until she started disappearing.

When Lilly was in California, her friend would buzz through once in a while when she was flying back to New York from Asia. But the visits became less frequent. And when Lilly was in the throes of her troubles with Gio, she couldn’t even get Natalie on the phone.

It hurt then. Sometimes it still did.

But at that moment, she was glad they were all together.

“Damn, Jordan. This is some house. How many kids are in that tummy?”

“Just one. And she’s a kicker.”

Lilly stood back and put her hand to her heart. “She? A little girl? When did you find out?”

“This morning. Nick is over the moon. He wants to start painting the nursery.”

Natalie hopped up and down. “This is so exciting! Gosh, it will be so much fun spoiling her!” Launching herself at Jordan, she squeezed her tight. “I’m so happy for you. I can’t wait to see you become a mommy.”

“I hope you do see it. We miss you, Nat.” Jordan said what Lilly was thinking. All Natalie’s excitement meant nothing if she wasn’t going to make an effort to visit once in a while.

Walking around the kitchen, Nat looked over her shoulder and grinned. Never one to stand on ceremony, she opened the refrigerator door and pulled out a fizzy, flavored water. She popped it open and took a long pull on the bottle. “About that. I moved home.”

If she’d announced she’d married a duke, Lilly wouldn’t have been more surprised. “You what?”

“I’m home. I got fired.”

Now Lilly was even more confused. Natalie loved her job and the dealers and clients at her gallery loved her. She was brilliant, funny, and could convince the snootiest collector that a collage made of macaroni, glitter, and buttons was art.

Parking herself on one of stools at the island, she shrugged and took another sip of water. “Too bad this isn’t wine. I haven’t told my family yet.”

“I’m sorry, Nat. What happened?” Lilly knew how it felt to be displaced, and she could see behind Natalie’s smile was loss.

Natalie shook her head. “Funny story, really. I think it is, anyway. I kind of decked a client.”

Jordan’s eyes flew open. “You what? Why?”

“He seemed to think feeling me up was included in the purchase price of a very expensive sculpture he bought for his summer cottage. I wasn’t having it.”

“And they fired you? How hard did you hit him?”

Nat twisted her fingers. “There wasn’t that much blood. They made such a big deal out of it. Such a wuss.”

Lilly was trying not to laugh, because the situation was horrible. But of course, with Natalie telling the story, there was a certain humor infused into the narrative. She was making light of it, and it forced Lilly out of her own head. She was sorry Nat lost her job—okay, not really, if it meant she’d be home—but Lilly was a lot better off helping Nat than worrying about herself.

“You punched him? Hard enough to make him bleed? This I’ve got to hear.” Jordan wanted the whole story. Lilly couldn’t blame her.

“I didn’t exactly punch him.”

Jordan and Lilly turned to each other before looking at Nat and waiting. No words were needed. They just waited.

At first, their friend pretended she didn’t notice them staring, but eventually, she caved. “I hit him with the sculpture. He threatened to sue, and so did I, because hands on my ass without an invitation. But I still got canned. Part of me wonders if it was because I clocked the old bastard, or because I broke the bloody statue. It was… expensive.”

“Define expensive,” Lilly asked. She didn’t think much could shock her when she found out how much the jewelry Gio had given her was worth. “Like, how many zeros.”

Nat rolled her eyes. “I don’t know. Too many.”

“Are… are you okay?” Lilly’s concern for her friend went to her bones. She was blowing off a sexual assault like it was nothing.

Natalie nodded. “Of course. Yeah. I’m fine. I’ll be fine.”

Jordan took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “You’re sure?”

Natalie blew off the question like it was nothing. Considering she had at least a few million dollars in her trust fund, she didn’t need to work, but still, she’d had her world turned upside down because an old man couldn’t keep his hands to himself. It wasn’t fair.

Stuff like this was never fair, but at least Natalie had stood up for herself. Lilly couldn’t say the same.

Looking back and forth between her two friends, Natalie sensed their discomfort and waved it off. “Don’t worry about it! Come on. It’s fine! What’s for lunch?”

Lilly popped open the pasta salad, while Jordan went to the fridge and pulled out a plate of chicken cutlets.

“Nat,” Jordan said. “Grab some plates from the cabinet behind you.”

The three of them gathered the plates and utensils and set up lunch on Jordan’s back porch. It was then, when the food was all out, that Jordan’s dog, Gertie, rolled her sausage-shaped body off the chaise lounge and trotted over to the table. She parked her little golden behind right next to Lilly.

“Your dog is a mooch.”

“She knows you’re going to give her food.”

That was the truth. Lilly loved that little dog; she kept thinking she needed a pet of her own.

The day was pretty much perfect. The weather was gorgeous, and she was with some of her favorite people. Looking out at the harbor, she closed her eyes, letting the breeze tickle her skin.

“So. Lilly.” When she looked over, Natalie had her sunglasses perched on the end of her nose. Her big blue eyes were wide and mischievous. “Tell me…how is my big brother, Jack?”


Chapter Four


Knowing Gio was in town was enough to put Lilly on edge. But as long as she kept her distance, there was a good chance she would have been able to keep her secret. The secret. The one that haunted her and affected everything she did. Keeping her head down, doing her work, keeping her circle small, had been working for her. That was deliberate. In her mind, it kept victimhood at bay. It was an attempt at forgetting, a silly and naïve belief, but one she held onto regardless.

When Jack came to see her a few days ago, he blew that illusion all to hell. Going to the police seemed like a good idea, just in case she ended up in the ER, but she had no idea why the FBI had gotten involved. Something wasn’t quite right about Jack, or anyone from his agency, being brought in on the case. Sure, it crossed state lines, but there was something else at work. Something he wasn’t telling her.

At this point, it didn’t matter what made sense. He’d shown up, with access to every report and knowledge of all the things she didn’t want people to know. He was understanding. Kind. And then he said the stupidest, dumbass things. Oh sure, he meant well. But often, the most well-meaning people ended up on the road to victim blaming.

She had to be careful. She needed to understand. What Lilly understood was that men shouldn’t hit women. Full stop. The end.

After tossing his ass out, Noel had come up right after, hoping to talk her off the ledge, but she wasn’t in a reasonable state, especially when her old friend suggested Jack’s presence was the best thing that could have happened. Lilly might have snapped at him. Fiercely.

It galled her that he was probably right.

Unlike her family, and the friends Lilly had grown up with, Noel had knowledge. He’d been in the Hollywood pit longer than she had, and her friend knew that while there were a hell of a lot of nice people, there were some real assholes. Gio was an asshole, and beyond.

Noel had never been able to wrap his head around how Lilly had been able to hide what she was going through so completely, and he didn’t like it. If she thought about it, Lilly didn’t know if it was fear or shame that allowed her to put up such a convincing façade. If she was honest with herself, both played a role.

It was a gorgeous morning, and Lilly did her best to put the emotional upheaval of the night before behind her. The computer screen told her that schedule at the salon was packed for the day. And being a Saturday, that meant the grannies would be in for their weekly appointments.

The grannies, as they were referred to by most of the town, included her Abuela; Jack and Natalie’s grandmother, Anna Miller; Mia’s grandmother, Janet Lang; and Lina Rinaldi, Nick’s grandmother. Between the four of them, they knew everything and everyone in Compass Cove. Her grandmother was the newbie of the group, having joined their shenanigans when she retired. It was a match made in heaven.

“We have to be on our game,” she muttered. “They’re going to be full of Lina’s waffles and fully caffeinated.”

The thought of four sugared-up grannies, strung out on caffeine, was sure to provide a lot of entertainment. In a few minutes, the shop would be filled with chatter and laughter. They would share all the new gossip floating around town, question her about her love life, and there would be at least one offer to fix her up with someone’s son or grandson. If all that didn’t get her mind off her troubles, nothing would.

Kendall, her lead stylist, peered over her shoulder and smiled.

“At least I’ll be able to catch up on the local gossip.”

“You will,” Lilly replied. “But don’t overshare. Lina goes right back to the café after she leaves here, and anything you say will become fodder at the lunch counter. So, don’t say too much unless you want everyone in town to know about it.”

“I know.” Kendall waved her hands around. “I should plant a fake story, something really juicy.”

Lilly chuckled. “Interesting idea, until Lina finds out about it.”

“True. I like to eat, so I don’t want her mad at me.”

Warm outside, but not sticky, Lilly left the front door of the shop wide open. That allowed her to hear the chorus of familiar voices approaching as soon as the ladies neared the shop. Turning to Kendall, Lilly smirked. “It’s showtime, go warn the gang.”

Kendall did a mock salute and headed toward the back of the shop, clapping her hands rhythmically to get everyone’s attention. Four stylists, and two high school girls on summer break working the sinks, were ready. No one in town commanded attention the way the grannies did.

Lilly couldn’t say she didn’t enjoy it. She did, especially since she got to spend more time with her grandmother. When she was growing up, Abuela would do her hair every day, playing with ribbons and clips, and indulging Lilly’s changing preferences. Now it was her turn to play with Abuela’s hair and, no doubt, there was something very special in the reversal of roles.

Janet Lang was the first one to enter the shop. Almost eighty, she wore every year like a badge of honor. Still slender, she didn’t look much different than she had when she taught Lilly in high school. Her hair was very long, and almost completely white. With her flowy clothes and peaceful aura, there was something magical about Janet.

Mrs. Lang wrapped her in a warm hug. “Long time no see,” she joked. It had been less than a week since Mia’s hair trial, and their visits would only become more frequent as the wedding approached.

“I love seeing you,” Lilly said, returning the squeeze. “It’s going to be a crazy couple of weeks.”

By the time she looked up, Lilly saw Lina, along with Abuela, had entered the shop. Last but not least was Mrs. Miller, the matriarch of the very wealthy Miller Family of Jennings Bay. Petite and always turned out like a lady, Mrs. Miller was charming and gracious in ways one didn’t often see any more. Looking at the four women, who couldn’t be more different, Lilly saw an amazing array of experiences and temperaments. But above it all, she saw love. The women represented generations of love. It was a blessing that could not be measured.

Her Abuela patted her cheek and smiled. “Good morning, Mi’ja,” she said simply before heading back to have her hair washed. The other ladies followed, gabbing as they went. It had become a lovely ritual, one that made Lilly feel like she was really making this work. The grannies were regulars. Sure, they were family, but they weren’t the only ones in town who had embraced Lilly’s shop. It was a little thing, but small victories and baby steps still amounted to forward motion. Eve, her receptionist, leveraged herself into the stool at the counter and pulled the stopper out of a tall to-go cup that probably contained enough espresso for three people.

“I got this, boss. Your girl is waiting for you back there.” That’s how everyone referred to her grandmother when Lilly did her hair. There was something wonderful about it. Just as she was about to turn and head back, one more person stepped into the shop.

Jack.

“Hey.” He tucked his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. The sight of him took her breath away. It was so unfair. He looked nothing like Special Agent Miller today. With his cargo shorts and T-shirt he looked like he was ready for a day on the water.

“Hey yourself,” she responded. “Why are you here?”

“I’m my grandmother’s driver today.”

“Her driver?”

“Yeah, she wrenched her shoulder last week, and the doctor doesn’t want her to drive right now. So, here I am.” Smiling at Eve, he extended his hand. “Hi, I’m Jack.”

His grin tilted one corner of his mouth, and his boyish good looks transformed into smoldering hotness. Eve’s response was predictable. She grinned, blushed, and finished the flirt with a toss of her long, blonde mane. Lilly expected her ovaries had exploded. “I’m Eve. Nice to meet you.”

Yeah, this had to stop. Eve’s brain cells were frying.

“Okay, right. Look, your grandma is going to be a while. You can come back, okay?”

Walking around the small reception area, Jack stopped in front of the large water feature that dominated the space. He examined it up and down, leaning in and stepping back to get the full effect. “This is nice. Big.”

It was. The waterfall, which was an enclosed system, cascaded down an entire wall, covered by crackled glass. It was her favorite part of the shop. But she didn’t have time, or the desire, to make nice with Jack—especially after the way things had gone down the other day.

Okay. That was a lie. But she couldn’t have him hanging around. He was a distraction.

“She’ll be done in an hour.”

Lowering himself into one of the soft suede chairs by the window, Jack pulled out his phone and smiled at her. “I’ll just wait. I can scroll through my phone, see what’s happening in the world.”

“You’re going to wait? Don’t you have anything else to do? Bad guys to catch?”

“Nope. I’m on vacation until after the wedding. So, you should get used to me being around. I hear you saw Nat. I’m glad she stood up for herself, but I hope she doesn’t get sued.” He extended his legs, focused on his device, and started scrolling, just like he said. How did he do that? No matter where he was, Jack just made himself comfortable. If he’d been laying on a bed of nails, it wouldn’t have made any difference.

He glanced up. “Don’t you have someone’s hair to do?”

“Oh, um… are you really going to sit there?”

Slowly, he nodded. “Is that a problem?”

“No. Yes. Ah… no. No problem. I’ll be in the back.” Then, turning, she pointed at him. “But you stay here.”

“That’s the plan.” He was calm, his affect as smooth as the cove on a windless night, which annoyed her. Damn him.

“Good. Fine. You stay there.” Spinning around so quickly she almost lost her footing, Lilly didn’t look back again. Why was he here? Was he playing the protector? Was she reading too much into it? Ever since she’d learned her ex was in town, she’d been watching over her shoulder. Her whole vibe was off.

There was no good reason to feel the old dread. But it was there, lurking below the surface. The worry. The fear.

God, she had to shake this off.

She was fine. Gio wasn’t going to bother her here, in her hometown… he wasn’t stupid.

Suddenly, awareness whooshed in and stopped Lilly in her tracks.

“Damn,” she whispered. He wasn’t stupid at all. He was brilliant. Which was exactly why she should be worried.

Gio had no conscience, and no concept of right and wrong. He simply felt he was owed possession of everything in his orbit, including the people. It was very possible he might come to see her. He was a golden boy, and all hearts would be aflutter if he graced the sidewalks of Compass Cove. He knew this. There would be no need for an overt threat. The town would be witness to a friendly hello between friends. And because no one knew what had transpired between them, Lilly would be trapped.

Gio would know that a ‘friendly’ visit would allow him back into Lilly’s head. It would give him control.

Jack only knew the physical details of the case, but as she broke it all down, his presence was a comfort. He was there to watch out for her. To let her know he had her covered.

If she wasn’t so annoyed by his need to take control, she’d be touched. Because it was a very sweet thing to do. Very Jack.

Damn him.
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Lilly all pissed off was fun to watch, and Jack was having a ball pushing her buttons. He figured he’d give it five minutes, then wander in the back to fuss over the grannies. That would get him lots of brownie points from the ladies, and death stares from Lilly.

That was fine with him. As long as she was annoyed, she kept hold of her edge, and she was going to need it to get through this movie shoot.

So, yes, she was angry. He didn’t care. Jack was going to stick to her until the film crew left town. Because safe trumped angry every day of the week.

His boss was wrong about considering Lilly a suspect. Gio may have made the complaint against her thinking he could cover himself, but if the cops in L.A. hadn’t been blinded by his celebrity, they would have connected the dots and seen that her charges against him were the ones which were credible. The guy had left a trail of old girlfriends, and Jack had been able to interview the two in New York and the one in Boston.

Each story gave him another piece of the investigative pie. Gio didn’t have a specific abuse pattern, but he was predictable. He wanted psychological dominance.

One victim suffered physical abuse. For another, it was mental and emotional cruelty. For a third one, like Lilly, it was both. Hearing their accounts hit Jack like a bat to the chest. The memories were like raw nerves because none of the women had been believed. All the dread, the fear, the shame, came bubbling up in the conversations. There was also anger. Lots and lots of anger. Their complaints against Gio Graham had been blown off as crazy or exaggerated. The message that was sent to all these women was simple: creatives like Gio were known to be temperamental, and being with him, getting benefits of all that star power, came at a cost. They just had to deal with it.

Jack called bullshit.

It didn’t take long to put together a profile, and Jack fumed at the at the callousness of the response they’d gotten from law enforcement. In all fairness to the police, it appeared it was one or two detectives, and a tool in the DA’s office who let things slide. He wouldn’t call it negligence so much as indifference.

But there was something else, and he’d dropped what he found out on the desk of a buddy from the Cybercrime division. One of the women told him she’d been having trouble with her phone, and when she had it checked out, the repair tech discovered malware on the phone, and it was bad. It had tapped into her GPS and her home security software, tracking her every move and invading her privacy.

Chances were, she wasn’t the only one who had been hacked.

The situation was bigger than he even imagined, and while he couldn’t keep an eye on all the women who had been victimized, he could stick close to Lilly. This was personal. There would be no contact with her ex, and if Gio tried anything, the son of a bitch was done.

Checking his phone, Jack was satisfied he’d given everyone enough time to settle into their appointments. He stood and stretched, causing Eve to look up from her computer.

“Do you need something? Can I get you a coffee or a cappuccino, maybe?”

“Oh, no. Nothing. Thanks.” Her smile was sweet and solicitous, and at any other time he’d be inclined to ask her out to dinner, but the past couple of days his mind had been on a particular curvy brunette with a smart mouth. “I’m just going to check on my grandmother.”

“They just got started.”

“Yeah, I know. I’m nosy.”

Eve raised a perfectly groomed brow and the corner of her mouth turned up. “Lilly was very clear about staying out of her hair, no pun intended.”

Damn, this lady was smart. She had him pegged already. “She did. Which is exactly why I’m going to check things out.”

“Uh huh. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Turning back to whatever was on the computer, Eve flicked her hand in a shooing motion.

Not one to argue—okay that was a lie, he always argued—he headed back to where the magic happened. The spaces were divided by two large shelving units that flanked a pass through. The collection of products and displays of costume jewelry effectively separated the two areas.

Glancing around, unlike the first time he walked through here, Jack took the time to absorb the atmosphere. He had to admire what Lilly had done. The salon was bright and airy, complementing the coastal feel of the town. It was elegant, but not overpowering, combining dark woods with softer colors. He could see why clients would be comfortable here.

She had a lot to be proud of. The jewelry had definitely been put to good use.

Opening a business took a lot of nerve, but making a success of it took real talent. It was obvious Lilly had both in spades.

“You’re all going to look gorgeous when these talented ladies are done with you.” Jack figured if he was going to get chewed out, a big entrance was the only way to go.

Lilly, who had just finished washing her Abuela’s hair, didn’t miss a beat. “Do you need something, Mr. Miller?”

With the back of his hand, Jack rubbed the two-day growth on his jaw. “Other than a shave, no. I’m good.”

Lilly smiled, her expression playful. “I can give you a shave when I’m done. Wanna risk it?”

“You and a sharp object near my throat? No, thank you.” Making his way to where his grandma was sitting, he kept an eye on Lilly, who was following his every move. “Can I get anything for you, Grandma?”

Motioning him down so she could whisper in his ear, his grandmother laid her hand over his. “You’re a rogue and a scoundrel, do you know that?”

He loved this woman with all his heart. Even when she was insulting him. “I’ll cop to the scoundrel part, but I don’t know if I’m a rogue.”

The woman doing her hair was smiling. “I don’t know. The stories she’s told me, I think you’ve got that rogue moniker locked down.”

“Grandma, you talk about me?” He feigned shock.

“Of course, I do. Jet has heard about all my grandchildren.”

“I have.” Jet, who was probably about his age, had a shock of black hair and a little stud in the crease of her nose. One arm sported a very large tattoo that depicted a dragon. “Your grandmother tells wonderful stories. She’s one of my favorite clients.”

“You’re one of my favorite people as well, my dear. A bright spot in my week.”

Jack paused and took in the scene. The mutual adoration society between his grandmother and the tatted-up stylist was the last thing he expected, but it told Jack a hard truth. He’d lost a lot of time with his family because he was away so much. Sure, he worked in the city, but he only got out to Compass Cove periodically and for short visits. He was losing touch with the people most important to him.

His grandmother was a very healthy lady, but she wouldn’t be here forever. Jack didn’t want to regret lost time with the people he loved. Maybe it was time to reassess his priorities.

Grandma poked his elbow. “Jack, are you back here for a reason, or did you just want to annoy Lilly?”

“What? Me? Of course not.”

Lina laughed from the shampoo sink. “Oh, that’s rich. Jack Miller, you live to annoy people.” How she’d heard what was being said with the water spraying around her ears was a neat trick. She had better hearing than he did.

“I don’t need this abuse, ladies. Really.”

That’s when he saw Lilly turn. Nailing him with a firm, steady gaze, she lifted the blow dryer in her hand like she was going to fire a weapon, and pointed it toward the exit. “Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”

Leaning in and kissing his grandmother on the cheek, Jack nodded. He’d made his presence known, and Lilly was sufficiently riled. If nothing else, it had been a good time. “I’ll be back in a little while to drive you home.”

Generally, he didn’t back away from a challenge, but he didn’t see any reason to push Lilly to the breaking point. As he left the salon, he waved to Eve and slipped on a pair of aviators before stepping out onto the sunny street. As summer days went, this one was a beauty. It was warm without being too hot, and the humidity wasn’t bad. The humidity is what always got him. He could handle a hundred degrees in the desert better than he could handle eighty-five with humidity. But as he looked off toward the marina, the sailboats bobbing in the distance reminded him that everything had a trade-off.

Compass Cove was a special place. An outlier on crowded Long Island, it was a traditional small town. Nothing proved that point more than a turn down Main Street. Wide brick sidewalks bustled with people heading to local shops. There was a butcher, a bookstore, a florist, the stationer, a hardware store, a pub, and Rinaldi’s Café occupied three storefronts in the center of town. On the far corner, at the intersection of Main and Cove Road, was Jennings Fine Compasses and Watches. The establishment, which lived in a three-hundred-year-old building, had been there from the town’s beginning and at the center of its iconic legend.

As he walked, he felt his phone vibrate. Checking, he saw it was a message from Adam.

Meet me at Dock’s tonight around 5.

After a day running errands and doing chores with Grandma, he would be in the mood for a burger and some beers at The Dock’s End.

Sure, he typed back.

Adam sent a thumbs up, and that was the end of the conversation.

Simple, he thought. Why couldn’t everything be that simple?

That brought his mind back to his morning, and Grandma and the salon. Of course, a vision of Lilly, in her flowered dress, her dark hair piled up on her head, flashed through his brain. The woman was a jumbled mess of emotion, and Jack had jumped right into the deep end of the pool. He didn’t have any regrets, but it was sure going to make the next two weeks really interesting.

Simple. Right. It was never going to happen.


Chapter Five


The Dock’s End was a local bar and restaurant that had been steady source of good food and drinks in Compass Cove since Jack was a little kid. Set at the far end of Main Street, at the edge of Roosevelt’s Marina, it thrived in a spot right on the water. The deck, which was a good place to unwind after a long day, was hopping during the waning days of summer. Unlike the morning, which had been comfortable, humidity had rolled in, bringing a heaviness to the air. Everyone appeared to be moving in slow motion. But the deck at Dock’s offered a break from the weather. In addition to the ceiling fans wired into the awning, there was a breeze off Compass Cove that made sitting outside bearable. And the view was awesome.

He’d been digging in the garden at the big house, helping his grandma prune her roses, so he showered and changed before going out. Adam said five o’clock for beer and some wings, and he was a little late. Surveying the deck, the only familiar face he spotted was Nick Rinaldi, with his brand-new wife, who was sporting a brand-new baby bump.

He was happy for his friend; Nick had been through hell while he was overseas serving as a Navy doc, and Jordan gave him his life back. He hadn’t seen Nick this relaxed since they were in high school.

It was the same with his brother. It was like something had seeped into the water around here.

Unattached at thirty-six, Jack was headed toward confirmed bachelor status. But if Adam could find Mia at thirty-seven, maybe he wasn’t a lost cause. He never thought he wanted to do the wife and family thing, figuring that it wasn’t for him. His job was unpredictable, his life wasn’t his own. But lately, along with missing his family, he’d started to think about how it would be nice to have someone to talk to, to laugh with, and who he could share the ups and downs of life with… someone to be with for the long haul.

Between the family stuff and the couples in his immediate orbit, Jack was going to need some time in the woods, alone, to get all this togetherness out of his system. As he climbed the stairs to the deck, Nick spotted him immediately and waved him over, grabbing a chair from a nearby table. Jordan flashed her thousand-watt smile, because she needed to be even prettier than she was. Their kid would definitely hit the genetic jackpot.

“Hey, buddy.” Nick extended his hand and pulled Jack in for the kind of hug you got from one of your oldest friends. “Good to see you.”

“You too.” Jack kissed Jordan on the cheek and took in the mother to be. “I never expected the two of you to beat Adam and Mia to the altar. Where did you go again? I missed you the last time I was in town.”

Nick smiled at his bride. “We were going to plan something for after the baby was born, but we were on vacation, and Maine doesn’t have a waiting period…”

“The staff at the inn where we were staying couldn’t have been nicer,” Jordan said. “They helped us arrange everything with the town. We were married at the edge of the harbor.”

“Lina must have been livid.” Jack could only imagine how much hell Nick’s grandmother had given them for getting married without her in attendance. But thinking about it, there was a lot of sense in their approach. Miffed parents and grandparents aside, it probably saved them a world of crazy. And they were happy, which was really all that mattered.

Nick nodded. “She didn’t speak to me for a week. My mother, on the other hand, called me every day. She was pissed. They stayed angry until we told them about the baby.”

Jack nodded. This morning at breakfast, all Lina had talked about was being a great-grandmother. The way she told it, she was going to sell the café to babysit full time. Jack had no idea if Jordan and Nick were in on the plan, but it was entertaining to hear Lina tell it.

Jack sat down at the glass-top table, marveling at how fast Nick had gone down. The same went for his brother. A year ago, the idea of marriage and babies were foreign concepts to both of them. “That’s going to be some spoiled kid.”

“There are worse things,” Jordan said as she laid a hand on her belly.

That was true, and Jordan was probably thinking about her father, who’d passed away only a few months ago. From Jordan’s perspective, a pack of grandparents and great-grandparents was a blessing.

The waitress came by and Jack ordered a beer and a glass of water. It was a good day to sit by the water and just enjoy. Boats motored in and out of the marina, and in the distance he could see the blurred shoreline of Connecticut. Sunlight dappled the water that at times looked blue, and other times green. It made him think about his childhood, long days when he played at the beach near his grandparents’ home. It didn’t matter that the water wasn’t warm enough to swim in until August. He, his brothers, and his sister knew the waters around Compass Cove as well as many of the local fisherman.

They were good memories.

His beer arrived about the same time as Adam. His older brother slapped him on the back, grabbed a chair, and took a sip of Jack’s beer before he even had the chance.

“How long have you been here?”

“About five minutes. Just enough time to get my beer, which is now your beer.” He motioned to the server to bring him another one while Adam greeted Jordan and Nick.

“Yeah, whatever. Mia was glad to see you the other day. Said she ran into you at the salon.”

Jack nodded. “Yes. The dress rehearsal for her hair. Lilly turned it in to some…” He waved his hand around his head. “Some curly thing. Looks like a lot of work.”

Adam’s face washed out. “I can’t believe how complicated these plans are. There are so many moving parts. I want to help, but she keeps telling me not to worry about it. Just to make sure I show up.”

That got a laugh out of him, and Nick too, who kissed Jordan on the cheek. “That’s why we eloped. Mia is pretty low maintenance, and the wedding is a giant production. Could you imagine if my grandmother was in charge?”

“That’s truly terrifying,” Adam said. “I think Lina is awesome, but the thought of her throwing a wedding? No.”

Based on Adam’s reaction, it wasn’t hard to see the wisdom in the way Nick and Jordan got married. The planning had Adam completely stressed out. And that wasn’t an easy thing to do; Adam, who’d played thirteen years in the NFL, had nerves of steel—unless he was dealing with his bride-to-be. For the first time in his life, the stakes were higher than any game, any championship.

“Why were you at the salon that day?” Adam asked.

Jack couldn’t tell them why he’d stopped in to see Lilly, so he shrugged, and lied. “I dunno. I was walking by, figured I’d stop in. I was there again today. Took the grannies in for their weekly appointment.”

He figured his explanation passed muster, until Nick leaned back in his chair. “You still have a thing for Lilly?”

Shit.

It was true that Lilly had been under his skin since… since forever. But whatever he felt for her was secondary to keeping her safe, and there was little he could say about his visits to the salon without breaking Lilly’s confidence. Not one thing.

Jordan’s ears perked up. “Excuse me? A thing? You have a thing for my very best friend?”

Adam nodded. “Every time they’re together, he gets all stupid. The wedding should be a good time watching them dodge each other when they’re the best man and maid of honor.” Adam flicked his hand in Jack’s direction. “Look at his face. He’s ready to throw me and Nick into the water.”

“I do not have a thing for her,” he snapped. “We’re friends. That’s all.”

“Oh…” Jordan crossed her legs and pushed her sunglasses up on her head, revealing her deep blue eyes. “Friends?”

“Yes, friends. Don’t make anything out of it.”

The corner of Jordan’s mouth curved. “Me thinks he doth protest too much.”

“I’m not doth doing anything. Stop throwing around the Shakespeare. I’m just a cop in a suit.”

Nick rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I don’t think so.”

“Let’s stop talking about Lilly. If she knew what you were all saying and thinking, she’d be the one tossing people off the deck. Starting with me. And I’m not taking the fall for this line of conversation.”

With his beer finally in hand, Jack took a sip and watched as his friend and his brother exchanged glances. He was content to let the table think what they wanted about him and Lilly. He knew the truth, and while he certainly harbored feelings toward her, he wasn’t about to let himself get sidetracked by a middle school debate.

Lilly said she hadn’t told anyone, and reading the body language from Adam, Nick, and especially Jordan, he believed her. It meant she’d isolated herself, closed off a piece of her heart that was wounded, and she was dealing with it on her own.

That was a hard thing to get his head around. Lilly was never the wounded type. Growing up, she took no shit from her older brother, and she gave her parents a run for their money. If she fell, she got up. If she made a mistake, she owned it. The girl had been brazen and bold her whole life. While she was doing her best to maintain a good face, for the first time Jack could remember, she faltered. There was the tiniest crack in her façade, and it tore at his insides.

He’d never forgotten the way she tore into him after he dismissed their kiss fourteen years ago. She wanted nothing to do with him. No pity, no rationalization would do for her.

What he saw in her apartment the other day was a broken spirit. There was nothing he could do about it. No one he could tell.

The file was vague at best, and missing huge pieces of information at its worst. There were pictures of her injuries, but the detectives did a piss poor job questioning the ex. How they justified letting Gio off the hook, especially with a restraining order against him, was a mystery. Jack’s investigation was putting more pieces in the puzzle, but Lilly wasn’t talking.

“Jack!” He heard his name at the same time a hand whacked him on the back of the head. He looked to see his brother leaning in, his face in a knot. “Pay attention, would you?”

“What?” He rubbed the back of his head where Adam’s hand had made contact. “You don’t have to hit me, shit.”

“Then get your head out of your ass. You’re my best man and we’re talking bachelor party.”

Jack looked at Nick and his brother. “You don’t want a bachelor party. Just a great steak dinner with some good scotch.”

Adam nodded. “I know. Unfortunately, my assistant coaches have other plans. They’re talking about a limo to the city. Some club. I don’t want any of that shit.”

Jack chuckled. A few years ago, his brother would have been all about the party. Now he was all about the woman in his life. “So, tell them no.”

“You’re the best man, you should be handling this.”

“What do you want me to do?” Jack asked. “Shoot them?”

Adam made a low guttural sound in his throat.

“Did you just growl at me?” There wasn’t anything Jack enjoyed more than seeing his brother, Mr. Cool Under Pressure, completely freaked out by his upcoming wedding.

“Just handle it. Please.” Adam took a long pull from the beer in his hand and looked out toward the water. “This whole wedding thing, I don’t know… I never thought I’d be here, you know?”

Nick nodded and squeezed Jordan’s hand. “I get it, man.”

Jack’s head was starting to pound right at the temples. It wasn’t that he begrudged his brother or his friend their happiness. Hell, Adam was a changed man since Mia had come into his life. His road back from the crash that ended his football career had been hell. In his brother’s eyes, Mia made everything he’d gone through worth it. As for Nick, a year ago he was still recovering from injuries he’d received when deployed. Now, he was married and expecting a kid.

Like most people who had grown up in Compass Cove, Jack didn’t appreciate his hometown fully until he’d been away. Eating a lot of sand in the desert during multiple deployments, dealing with the oppressive heat at Quantico when he’d been at the academy, stakeouts and interrogations, it all gave him a new appreciation for the place where he grew up. He didn’t miss the snakes either.

The past few months had him on one assignment after another and he found himself a little envious of his brother, who’d not only found his place in town, but had fallen for an amazing woman.

Neither of those things were likely to happen to him any time soon. It wasn’t that Jack felt he didn’t belong here, but he’d missed a lot, especially over the last six months. It was hard to get his bearings.

Then there was Lilly. Nick and Adam were right that she’s been in his head for years, but he didn’t know what it all meant. He felt things for her, but he couldn’t identify what those things were. Jack didn’t know if he even wanted to.

The nice weather was really bringing out the crowds, and Jack’s inner radar was spinning. More people, more possibility for trouble.

Their group grew by two when Liam Jennings, whose family owned the shop that was at the root of the town’s romantic legend, and Fiona, a sharp-tongued redhead who worked at the college library with his future sister-in-law, joined them at the table. At this point, the only people missing were Mia and Lilly.

“The film crew was all over campus today, scoping out locations for that movie they’re shooting next week.” Fiona ordered a white wine when the server came over. But hearing about the movie had Jack’s attention.

“Any of the cast members come out to play?” He wanted to know about Gio. The more he knew about his habits, the better Jack could protect Lilly.

“Only Kat Barnes,” she said, referencing the female lead in the movie. “She was walking around the commons with the director. Everyone was going crazy trying to get a look at her.”

Jordan sipped her ice water. “I want to get a look at Gio Graham. God, he’s just dreamy.”

Nick put down his beer and wrapped his arm around his wife. “He’s probably a candy-ass.”

“How do you know that?” she giggled.

Nick shrugged and pressed a kiss onto Jordan’s forehead. “I just do.”

Without any warning, Lilly plopped down in the chair at the end of the table next to Jordan. “He’s a jerk. Trust me on that.”

Jack made eye contact with her for a couple of seconds before Lilly turned away. He knew better than to say anything.

Adam, however, hadn’t gotten the memo.

“You dated the guy for at least a year,” Adam said. “I remember running into you at a premiere or something and you were all over each other. He couldn’t have been that bad.”

Lilly’s eyes narrowed and she trained her gaze on Adam. “I was supposed to stay with him forever?”

“No, it’s just…”

“Just what, Adam? You were quite the manwhore before you met Mia. I can’t decide someone isn’t right for me? I can’t change my mind? You did.”

“I didn’t mean that.” As Adam backtracked, Jack was happy to play the observer as his brother realized the danger in questioning Lilly’s decisions. Rubbing his hand over his face, Adam nodded deferentially. “I apologize.”

The take-down was impressive, and quick. Of course, Lilly looked back at him and snapped, “Something funny, Jack?”

He didn’t even realize he was smiling.

“Lilly!” Jordan reached out and took her friend’s hand. “What is wrong with you? They aren’t the enemy.”

Immediately, her face froze. Her eyes dropped, and he noticed the subtle changes in her expression. Lilly lifted her gaze, first focusing on Jordan, then nodding her acceptance. Her shoulders softened slightly as she relaxed for probably the first time that day. Under the table, Jack clenched and unclenched his fist, his stomach knotting up as he thought about how she had to put on a front with the people who cared about her the most.

There’d never been anything logical about his attraction to Lilly. The feelings were jumbled up inside him like a ball of string. It was the cop in him who brought him down, reminding himself that in order to protect her, he’d have to keep his distance.
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“I’m sorry,” Lilly choked out. “I don’t know what’s gotten into me. I guess I’m a little stressed over the wedding, too.”

God, the lies she was telling. Gio was the only thing stressing her out. She hadn’t seen him, but even knowing he was in the same state was enough to turn her into a paranoid wreck. It was one of the reasons she’d opted to leave California. She’d loved her life there, but she didn’t like who she’d turned into because of him. Just wondering if he was going to show up on a set, or in the hair studio, made her a snapping mess. The people she worked with, and her friends, deserved better.

Lilly deserved better. So, she left.

Over the past year and a half, as she built her business, Lilly had felt more content and calmer than she had in all the time she was with Gio. Forget that he was a nasty son of a bitch who used words like a blade and his fists like a club; his ego sapped all her energy. He was exhausting, requiring constant attention. Lilly wanted a partner, a lover, a friend. But what she got with Gio was a job. She was his caretaker, there to stroke his ego when he needed it.

She’d always been a good judge of people, but the brightness that surrounded her ex-boyfriend had blinded her. She lost herself when she was with him, and while he provided lots of glamour and sparkle, he didn’t provide much in the way of love or comfort. He didn’t know how.

“Is everything okay?” Jordan asked.

The lies were just words. There was no way to hide from Jordan’s sixth sense.

“Gio and I didn’t end our relationship on good terms,” Lilly said flatly. That, at least, was the truth. An understatement, maybe, but the truth. “I just don’t like that he’s in my backyard.”

“Oh, wow. I didn’t know. You never talk about him…”

Lilly didn’t like thinking about the particulars either. Sipping her water, she shrugged. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. But if I don’t see him when he’s in town, I might throw a party.”

Jack’s expression was flat—no doubt something he practiced, giving nothing away about what was going through his head. Lilly’s stomach churned thinking about the conversation they’d had in her apartment, sure that her face was giving away every little bit of what was dancing around her gray matter. She’d been unfair to Jack, mean, and he didn’t deserve it. The guy was just trying to help, and she’d been a total bitch.

As the conversation at the table circled away from her, she kept her gaze on Jack. Everything about him still made her heart flutter and bump around in her chest. When he looked over, she mouthed, “I’m sorry.” He responded with a wink and a grin, and Lilly’s stomach quivered the same way it had when she was fifteen. He was the All-American boy, the white knight, and if Lilly knew anything, it was that he’d try to protect her.

It was a true Catch-22. The last thing she wanted was protection. She’d left California so she could forget about what had happened to her. But now, with Gio close by, she didn’t feel the safety she had only a couple of days ago.

And it almost made her glad Jack was in town. Almost.

A group of four people sat at the table next to theirs. Tanned and casually chic, Lilly would bet the store that they were from the film crew. As soon as one of the men spoke, he answered her question.

“This whole town is a location,” he began. “We could definitely shoot the first kiss scene at that gazebo over there.” He pointed to the structure at the end of the marina dock. Another man pulled out a small notebook and jotted something down.

“Do any of you know the name of this place?” Notebook Man wondered.

“Seriously? Just write down ‘marina’. That should be enough of a descriptor.”

Lilly chuckled to herself. Typical. It was so easy for people to see only the surface. Roosevelt’s was more than just a marina. Home to a bait and tackle shop, the Italian ices stand, and a small boat supply store, it had once been the hub of commerce in Compass Cove. Merchant ships had called the port home and travelled all over the globe from the tiny town on Long Island’s north shore.

It was only since she’d returned a year and a half ago, that Lilly learned to appreciate the place from which she’d come. But more than the history, she learned to understand the people and her place in this unique family. When she was alone and hurting, her hometown provided security, and not one person knew they were doing it. The familiarity, the smiles on their faces, the connections, helped her heal. People knew her. She was greeted by name the second she walked into the café, or the bookstore. There was comfort in being included in such a special tribe.

Her attention turned back to her friends, most of whom she’d known since grade school. They were all talking at once, and the conversation had circled back to the wedding. Thank God.

“There’s just so much to do,” Adam said. “Mia’s going nuts. Janet tries to help, but it turns out my bride is a control freak.”

“Let me help.” Lilly picked up her bag and fished through it, finally finding her planner and a pen. “I can take some items off her plate. Tell me what needs doing. Little jobs. If I do a lot of little jobs, that should help, right?” Staying busy with wedding chores would keep her mind off the movie star who scared her to death.

“Count me in, too,” Jack said.

What was that? Jack was offering to help? When Mia said she was worried about him showing up, she wasn’t joking. She was terrified he’d blow off the wedding for an assignment. That he was volunteering to run wedding errands was just… odd.

“Really?” Adam asked. He was as confused as she was.

“Sure,” Jack said. “I took a couple of weeks off, so I’ll be around. I’m happy to help. It will be fun. Right?”

Right? Oh! He thought he was going to help her. No. No no no no. “Gosh, Jack, it’s fine. I’ve got it.”

“What’s the problem?” He flashed a million-dollar smile, and Lilly saw his entire plan unfold right before her eyes. Jack was going to stick close. Really close. He wasn’t just going to keep an eye on things, he was going into full protection mode. No matter what she said, he was going to be her shadow.

“Jack, really…”

“You want me to leave you with all the fun?” Jack’s cheesy grin told her he wasn’t going to budge. “Adam, Lilly has her little magic book out, so give us a list. We’ll start Monday. You said you were closed on Monday, right?”

“Yes, I am. But…” What fresh hell was this? “You don’t have to—”

His blue eyes focused on hers, stony and firm, forcing Lilly to agree. He wasn’t budging. She was stuck with him.

“Fine,” she said to avoid a scene. “But you have to do everything I tell you. Deal?”

“Deal,” he said.


Chapter Six


Jack thought he’d pissed off Lilly a few days ago. Man, had he underestimated the power of her temper. She was flying down the sidewalk toward her apartment, not saying two words to him since they’d gotten their assignments from Adam. She thought he was doing it for show, but Jack was really glad he could help. That was genuine. He hadn’t been around all that often, so it was good that he could be involved in the most important day in his brother’s life.

His mother would certainly approve. And his grandmother.

Lilly, not so much.

“Do you want to tell me what has you so fired up?”

“Nope.” Lilly kept moving, and Jack lengthened his stride to catch up. Keeping pace beside her now, he could see the scowl on her face. She was really mad.

“Lilly, come on. Helping out with the wedding isn’t going to cause people to ask questions. It’s normal.”

“It’s normal for me, not for you. You’re a phantom. You fly into town and fly out. Now you want togetherness? You want to be Mr. Helpful? There are going to be lots of questions.”

“It’s my brother’s wedding!” He pivoted in front of her and forced Lilly to stop before she slammed into him. “I’m the best man. Get used to it.”

“I don’t need a babysitter.”

There it was. He was a reminder. “Don’t think of me as a babysitter. Think of me as a… friend. Who’s armed.”

Lilly’s eyes locked on his, and Jack had no idea what kind of reaction his comment would elicit. He was a pro at reading people, it was one of the things that made him good at his job, but she was stone-faced—a total mystery.

Then, he saw it. Her mouth twitched ever so slightly. He felt like he’d won the lottery.

“Ha! I see that smile,” he teased. “You don’t hate the idea.”

“I wouldn’t say that.” She folded her arms tight against her chest as they picked up their walk, this time at a slower pace. “Don’t annoy me.”

That made Jack laugh. “No promises, since annoying is my default setting. I will follow your lead, though. I did make that deal.”

“As you should.”

Jack could live with her arrogance and attitude, but he couldn’t deal with her being afraid.

Glancing to his right, he took her in. The angle of the sun made her perfect skin glow almost gold, and her hair shone like black satin. Jack had to admit, Lilly was gorgeous. She’d always been pretty, but the years had matured her into full blown beautiful. Her face had graced his dreams more times than he could count, and the memory of their only kiss gave him comfort during long nights in the desert.

“So, how do you want to split up the jobs?”

Jack looped his arm around her shoulder. It was supposed to be a big brother gesture, something friendly and innocent. But feeling the soft skin of her shoulder against his hand, his blood heated. So much for being brotherly.

“There will be no splitting up. We’ll do it together. It will be… fun.”

“Oh, yeah. It’ll be a riot.”

“I’m not that bad.”

They walked over the cobblestone path between the stores near the harbor, and Jack admired how the town had developed this area. For years, the stretch of land was the home to a run-down motel that had been built in the mid-fifties. Compass Cove never wanted to be a tourist town—the truth was there wasn’t much to do beyond everyday living—and the place never took hold. It had been abandoned for twenty years and became home to a colony of stray cats, and for a little while, some homeless folks.

About five years ago, a local architect designed the waterfront project: two-story buildings, built to fit in with the town’s Main Street. The bottom level would be retail space, the top level would be apartments. They tore down the old motel, and the project ended up being one of the best things to happen to the downtown. Retail space was scarce, and this allowed new businesses to come in, bringing more options to the residents.

That included Lilly’s salon, which, unless you counted the grannies, trended younger than the Graceful Lady Beauty Parlor, a mainstay in town since the sixties. The courtyard behind the shops was where the residents entered their apartments. Landscaped with color in mind, it was a social space where the residents could play with their pets or talk. There was a lot of open lawn and good line of sight, but there were also some corners and alleys that would be perfect places for someone to hide. Jack saw two security cameras. Before he knew it, Lilly was pulling her keys from her purse. “So,” he said, “I’ll see you Monday with some coffee and pastries from Rinaldi’s. We can make our plans for the day while we’re eating. See you at nine?”

“Make it nine-thirty. I like to sleep in on my days off.”

Half the morning was gone at nine-thirty, but he wasn’t going to argue the point. “Nine-thirty it is. Any requests?”

“Yes. Leave me alone to take care of the errands.” Lilly unlocked her door as she sent the last shot across his bow. He watched her hand move left, and while he couldn’t see, she was keying in her security code to open the outer door.

“Funny. I’ll see you then.”

He thought he heard her mumble something snotty in response, but he couldn’t be sure. Maybe not. Whatever the case, he and Lilly were going to spend the day together, and Jack hoped he still had his head attached by the time it was over.
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They were going to spend the whole day together. The whole day. Holy crap.

Lilly sighed. Even though she didn’t want to admit it, spending the day with Jack would be the answer to an adolescent dream, but for all the wrong reasons. She hated how her heart still beat a little faster every time he was close by. It was a cruel joke that she still harbored remnants of the crush that had consumed her for years.

It was ridiculous.

She knew he was only there out of obligation, not for any other reason. At least she’d developed some sense since she was eighteen, but obviously, only the bare minimum. While she may like him too much for her own good, she didn’t want to be an obligation. Her pride was bristling at the thought.

Just as she was about to start up the stairs, Lilly heard a faint meowing nearby. There’d been a pretty little black cat hanging out in the courtyard the past couple of weeks, but she hadn’t seen him recently. The meowing didn’t sound like it was coming from outside, so it was no surprise when Lilly went around the stairs toward the entrance of the salon and found her little furry friend huddled in a corner.

“You poor thing. I never realized how skinny you are.”

The cat came away from the corner and rubbed against Lilly’s legs. Crouching down, she was immediately greeted with soft purring as she petted the cat’s silky fur.

“You’re very friendly. At least that makes one of us.” Lilly was feeling guilty about the way she’d treated Jack. “Well, I have some tuna upstairs, are you interested?”

No further invitation was needed; her new friend padded softly to the stairs and waited for her. “You knew I’d be a pushover, didn’t you?” The cat meowed. “Right. Okay.”

The cat didn’t wait another second, heading up the stairs with Lilly right behind. He sat patiently while she unlocked the door at the top of the steps, showing no hesitation when she opened it.

His large green eyes surveyed the apartment from the doorway. Slowly, he moved around the space, checking out corners and pieces of furniture, counter tops and tables. Finally, Lilly’s new friend jumped onto the large armchair and settled himself on top of the back cushion. He laid there, staring, and waiting for her to get the tuna she promised.

As Lilly prepped the food, she thought about how this day had not gone at all like she’d expected. Take the cat. Never in a million years did Lilly think today would be the day she was adopted.

An hour later, her friend Maddie was standing on the landing with a bag full of kitty litter in hand and some cat food. “Do you want to tell me why you need this?”

Madeline King, Hollywood-costume-designer-turned-wedding-dress-designer, was the only person living in Compass Cove who understood the life Lilly had left behind. That was because Maddie left it too. When her wealthy entertainment lawyer husband filed for divorce so he could play house with his twenty-two-year-old life coach, Maddie outmaneuvered him and ended up with a huge settlement and the ability to get out of Dodge. Unlike Lilly, who really didn’t want to leave, Maddie, who was nearly forty, was itching for a fresh start.

So, after a long, middle-of-the-night phone call with Lilly, Maddie had moved east. She found a large storefront in the center of town, and opened a beautiful new bridal salon that was, literally, the talk of the town.

Maddie was the only person she knew with a cat, so that’s why she’d received the SOS call to the apartment. While the kitty was feeding, Lilly realized that food in, meant something was going to come out, so she needed a makeshift litter box until she could get to a pet store. She’d found a plastic tray in the salon supply closet that would do for now, but she needed litter.

She also needed some real cat food, and Maddie had brought that as well.

Once her friend entered the apartment, the reason was clear. In fact, he sat on the back of the sofa, staring at the visitor to his new pad.

“When did you get a cat?” Maddie leveled her large dark brown eyes at Lilly.

“Tonight.”

“Really?” Dropping the bag of litter on the floor next to the island, her friend ran her hand over black cat’s head. The cat, who was no dummy, immediately pressed against her fingers for pressure. “You adopted a cat on a Saturday night?”

“Yep. I mean, he’s been around the courtyard for a few weeks. He must have gotten into my vestibule when I wasn’t looking. He’s sweet, and obviously, he wants to live here.”

“He’s cute. What’s his name?”

Lilly had no idea what to call the cat. “No clue. He looks a lot like a stuffed toy cat I had when I was little. His name was Barney.”

Maddie picked up the cat and held him close. “What do you say, little guy? Barney? Does that work for you?” The furball meowed again and bumped Maddie lightly under the chin. “I think he’s good.”

After setting up the temporary litter box in the bathroom, Lilly poured herself and Maddie some white wine. The two of them sat on the couch while Barney settled himself in the chair.

“He’s really cute. He totally owns you already,” Maddie said. “Did you really have a stuffed cat named Barney?”

“His full name was Bernardo. My Abuela gave him to me. I called him Barney for short.” Lilly had adored that toy, loving him until he was threadbare. Likewise, she’d folded like a house of cards with the real cat. One purr and it was all over. “I have no regrets. I’ve been thinking about getting a dog or cat. Barney just made the decision for me.”

Quiet descended over the room, the friends sipping wine until finally Maddie spoke. “Are you nervous?”

The question caught her off guard, even though it had been hovering since the first sip of vino. “Nervous? Why would you ask that?”

“Okay, maybe nervous isn’t the right word, but I know how hard it is to revisit a life you left. Hell, I don’t want to see anybody from that damn movie shoot, and I wasn’t dating anyone.”

Lilly started to answer, but stopped, considering her words.

Gio was one side of her story, but the film crew being in town brought up a whole different set of regrets. She’d liked her job. In fact, she’d loved it. Gio was the one who’d made her life unbearable. So, did she hate that the crew was going to be crawling all over town? No. Shoots were exhausting, but exciting. No day was ever the same. Did she hate that she’d have to possibly come face to face with the man who drove her from her life? Yeah. Lilly hated that, and him, a lot.

“I hadn’t really thought about it.” That was a lie. “I’ll just try to stay out of everyone’s way.” Especially Gio’s.

“You never told me why you finally broke up. I mean, I know things weren’t good between the two of you, but I got the sense there was a lot you didn’t tell me.” Maddie waved her hand before Lilly responded. “You don’t have to if you don’t want, but I’d like to help if I can. It can’t be easy. There was a lot of talk that you were actually going to be the one to get him down the aisle.”

Facing her beautiful friend, Lilly had to make a decision. Tell Maddie the truth, or continue to live in silence. Neither was very appealing.

“Lilly?”

“Because he’s a mean bastard. I’d had enough.”

“Wait, what?”

Talk about letting the genie out of the bottle. Maddie had been a good friend, and Lilly had only told her the most basic details about the problems she’d had with Gio. Maybe that’s why Lilly had run so far and so fast. She wasn’t just putting distance between herself and her ex, but her whole life.

“We broke up because he is an awful human being, with a nasty, vicious temper.”

Maddie’s head was down, her eyes examining her fingers. “Oh, honey. How bad was it?”

Unconsciously, Lilly hugged her knees to her chest. “Pretty bad. He hit me. Not often, at first, but even once is too much. I made excuses for him—he was drunk, he was stressed, I should be more considerate. But after a while…”

“Wait. He hit you?”

“Not all the time, but—”

Maddie cut off her words when she grabbed Lilly and pulled her into a fierce hug. “I knew you fought, but… God, I’m so sorry you didn’t feel you could tell me.”

With Maddie’s strong arms banded around her, Lilly couldn’t escape. But after a few seconds, she didn’t want to. She melted into her friend and felt the comfort she offered clear to her bones. She didn’t want to let go. She couldn’t. “I didn’t want to tell anyone.” Lilly cringed at tightness in her chest. “I felt so weak. I’m sorry.”

“There is no apologizing unless it’s coming from me. I must have had my head so far up my own ass…” Maddie drew a deep breath as Lilly pulled back. “I didn’t see you were hurting. I’m the one who’s sorry.”

Lilly felt a tear track down her cheek. “I shouldn’t have run away, but I didn’t feel safe with him in the same city and running in the same circles. The police and DA did nothing.”

“And now he’s here. In your space. Jesus.”

“Tell me about it. Noel let me know at the end of last week. I thought I was going to lose my mind.” Even then, tucked away safely in her apartment with her friend, Lilly felt her hands start to tremble. The fear was as real as it had been three years ago. Focusing on the fact that she was safe helped quiet Lilly’s racing brain, but her heart still hammered away, because it was only a matter of time before she came face to face with Gio.

“Maybe you can train Barney to be an attack cat,” Maddie joked.

Lilly laughed. Barney was sprawled out on her living room rug, one paw sticking straight up in the air, the others stretched out like he was spending a day at the beach. Soaking wet, the cat might have been ten pounds, so he hardly qualified as an attack cat. But he was sneaky, Lilly knew that for sure. He snuck into her life without much trouble. The cat might be good for a stealth attack in a pinch.

“Does anyone else know?” Maddie asked.

“You, Noel, and Jack Miller. That’s it. And I didn’t tell Jack. He kind of found out by default.”

“Jack Miller? Do I know him? What do you mean by default?”

Maddie was still getting a handle on the families in Compass Cove, so Lilly connected the dots for her. “He’s Adam Miller’s brother. And the default is part of his job. He’s an FBI agent.”

“FBI?”

Lilly nodded, understanding Maddie’s surprise. “I went to the local police, you know, to put them on alert, and the case found its way to him because it crosses state lines. Some domestic violence statute. As a result, he’s sticking to me like glue.”

“Well, if he looks anything like Adam, that’s no hardship.” Maddie had designed Mia’s wedding dress, so she’d met Adam in all his pro-athlete macho glory when he’d been fitted for his wedding suit.

Lilly actually thought Jack was the better looking of the two. There was another Miller brother, Doug, but he was older than Adam by a few years and Lilly didn’t really know him. But if trends bore out, he was gorgeous too. There were some good genes in the Miller family.

“I’ve known Jack since I was ten. He and my brother were buddies in high school. I was good friends with his sister, Natalie.”

“Okay. What does that have to do with if he’s hot or not?”

That was the second time Maddie had gotten Lilly to laugh. “He’s very handsome in that boy-next-door kind of way. You know the type.”

“I do. Go on. I want details. I need to concoct a little fantasy in my head.”

Lilly could relate. “Ah, he’s tall. Athlete’s build—broad shoulders, nice ass. Light brown hair, it’s thick and has some gold streaks, a little silver at the temples, and…” Lilly hesitated as she dropped her head back and covered her face. “He has eyes so blue you could swim in them.”

Now it was Maddie’s turn to laugh. “Oh, really? You’re a little swoony there, my friend. Don’t drool or anything.”

“I don’t drool. Trust me, Jack would never let me live it down. But he is gorgeous… always has been.” The wistfulness of her declaration was truly a throwback to the years she’d worshipped the ground on which Jack Miller tread.

“A history?”

“Yes. But I’m not going to talk about it now. I am, however, going to get another glass of wine. Would you like a little more?”

Maddie rose and followed her into the kitchen. Lilly knew it wasn’t over, but honestly, was she going to recount her high school crush? No, she was not.

“He still needs to be measured for his suit.”

Lilly froze as she pulled the bottle from the fridge. “Seriously? Ugh. I’ll bring him by on Monday. I’m running wedding errands and he decided he’d be my shadow.”

“Oooh. A bodyguard. How sexy.”

“You can stop.”

“Oh, hell no. This is too much fun.” Maddie’s bright smile was the only thing keeping Lilly from losing her shit.

With wine in hand, they returned to the sofa and Maddie picked up the remote. “What are we watching? That new rom-com with that guy who’s like a young Richard Gere just went up on Netflix.”

“Sounds good.”

With a few presses on the remote, the TV came to life, and she hoped they were done talking for a little while. As much as Lilly was happy to have a friend who understood the life, Maddie would piece things together. She’d start to remember the times Lilly would show up to the set with bruises. The excuses and jokes she made at her own expense. Maddie would know Lilly had lied to protect the guy who was hitting her.

It made her feel pathetic. Weak. And she hated how the memories were haunting her again.

“You know,” Maddie said. “I never liked Gio. If you had told me, I might have hurt him myself.”

“It wouldn’t have done any good anyway, so I’m glad I saved you from jail time.”

“Probably. I’d have beat the man if I’d had the opportunity. And just so we’re clear, I don’t even know this Jack guy, but I’m glad he’s sticking close. I hope if he has the chance, he kicks Gio’s ass.”

“Well, I’d be happy if I didn’t ever have to see Gio again.”

“I hear you, girlfriend. I hear you.”


Chapter Seven


Before he left the house Monday morning, Jack called in a couple of favors, and found out the film’s shooting schedule for the rest of the week. His goal was to keep one step ahead of Gio Graham, just in case the guy decided to pay Lilly a visit.

Today the crew was spending all their time on the campus of Jennings College. He was certain to get some good stories from Adam and Mia, but the big picture was that town would be clear when he and Lilly ran their errands. In spite of the long list of really tedious things they had to do, Jack was looking forward to spending time with her. Their history aside, the woman was funny and smart, a lethal combination in Jack’s mind; that she was beautiful was a bonus.

The sweet smells from Rinaldi’s Café pulled him along the sidewalk and right into the shop. A mainstay in the village for decades, Rinaldi’s was known across Long Island for their bread and pastries. In Compass Cove, the café was a gathering place and the home to some of the best food anywhere.

Walking up to the counter, Jack surveyed the offerings in the case. This was not going to be an ordinary doughnut run. No, for Lilly, only a box of Rinaldi’s pastries would do. It seemed only fair since he was going to have the opportunity to tease her all day long. After a long look at the selections, Jack made his choices: three chocolate croissants, two vanilla scones, a banana nut muffin, and a mixed berry tart. Satisfied he was bringing her at least three days worth of calories, Jack was about to order his coffee when he felt a finger jabbing at the back of his arm.

“You come into my store and you don’t say hello?”

Turning slowly, Jack knew the voice belonged to Lina Rinaldi.

“Jeez. You have pointy fingers.” Jack rubbed the spot where she’d poked him. “I was going to come over to say hello after I paid for my food.”

“Hmmpf. Your grandmother is right. You’re a scoundrel, Jack Miller. I’m going to be keeping my eye on you. Don’t you dare do anything to mess up the wedding.”

“I will be a model best man. No worries there.” He didn’t know why people thought he was so irresponsible. Had he been that dismissive of his family and friends? Or was everyone just really tense about the impending nuptials?

“We’ll see about that.” She gave Jack a side eye that actually intimidated him. “Should I ask who all those pastries are for?”

“Not all for me, if that’s what you want to know.”

“No?”

“No. Lilly and I are running wedding errands this morning, I thought I’d bring some breakfast before we lose ourselves in all the excitement and forget to eat later.”

That brought a laugh out of Lina. “You have never forgotten to eat in your life.” With a gentle pat on his shoulder, she headed back to the kitchen. “I’ll see you and Lilly later on for lunch.”

If he could get Lilly to sit still with him for any length of time, lunch was an appealing idea.

With his coffee and the pastries in hand, Jack headed back to Main Street. They could do all their errands on foot, so Jack left his car in the municipal lot nearby. The harbor, and Lilly’s place, was about a five-minute walk.

Summer mornings were always bustling in Compass Cove. During the week, one day ran into the next, and folks liked to get an early start. Mornings represented routine. Stores opened early, deliveries were made, and lots of people were out checking off to-do lists before going to work. Likewise, all the sidewalk tables outside Rinaldi’s were full of people having breakfast meetings, or just a quiet bite before starting their days.

It was a peculiarity of his hometown that few people understood, and it was a simple philosophy that harkened back to the town’s New England roots—work hard, help your neighbors, and try to leave things better than how you found them. People did what needed doing, but there was always time for a cup of coffee, a conversation, or to help an old friend.

When he was home for any amount of time, Jack realized how much he missed it. In his line of work, there wasn’t time for anything other than the job, and he came across the worst in society—drug dealers, gang members, and white-collar criminals who thought they were above the law. Being home gave him a chance to see why his work was important. Very simply, it kept people safe.

The warm, humid air hovered around him, and as Jack focused his eyes down Main Street, the cove was in full view. It was a calm day, allowing the sun to reflect off the deep blue water like a mirror. He passed the bookstore, where a famous author would be signing their latest this coming weekend, the florist whose sidewalk displays advertised his work, and the local pub, which had been a fixture in town for over a century.

Every store, every person, had a story.

Arriving at Lilly’s courtyard, he stood for a second and took in the scene. People were walking their dogs, heading off to work, or enjoying a cup of coffee. It was a perfectly ordinary morning, but Jack was scoping out the space again to see if there was a way for Lilly’s ex to surprise her.

Granted, he could always just walk in the front door of her salon, but the guy didn’t strike Jack as the direct type. No, he’d sneak up on her when she didn’t expect it. It would be public, no doubt about that, but she’d be caught off guard, and that would give Gio the advantage.

“What’s in the box?”

Jack heard Lilly’s voice, but scanning the area near her apartment, she was nowhere to be seen. Then, without knowing what made him do it, he looked up. Talk about a storybook moment. Standing on the tiny balcony, with a look that was half exasperation, half amusement, was Lilly. She was wearing a dark pink summer dress that seemed to float around her body, and a grin that teased the corners of her mouth.

The light was hitting her hair just at the crown, and a glow seemed to rise from inside her. It was positively ethereal.

“Jack, wake up. What’s in the box?” She raised an eyebrow and repeated the question.

“Oh. Yes.” Damn. He had a problem. “A selection of pastries from Rinaldi’s, m’lady. May I come up?”

Feigning annoyance, Lilly rolled her eyes before shrugging. “I guess.”

Jack didn’t know what was going on, but she was certainly in a better mood than the last time he saw her. He’d take it. With luck, they might even have a good day. God knew he wanted to do anything but run errands for his brother. But spending time with a gorgeous brunette? He could do worse. There was even the possibility she wouldn’t drive him crazy.

Lilly met him at the door, and damn if she didn’t look even prettier up close. Her dark brown hair was pulled up in a clip, exposing the soft skin of her graceful neck. She wore very little makeup, not really needing it. Her lashes were long and inky black, framing her large, dark, almond-shaped eyes.

The dress, which scooped slightly in the front, draped over her curves fluidly.

“Jack?”

“Huh?” He’d lost all ability to speak.

“Are you going to come in?”

Damn. He’d zoned out looking at her. Fell right into the little fantasy in his own head. “Oh, yeah. Sorry.” Stepping over the threshold, he smiled when she closed the door. “Ready for a great day! Woo hoo! I brought nourishment.”

“That’s not nourishment. It’s a sugar crash waiting to happen.” Heading up the stairs he followed, grateful for the amazing view of Lilly’s very fine ass. “I can handle all the errands on my own.” When she turned suddenly, he almost crashed into her. “Wait. No. You have to come. There’s something I need you for.”

“Is that so? I’m flattered.”

Lilly chuckled. “Don’t be.”

The apartment felt different today, looked different now that he was seeing it as a residence and not as part of her business. It could have been the personal touches he didn’t notice last week, or it could have been that Lilly’s mood was lighter.

Whatever it was, the apartment suited her. Bright, with big windows and soft colors, it was a great space. There was no clutter, and the lines of the furniture were clean and comfortable. Her choices, sea greens and blues, with touches of yellow and pink, brought the outside in. The view of the cove pulled it all together.

Lilly snipped the string holding the box closed. When she flipped open the top, sweet smells combined into one glorious bloom, and Jack’s stomach growled. That forced another smile from Lilly’s lips. “Hungry?”

“Starved. One of those croissants has my name on it.”

Lilly set the box down on the dark gray granite counter and turned in such a way that the full skirt of her dress went around her legs with a swish. Jack heard her grabbing plates from the cabinet, but his eyes were focused on the way the soft fabric wrapped itself around her body. And there was no denying, Lilly had spectacular curves.

The woman had definitely grown into herself. While she’d never been skinny, Jack remembered when she was more awkward tomboy than teenage girl. Of course, she was barely fourteen when that was the case. His memory of her at eighteen, pressed against him the night before he left for active duty, was completely different. What he felt in those stolen moments in the boat house—attraction, desire, heat—was closer to what he felt now.

And it was a real problem, because what he needed was objectivity. He kept telling himself that distance was his friend and would keep Lilly safe. But as she stood on her toes to grab something out of the cabinet, and he could see her body flex and extend under the soft fabric, Jack felt like a man possessed.

Moving next to her, Jack reached up and grabbed the mug that was tucked on the top shelf of the cabinet. “Is this what you wanted?” he said while handing it to her.

“Thanks. Noel thought he was helping the other day and put my dishes wherever they would fit. He’s so tall, I actually had to climb on the counter to get a bowl down.”

“It’s too bad kitchens aren’t designed for pint-size people.”

“Pint-sized? Pfft. Good things come in small packages, you know.”

This was good. He could tease her. That would keep his thoughts out of the gutter and more on the way things used to be between them. When he was her brother’s best friend, and she was a pesky little sister.

Then her hand brushed against his, and heat shot through Jack’s body.

Yep. He was in trouble.
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His skin was warm to the touch, and it brought a flood of memories Lilly wasn’t ready for. Why did he have to be so close? If she had any hope of keeping her dignity or her sanity, Lilly had to keep some space between her and Jack. The emotional and physical kind.

However, never being in possession of common sense, Lilly looked up and locked on to Jack’s baby blues. Intense, deep—she truly could lose herself in them. Proof nothing had changed. They’d gotten older, had spent years apart, but he still evoked the same emotions she felt at eighteen. Lord, this was dangerous.

“We need a plan of attack,” he said quietly. “Yes? You were always a master list maker. I think you had lists for your lists.”

Lists. She could do lists. Relieved, Lilly felt the pressure in her chest release as she finally breathed out. “I’ll get my notebook, hang on.”

Happy for the chance to regroup, she slipped into her bedroom and grabbed her purse from her bed. Taking two deep breaths, she focused on the sight of the cove from her bedroom window. Breathe in, breathe out—it was a useless exercise. She might be breathing a little easier, but Lilly’s heart kept hammering in her chest.

This adolescent reaction she was having to her ages-ago crush was unacceptable. Not to mention, Jack wasn’t interested. He never had been. She’d always been the nuisance, the little sister, the friend, so the whole internal melodrama was pointless.

Still, heat continued to rise in her face, and Lilly didn’t know how to fight it. “Hey. You all right?”

Lilly’s heart rate shot right back up, triggered by the sound of his voice. Her muscles twitched and her hands felt cold. It was a flight reflex. Still, even after all this time, Gio had left his mark. When she calmed down, she was able to focus and saw Jack standing in the bedroom doorway. “Please don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

Lilly hadn’t turned around. She was still facing her mirror, eyes on him, and she hoped he wouldn’t notice how flushed she was. But Jack being Jack, he came closer, and she watched him as he stepped behind her. “You startled me.”

“I’m sorry. I was looking around your place, and I saw you staring out the window like something was wrong. You look like you’re going to pass out.”

A minute ago, she’d felt like she might.

He was close enough for her to feel his heat, but there was no contact. He’d assumed his favorite position—hands in his pockets, legs wide—while Lilly uttered a silent prayer of thanks. Was she glad he was there? Or glad she didn’t have to face the circus alone?

He’d stepped back into her regular orbit a few days ago. Sure, she’d seen him before this, they travelled in the same circles, but his visits were hit and run. The wedding was changing that narrative, and now that he knew everything—things no one else knew about her—it made all this dancing around each other very intimate. And scary.

Lilly didn’t like feeling vulnerable. She’d gone down that road, and it hadn’t ended well.

“I’m fine. Let’s eat and make our list.” Grabbing her purse, she saw Jack’s eyes drift to her bed.

Talk about the power of suggestion. Her mind immediately went to dirty places.

“Your cat is giving me the stink eye.”

Sure enough, when Lilly turned, she saw Barney sitting upright in the middle of her bed, glaring at Jack. “That cat. He’s here less than two days and he thinks he owns the place.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. He kind of adopted me. Odd story. Which reminds me, our last stop has to be the pet store. I need some supplies. I made a list. For a little guy, he needs a lot of stuff. My friend got me through the weekend, but I need a bunch of things.”

“Whatever you say.” Jack had stepped back, giving Lilly room to move past him.

“I’m going to remind you of that when you’re complaining about everything we have to do. Let’s eat so we can get this over with.”

“I’m going to be a model best man today,” he said while following her into the kitchen. “You’ll see.”

“Is that so?” Easing her behind onto one of the stools at the island, Lilly surveyed her choices. “I have my doubts, you know.” Hesitating for just a second, she reached in and plucked the banana nut muffin from the box. No doubt, the muffin would go right to her hips, but it was going to take her to heaven first. “This smells so good. Thanks for bringing food. I have a yogurt, milk, and a box of stale Cheerios.”

“Maybe we should stop at the market while we’re out.” Jack sipped his coffee before tearing off a piece of his croissant. “So, what’s on the agenda?”

Lilly dug her hand into her purse and pulled out her pen case. She could put the to-do list on her phone, but Lilly had always been a purist. She liked paper, pretty planners, pens. If she hadn’t become a hair stylist, she would have probably opened up a paper store. Flipping open her notebook, she looked out the window to gather her thoughts.

“Okay. First, the florist to check on the corsages and nosegays for your mom and grandmother, Nana, and Mia’s mom.”

“I’m not up on wedding lingo. What’s a nosegay?”

“A small bouquet of flowers. Let’s see…” Lilly tapped her pen on the counter. “Then the stationer, to pick up the place cards. Oh, and we have to stop at the bridal shop, so you can be fitted for your suit.”

“Oh, shit. I forgot about that. Okay.”

“We also have to stop at Jennings’ for the rings.” She was dying to see their rings. “Last, I need to stop at the vet, the pet store, and the market. Those are my errands, so if you want to bail, that’s fine.”

“Nah. I’m yours for the day. Just in case you need some muscle.” With his signature cheesy grin, Jack flexed his arm, showing off his impressive bicep.

He was charming and funny, and Lilly’s heart did a little flip as she looked at his boyish face all lit up with humor. In that way, he hadn’t changed. The war had spared him somehow.

“You don’t have to do this.” Enjoying his company didn’t change the fact that Jack was spending time with her out of obligation. “I can take care of all of these items myself.”

“And miss all the fun? Are you kidding?”

Why did he have to be so cute along with all that annoying? “Jack, look, everyone knows you can’t help your do-gooder tendencies, but I don’t need to be protected.”

Reaching out, he did something completely unexpected. He took her hand. It was platonic, brotherly almost—which was depressing—but still, the warmth spread from her fingertips right to her heart. “Lilly, you’re going to have to get used to me being around. At least until your ex is out of town.”

“It’s not necessary.”

“You are probably right, but let’s not take chances.”

Lilly should have known there was no talking him out of his protection detail. It crossed her mind to try to give him the slip, but there was nowhere to go. Compass Cove was a very small town. Not to mention, going on the lam would piss off a whole lot of people, starting with Mia.

No, she was stuck, for now. But as Jack reached into the box for one of the scones, he looked up and smiled. It was wide and bright, and crinkles formed around his eyes, making Lilly’s heart flutter like it did when she was fourteen.

“What are you looking at?” he asked.

It was too easy; she pulled out the line she’d shot at him since she was a kid. “Not much.”

“Ha ha. Very funny.” He took a healthy bite of the scone. “You’re a brat.”

“Am not.”

“Are too.”

It was ridiculous. Lilly couldn’t help herself, she laughed, and he did too.

“Will we ever stop giving each other a hard time?” she wondered aloud.

His smile softened. It was warm and had a wistful sentimentality about it. “I hope not, Lilly. I hope not.”


Chapter Eight


“I think the pink flowers are perfect for the mother of the groom. What do you think?” Lilly held up the blue blossoms for Jack to inspect.

He glanced at the flowers, barely shrugging his shoulders. “Isn’t her dress blue? Should the flowers match?”

Lilly shook her head. “No, we don’t want the matchy-matchy. She likes pink, right?”

Again, he shrugged. “She’s a girl. I guess.”

Lilly’s head hurt from the eyeroll she executed. He was going to be no help. It was their first stop of the morning, and Jack was already as fidgety as a five-year-old boy. “Pink is not a gender requirement. And this is your mother.”

“Sorry, I’m a little out of my element with this.”

Alfred, the man who had owned Compass Florist for forty years, had always been a hoot. Gruff and salty, he was the last person you’d expect to find around the delicate blooms he sold. But his work was gorgeous, and for that reason, he was still in high demand after all this time.

A former aircraft mechanic, he bought the shop after he’d been laid off from his job at one of Long Island’s big aerospace firms in the 1970s. “You’re a lot less out of your element than I am, pretty boy,” Alfred growled.

“Hey,” Jack snapped, deciding to let his alpha show. “Who you callin’ a pretty boy? I can hold my own.”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake. Hang on, let me text Natalie.”

“Nat doesn’t know everything.”

“Would you stop it?” Lilly let her thumbs fly over the screen, and she tuned out the man-child standing next to her. He was almost thirty-seven years old and he still acted like a pesky twelve-year-old boy.

“You girls need a moment?” Alfred asked snidely.

“Yeah, you’re a riot, Al. A freaking riot. Have the flowers gone to your brain?”

“Still sharper than you, junior,” the older man shot back.

“Boys,” Lilly interjected, “Let’s not argue.” Turning back to the samples in front of her once Nat answered, Lilly decided. “Pink and white nosegay for Adam’s mother. White corsages for both the grandmas. And Mia’s mother…” Lilly sighed. “What kind of flowers for a woman who doesn’t even deserve to be at the wedding?”

“Do you have any black roses, Al?” Jack deadpanned. The joke, which was sadly appropriate, showed that Jack wasn’t as clueless as he claimed. “I guess this is why Mia put you on this job.”

Lilly nodded. “It’s painful, but she didn’t have the heart to tell her mother not to come. Truthfully, I think Ellen is going to bail. She won’t show up. Not after what she’s done.”

Ellen DeAngelis, Mia’s mother, was a horrible, controlling woman who’d done all she could to sabotage her daughter’s life. Fortunately, Mia had found a way to fight back and find her happy ever after with Jack’s brother.

Lilly had been thinking about Mia’s story a lot lately. Life had thrown so much at her friend; she didn’t know how Mia had stayed standing. Losing her sister and her father, uprooting her life… Lilly looked to Mia as an example of survival.

But it didn’t keep Lilly from being afraid.

“What color is her dress? That’s important, right?”

It was the last thing Lilly expected Jack to ask. Racking her brain, she had no idea. “No clue.”

“Al, one of those nosegay things. Make it out of carnations.”

Al’s eyebrows shot up. “Carnations? At a big fancy wedding? The bride and groom are spending a fortune on flowers, and you want me to give the mother of the bride carnations?”

Now Jack was the one rolling his eyes. “Fine. Use whatever flowers you want. But I want the bouquet to be orange.”

“Coral. Or peach. Never orange.” Al might have been crusty, but he knew his flowers.

Jack finally glanced in her direction. “Any thoughts? You’re awfully quiet over there.”

“For a guy who’s out of his element, you handled that really well. Coral, or peach, it is.”

Lilly signed the order, and she and Jack headed back to Main Street. The second she stepped outside, the warm breeze fluttered up under her dress. Her hands rode down around her hips so she wouldn’t have a Marilyn Monroe moment in front of the whole town. Not that she looked like Marilyn. If only. “It’s getting hot.”

“Yep. It’s supposed to be ninety today. Hopefully the humidity will hold off.” Jack’s hands were at his sides, and she had to resist the urge to hook her arm through his. They’d been reduced to talking about the weather; touching him would be a very bad idea. Even if it didn’t mean anything. “Where to next?”

Lilly looked at her list. “The compass shop. I have to take a look at the rings.”

“I’m anxious to see what Liam came up with,” Jack said. “When he was knocking heads together on the football field, we had no idea he was an artist.”

That made her laugh. Liam was such a gentle giant. Remembering him as a hulking defensive lineman went against everything he had become. “He’s taken the shop to the next level, that’s for sure. It’s absolutely beautiful in there.”

Jennings Compasses and Fine Watches had been in the same spot on Main Street for centuries. There weren’t many businesses that could make that claim, but the Jennings family and their store was part of Compass Cove history. The romantic legend that had inspired generations of lovers was rooted in Caleb Jennings’ love for the widow Lucy Velsor. Their story gave people hope, even when life, and love, seemed impossible.

When she first came back to Compass Cove, Lilly would stop in at the shop and gaze at the pretty brass compass in the glass case. She’d given up on her own happy ever after, but she loved the unbridled romanticism attached to the small object.

Jack pulled open the heavy wood and glass door, so Lilly could enter a place that seemed to be filled with magic. Not that Lilly believed in magic, but she believed in the possibility.

Possibilities were always exciting.

“I was wondering when you two would get here. I saw that list Adam dictated. How is it going?” Liam Jennings, tall and blond, flashed an easy smile. He was probably one of the nicest people Lilly had ever met. Even way back, when he was hanging out with her brother Luca, Liam was always the sweetheart of the bunch. He never would’ve teased her. Not like Jack.

Taking three long strides, he wrapped Lilly in a huge hug. “Is he giving you much trouble?” he said, looking at Jack. “I expect he’s being a total pain in the ass.”

“You’d be surprised,” Lilly replied. “He’s actually been helpful. And he brought pastries from Rinaldi’s this morning, so that has to be good for something.”

“Wow! You must really rate. When we head out on the boat, he usually brings grocery store doughnuts and stale coffee.”

Jack grabbed Liam in a bear hug and slapped him several times on the back. “What are you talking about? Stale coffee. Ingrate.”

Lilly made a slow turn, taking in the beautiful items on the rich wood shelves. There were small sculptures, pieces of art glass, nautical artifacts, and tchotchkes that would make her Abuela’s heart go pitter-pat. To her right sat the large case that held Lucy’s compass. Walking over, she thought about Mia and Adam, and Jordan and Nick, and wondered if the compass knew they were destined to be together.

Lilly didn’t believe in such woo-woo, but she was never one to judge other people’s beliefs. Maybe the compass did bring them luck. Not her, though. Right now, she just wanted Gio to keep his distance. Maybe the compass could tell him where to go.

For a big guy, Liam moved very quietly. Before she knew it, he was standing next to her, unlocking the case.

“What are you doing?” Lilly stepped back, not wanting to get too close to something she didn’t understand.

Liam grinned. “Jack wants to hold the compass.”

Mr. Just-the-Facts FBI Man wanted to hold the magic compass? For real? Fishing in her bag, Lilly pulled out her phone. “Hold on, I want to get a picture of his big moment.”

Jack glared at her. “Did we talk about you being a brat?”

“Yes, and we came to the conclusion that I would always be a brat. Lucky you.”

Pretending he wasn’t annoyed, Jack stuck out his hand toward Liam. “Hit me, bro.”

The whole scene was surreal. The big strong G-man was falling into a romantic trap. But there was something charming and sweet about Jack opening himself up, letting himself be vulnerable enough to hold a centuries-old symbol of love and commitment. Especially since he was Mr. No Commitment.

She had to admit, her body and heart warmed from the inside out. Wasn’t that what always attracted her to him in the first place? The sweetness of the act, the good humor and genuine curiosity, made him damn near irresistible.

Of course he is, dummy. That’s why you fell in love with him in the first place. Her inner voice, which had been relatively quiet since she’d returned to Compass Cove, decided now was the time to make an appearance.

Stupid voice. Lilly hated that it was always right. The only time it led her astray was when she got up the nerve to tell Jack how she felt all those years ago. That had ended badly for all concerned, and she wasn’t about to make that mistake again.

Lilly and Jack were older, wiser, but at the core they were still the same people. If Lilly had learned anything from her experiences with Gio, it was that you couldn’t change a person. Jack was a good man, but he wasn’t going to fall in love with her. Same story, different decade. That was that.

Holding up her camera, Lilly watched as Liam gently lowered the antique compass into Jack’s hands. Very old, but not fragile, it was a beautiful instrument. The polished brass case held a delicate face made of mother-of-pearl, and on top of the crystal was a tiny sundial that folded flat so the case could be closed. Hand-carved, hand-painted, and made to last, it was an amazing piece of history.

She took her picture, completely delighted by the image.

Jack walked around the shop, holding the compass in the cup of his palm. He walked toward the window, toward the cases full of tiny glass sculptures, and then back to where they were standing. He was quiet, which was unusual in and of itself. Finally looking up from the compass, he locked eyes with her, but said nothing.

“What?” she asked.

His expression was confused, shaken. “Nothing. It’s just… weird. I dunno.”

“Weird how?”

Liam leaned over, looked at the compass, and then looked at Lilly. “Well, well, well. That is interesting. The compass needle is pointing at you, Lilly.”

“No, it’s not. If it is, you’d better fix your compass.” The thought made Lilly’s stomach jump. The compass was obviously out of its little magical mind.

Jack handed it back to his friend, shaking off whatever spell it had cast over him. “Enough fun. We have stuff to do. We’re supposed to check on the rings.”

Thank God Jack had snapped out of it. “Good idea. Adam said if they’re done, we should take them with us.”

Securing the case, Liam nodded, and headed to the back of the shop. His huge frame had to duck a little under the short doorway in the old building.

She and Jack stood in awkward silence, the compass needle obviously on both their minds. But it shouldn’t have been. They were both adults, and they knew better than to believe in magic.

Once Liam returned from the back room, they headed back to the display counter, where he had spread out a length of black velvet. Opening the two jewelry clamshells, he placed both rings on the dark field. Lilly heard herself gasp.

Mia’s ring was magnificent. Two bands of platinum wound around each other, creating an interwoven pattern that was so simple yet so intricate, it was hard to describe. Set in the channel on top of each band were diamonds. Many, many diamonds. The ring sparkled, reflecting light all around the room.

“Liam, that is stunning. I can’t believe you made these rings.”

“My hidden talent. While you guys were making movies and chasing bad guys, I learned a few things.”

The corner of Jack’s mouth tilted into an admiring grin. “You sure did. Wow.”

Adam’s ring was made of matching platinum, but it was simple, the band having no beginning and no end. Endless, like Adam’s feelings for Mia.

“The rings are ready,” Liam said. “Let me give them a final polish, and you guys can get going.”

Without warning, Lilly felt swamped by emotions. Weddings always did that to her anyway, but knowing everything the bride and groom had gone through to be together was moving. Needing a little space, she stepped away from Jack.

Nestled against the front window was a roughhewn wooden bench where Lilly sat. She was so happy for her friend, a knot formed in her chest, and tears welled up in her eyes. “They are going to have a great marriage. Talk about opposites, but they’re perfect for each other.”

Jack, not believing in personal space, had followed. “I think you’re right. It’s a nice thought, you know? That something so right can come without warning. It’s good. Hopeful.”

Lilly glanced out the window toward Main Street, trying to keep her emotions in check. “Sorry I’m getting so mushy, but it’s just so wonderful… happiness. Hope.”

“It is,” Jack responded. “It is.”
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The morning had flown by, and once they left Liam with the rings tucked safely away, they’d decided it was time for lunch.

They’d settled in at a table by the big window on the side of Rinaldi’s Café, and Lilly was studying the menu like she’d never been there before. Her eyes were focused, her brows drawn together.

“You look like you’re pondering world peace,” Jack whispered so he didn’t startle her.

“No, just looking at the salads. I always get the turkey club and onion rings, but I should be watching what I eat. Maddie will kill me if I don’t fit in my dress.”

“You look fine. Eat what you want.” Taking a pull on the straw in his soda glass, Jack marveled at the way she studied the menu.

“I do not look fine. You just can’t see all my flaws in this dress.”

He saw plenty, but no flaws to speak of. In his opinion, Lilly’s curves were a freaking miracle. Jack wanted to tell her to buy a hundred of those dresses. Instead, knowing such a suggestion would get him the look of death, he changed the subject. “Tell me about Maddie. I’ve never met her.”

“Oh, Maddie is great. So talented. Mia’s dress is spectacular.”

“You know her from California, is that right?” Jack was careful to keep his questions pointed, and away from what she’d endured with her ex. The thing was, he already knew the answer. He’d done a thorough background search on anyone and everyone in Lilly’s orbit when she was in California. “She’s new around here.”

“Yes. We worked on a bunch of films together. She’s good people.”

That didn’t tell Jack a whole lot. Jack wanted to know if Maddie knew what happened between Lilly and Gio, or did Lilly keep that part of her life hidden from everyone? “I’ll have to meet her sometime.”

Lilly smiled. “You will. Right after lunch.”

“That’s right. After lunch.” Jack had forgotten about that part of their to-do list.

“Don’t argue with me. You need to get measured.”

Before he could say anything, the server came over to take their order. Lilly may have been thinking about a salad, but she ordered a loaded specialty burger with Lina’s famous onion rings. Good. He hated when women obsessed over what they ate. Jack never really worried about his waistline, so he followed her lead and ordered the giant Reuben with an extra helping of fries. The two of them were going to feel like lead this afternoon, but it would be so worth it.

The bell over the door of the café jingled, and a jumble of voices had Lilly’s head snapping toward the front of the store. Her face dropped. Jack may have been living in stakeout mode, but even he knew a movie star when he saw one. Kat Barnes was the darling of romantic comedies. Tall and built, the auburn-haired bombshell had looks men loved and attitude women admired. However, the way Lilly looked at her, he could see there was no love. At all.

“Oh, my God.” Kat didn’t wait to be seated like the sign said. No, she wandered right over to their booth and slid in next to Jack. “Lilly Vasquez, as I live and breathe.” A tinge of southern drawl slipped from the woman’s dark plum colored lips. “I heard you lived around here, but what are the odds we’d run into each other like this?” She turned toward Jack and extended a slender hand. “Hi, I’m Kat.”

“Jack Miller. Nice to meet you.”

“Not shooting today, Kat?” Lilly’s eyes narrowed as she considered the woman across from her. The saying ‘if looks could kill’ definitely applied. Jack was fascinated at the dynamic.

“No. I’ve been dying to get a look at this little town everyone has been talking about. It is adorable. Reminds me of the little town in West Virginia where my Memaw lived.” Kat was giving him the onceover while she talked, and he wasn’t so sure he liked being in her sights. There was something not right about her. Something seemed off. “So, are you Lilly’s boyfriend?”

Lilly’s eyes widened and she gave him a barely noticeable head shake.

“Ah, no. Close friends. We’ve known each other forever.”

Kat grinned just as the tip of her tongue teased the curve of her lips. “Well, doesn’t that make this my lucky day.”

Like she’d rehearsed it a thousand times, Kat lowered her chin into her hand and locked her gaze on his. Jack felt like he was being stalked by a hungry animal. He glanced in Lilly’s direction and moved his foot close to hers. Did that make him safer from the woman who was still staring? Probably not.

Jack knew now why Lilly had reacted the way she did. He was in the presence of a maneater. “Right… well. You should go, you know, have your lunch. Coming to Rinaldi’s is a great way to get to know Compass Cove.”

“Are you shooing me away, Jack?” Her drawl had become more pronounced, dripping with saccharine sweetness. “That is not at all gentlemanly.”

“Yes, he is shooing.” Lilly jumped in, no patience to spare. “Your entourage is waiting. Don’t they want to feed?”

“Hmm, yeah, yeah, whatever. So, what do you do, Jack?”

“I’m with the government.” He was going to be as vague as possible.

“Kat?”

“Be still, honey. Jack and I are just getting acquainted.” Kat’s eyes were a pale shade of green, almost like a snake’s. It was creepy.

The muscle in Lilly’s jaw twitched and then tightened. Damn. Was she pissed? Jealous? “Kat!” Her voice cracked through the noise of the café, stopping a dozen people in their tracks.

“Oh, for Pete’s sake, Lilly. What is your problem?”

“People are waiting on you,” she began. “This isn’t some Hollywood bistro where your presence is an event.”

When Kat looked up, her group was waving her back over. Chances were, Lina wanted the whole group there before she seated them. “Damn.” Kat paused and pursed her lips before plastering a pained smile back on her face. Jack found himself relieved. “Well, it was good to meet you, Jack. Maybe we can have a drink sometime.” The actress patted his hand before addressing Lilly. “Try to relax, sugar. You’re going to have a stroke.”

Kat slid her long body out of the booth and slithered over to her friends.

“She hasn’t changed a bit,” Lilly hissed. “Always pressing buttons.”

“I got that; she’s pretty intense.”

“In the worst way possible.”

“I guess it comes with the territory.” Jack’s line of work was about as far away from show biz as you could get.

“She’s not well liked. All those people fawning all over her are very well paid. But to be fair, there are a lot of really decent people in the business. She’s an outlier.”

That was the first positive thing Lilly had said about her time in the movies. He had the feeling if she let herself remember, there would be more good memories than bad.

“I’m sorry she made you uncomfortable,” he said without knowing why.

“Not uncomfortable exactly. Like I said, she pushes my buttons. The woman knows how to get to me.”

“The guy I was just on a stakeout with was the same way. Such a tool.”

“We all have our crosses to bear. She was mine. And for some reason, she always asked for me to do her hair.” Their food arrived, and Lilly quickly ordered extra specialty sauce for her rings.

“Now, correct me if I’m wrong, but you were planning on going into media or film or something, right?”

She was shocked he remembered.

“That was the plan. I made it through three semesters at UCLA. Great program, but I wasn’t…” She paused. “I wasn’t focused. I’d gotten a part-time job in a salon near campus and one of the stylists took me on a film shoot with her.” Lilly took a sip of her water. “I was hooked. I loved the buzz and the activity on the set. Noel was the key hair designer and took me under his wing. I learned everything from him. Styling, color, special effects hair design, wigs…”

“It sounds very involved.”

“It is. The key stylist reports to the production designer. It’s all about how the film is going to look. I could spend two hours creating bedhead.”

“So, you’re an artist?”

Lilly nodded. “Yes.”

Watching her talk about her life in California made him admire her more than he already did. She’d not only gone through hell, she’d made some tough decisions to get her life back.

“Anyway, it’s in the past.” Lilly shrugged before she reached for an onion ring and nibbled on it to see if it was too hot to eat.

Jack tilted his head and examined the Reuben that was overflowing with corned beef and sauerkraut, while the cheese and dressing oozed out from between slices of thick rye bread. “I’m going to regret this.”

“You won’t regret it until later, so enjoy it now.” Lilly took a healthy bite of her burger and dabbed the specialty sauce that dripped down her chin.

There was a world of good advice in that statement. He wondered if she would listen to herself.


Chapter Nine


“So how are your folks?” Jack asked. He polished off his Reuben and fries in record time. Lilly, on the other hand, was still working on her burger and worrying about every calorie she put in her mouth.

“They’re good. Dad’s still working at the college, and my mother has her hands full managing a new surgical practice affiliated with Harbor Hospital. She’s out of town until right before the wedding, learning some new patient management system.”

The truth was she probably only saw her parents a couple of times a month. It wasn’t because she didn’t want to—okay, maybe she avoided it a little—but they were very busy with their careers. The other thing was whenever they were together, Mom would ask a lot of questions. A lot of question. Even now, two years later, her mother was fixated on why she’d come home. Not wanting to cut herself off totally, on her off days Lilly would go to the old house and spend time with her Abuela while Mom and Dad were at work. If Abuela ever sensed there was something off, she never asked. She never pushed for answers or reasons. It wasn’t that she didn’t care, it was that she did, and she understood Lilly better than anyone else.

“Has Luca been around at all?”

Luca, her big brother, hadn’t been home in almost a year and a half. If anything broke her mother’s heart, that was it. At least when Lilly lived in California, she’d make it home for holidays and at least once in the summer. Her family was always close. But lately, not as much.

“I haven’t seen Luca in forever. I barely talk to him. Even when I was in California and he was working in Seattle… I mean, we were on the same coast, you would think we could find time to hang out. But he’s always so busy.” Her brother was a high-powered divorce lawyer who had started with a practice in Seattle, but was now a partner with one in Chicago. Closer to Long Island, but still far enough away that he didn’t have to spend any time here. She never understood why he avoided it. He was the golden boy, the star athlete, the perfect student, and he never gave her parents trouble. Until he left and started ignoring them.

“I haven’t heard from him in a while,” Jack said. “We used to catch up if we were ever in the same city, but that hasn’t worked out the past few times. It must drive your mother crazy.”

Lilly thought about it. “Not crazy; she’s hurt. Neither she nor my dad can figure out why there is such a rift.”

She knew Jack didn’t understand. Even when Adam, his former pro football playing brother, was at his worst, the family was tight. She envied the Millers. Even a crisis didn’t cause a rift; they handled it as a team. She was beginning to feel like that was the exception rather than the rule.

Jack nodded politely to the busboy who came by to clear his plate. “That’s not right. If I see him, you want me to kick his ass?”

Lilly laughed. “Only if I can watch.” Pushing her plate away, her appetite was gone. “I can’t eat any more. If I do, I’m going to need a nap, and Maddie will not be happy with me.”

Lilly expected a chuckle for the comment, but instead his eyes were focused on hers, steady and intense. It was enough to make her stomach roll with nerves. What was he thinking?

“You’re going to look beautiful, I’m sure. And if Maddie is the magician you say she is, she’ll make sure it fits.”

It was a simple statement, nothing untoward about his compliment, but Lilly’s heart thudded like a bass drum. Lord, she was pathetic. Even now, as a grown woman, a compliment from this man sent her poor sad, little heart into overdrive. Pffft.

When would she learn?

When the check was dropped on the table, she reached for it, but Jack was quicker.

“I got it,” he said.

“No, tell me what I owe.”

Opening the red folder with the Rinaldi’s logo emblazoned on the outside, he examined the check. “Look at that. It’s free.”

“Jack…”

“Fine, leave the tip. But I’m buying lunch.” He tucked some cash in the folder and smiled at her. So damn smug.

Lilly dug in her purse and pulled out some bills, leaving them on the table. “I can pay my own way.”

“I know you can, but I wanted to. You ready?”

Lilly didn’t have it in her to fight, probably a symptom of onion ring overdose. And to be honest, there was something chivalrous and kind about him wanting to take her out to lunch. It was gallant and charming. Anyone casually glancing their way would think they were a couple. It was a lovely thought, and crazy. Completely crazy, and one she’d chased out of her head earlier in the day, but she couldn’t help it. There was something comforting about being with him. Something very real. Personal.

As they left Rinaldi’s, Lilly took a look over her shoulder and saw Kat Barnes glaring at her. She wasn’t the type to gloat, but at that minute, Lilly was walking out of the café with what Kat wanted. There was satisfaction in that, even though Jack was nothing more than a friend.

That’s right. Keep saying it, she thought to herself. He’s just a friend.
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The Bridal Shop on Main was just about a year old, and her friend Maddie was on the phone with a vendor when she and Jack walked into the shop. Maddie saw them from her cream and gold desk and raised a finger, letting them know she’d be with them in a second.

Jack turned in a slow circle while they waited. “I feel like I fell into a can of frosting. Holy hell.”

The room was filled with the most beautiful dresses Lilly had ever seen. Yards of tulle and lace filled the space. There were dresses made of silk, delicate chiffon, and sheer organza. Colors were soft and feminine, and the lines of the dresses were subtle and sexy. Nothing was overt or pushy. A woman in a Madeline King design would wear the dress, the dress wouldn’t wear her.

“It’s amazing. She’s been open less than a year, and already she has brides coming from all over the east coast for one of her dresses.”

Jack took a sample gown off a hook on the wall and held it up to himself. “What do you think?” He moved side to side and the skirt swished around in front of him. “Is it me?”

“I like the style, but I’d recommend a soft mocha blush for the color. You have a very ruddy complexion. The white washes you out.” Maddie stepped forward and stuck out her hand to a very embarrassed Jack. “I’m Maddie King. You must be Jack Miller.”

Hanging the dress back on the hook, Jack took her hand and flashed that killer smile in Maddie’s direction. He didn’t know his charm wouldn’t affect her. At all.

Maddie was a gorgeous woman. She was at least five-ten, slender, and her curly hair was piled on her head in a massive mess of a bun. Nothing was going to hold all her hair in place, so long ringlets slipped around her face and neck. Her coal black eyes seemed to hold the secrets of the universe, and her deep brown complexion was flawless and glossy. Maddie was a stunner. Based on the look crossing his face, Jack agreed. It took him a second to form a sentence, but he finally found his words. “Yes. I am.”

“I’m glad you’re here. We need to fit your wedding suit.” Walking around and surveying his body up and down, Maddie said, “You’re smaller than I expected. I mean, compared to Adam.”

Jack’s eyebrows shot up.

Lilly covered her mouth so she wouldn’t laugh. At six-one, Jack was hardly small. But yes, compared to Adam, who was around six-four, he might seem, well, short.

“I’m in better shape,” Jack said. “He’s gotten soft since he stopped playing ball.”

Maddie rolled her eyes behind his back, and Lilly walked away so he wouldn’t see her giggle.

“Let me get your suit and we can get you fitted. Lilly, I also want to check your dress. It’s on the hook by the dressing room. Go put it on.”

“You did my fitting.”

“And I know how you eat when you’re stressed. Let’s head off a wedding day disaster, shall we?”

Lilly thought about the burger that was lying in her stomach, and there were the pastries she had this morning… the dress might still fit, but probably not. She was planning on a week of protein shakes before the wedding to make sure there would be no disasters. Now she’d been caught.

Trudging into the dressing room, she slowly peeled off her clothes and looked at herself in the full-length mirror. She’d definitely put on weight since she’d come home from California. It was her profile that shocked her most, the small belly bulge and the puckers in her thighs were so different than the toned body she worked for when she was walking down the red carpet with her movie star boyfriend.

Everything was different in Compass Cove. Not only was the pace easier, the people were softer, and she’d gotten that way too. Try as she might, there was no keeping her edge when she was here. Which was why she’d visited less and less while she lived in California. She believed she needed her edge to survive in Hollywood. The irony was her toughness—the thing that had pushed her away from so many people—failed to protect her.

The dress, which was a blush pink dupioni silk, flattered her figure with its bateau neckline, full skirt, and knee length silhouette. Lilly loved the dress, and that she might have messed up Maddie’s good work with her stress eating didn’t help how out of control she was feeling.

It was new for Lilly. Even when she was a teenager, she prided herself on not losing control of her emotions. Since she’d found out Gio was in town, she was a ball of nerves. And unfair as it was, Jack was getting on every one of them.

For the life of her, she didn’t know why, or what it meant.

Reaching around her back, Lilly fingered the zipper, but couldn’t get to it. “Damn.” With her arm flipped around her back, she tried again, to no avail. “Maddie,” she called. “I need you to zip me up.”

Lilly got no help and no answer from Maddie. “Ugh. Why did I have to be short?”

Right then, there was a gentle tap before the door opened, but instead of Maddie, Jack stepped in, gorgeous in his navy blue suit. The man was born to dress up. He said nothing, and neither did she as he stepped behind her and worked the zipper up her back. It didn’t glide up easily. No, he had to stop at one point, allowing Lilly time to suck in her breath. The dress closed, but it was a bit snug.

Their eyes met in the mirror, and something in Jack’s expression caused a flicker of awareness low in Lilly’s belly. It was a good thing her dress was making it impossible to breathe, because Jack was taking all the air.

“You look…” He stepped back and drew a long, labored breath. “You look beautiful, Lilliana.”

Holy shit. She was dead. No one called her Lilliana, and hearing it come from him, so low and personal, was like magic and torture rolled into one. They stood there, staring at each other in the mirror, frozen for way longer than was comfortable. For a second, the flash in his eyes, the mischief, reminded her of the boy she fell for all those years ago.

“Um. Thank you,” she finally croaked. “It’s tight. I have to lose ten pounds before the wedding.”

“Nah.” He surveyed her in the mirror. “You look perfect to me. The dress suits you.”

“I’m chunky. I was never like this.”

“Chunky?” The look on his face was shock. And there might have been a little anger. Not what Lilly expected. “Knock it off. You look fine.”

Lilly couldn’t take the way his eyes were focused on her, so she pulled a quick maneuver around him to get away from his heat. It was crazy how attracted she was, even after all this time. Walking into the main salon, she found her friend waiting with a critical eye.

Maddie didn’t hesitate. With skilled hands, she pinched the sides of the dress and examined the back. “Okay. I’m going to let this out a bit. We have room.”

“No, I’ll lose ten pounds. I don’t need to eat for the next two weeks. It’s overrated.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You’re fine the way you are. The alterations will make it more comfortable.”

“I agree,” Jack said. He was leaning into the doorframe by the dressing room, forcing the temperature up ten degrees. God, the man was hot. “You can’t starve yourself.”

“Watch me. I’ll go on a juice fast. Five days, and you’ll have to take the dress in.”

Maddie rolled her eyes, but it was Jack who moved in, taking her shoulders with the softest touch and bringing his eyes level with hers. “You are perfect the way you are. You don’t need to do some crazy fast for the next week to fit into a dress.”

He didn’t waver or flinch, his blue eyes staying locked on hers. There was something so visceral about this moment. “I… um…”

His mouth ticked into a grin, and her knees went absolutely weak. Lilly had lost all her words. She stuttered and stammered, unable to form a thought.

“Did I just render you speechless? I think that’s a first.” His eyes danced with amusement; he thought he was being charming. And clever. And he was. He was both those things, but Lilly was also pissed off.

“You’re such an ass.”

“For saying you’re perfect?”

“Yes,” Lilly snapped. “That.”

Jack raised an eyebrow and squinted his annoyance. “You’re also nuts. Is that better?”

Lilly nodded. “Uh huh. Yep. And you’d do well to remember that.” Spinning on her heel, Lilly headed back to the dressing room.

“You need a hand with your dress?” Jack’s voice trailed behind her like the challenge that it was.

“No. I don’t!” Slamming the door so there would be no doubt about how she felt, Lilly fumed as she stood in front of the mirror. But she wasn’t just mad at Jack; she was mad at herself for letting him get to her to the point she lost her temper. It was his game, and even though their relationship was purely platonic, she wasn’t going to let any man have the upper hand again.

“Lilly,” he called through the door. “Don’t be such a baby.”

A baby? She whipped the door open, and as she stared him down, she could feel the heat rising in her face. “Excuse me? Do you want to rephrase that, Jack?”

Rolling his eyes, Jack glared at her. Not that she cared. He could be as annoyed as he liked. He was the one who’d volunteered to spend time with her. No one asked him.

“I’m sorry. Do you need any help?”

Maddie pushed in front of him. “I got it. You go take off your suit. Leave it in the dressing room and I’ll have it ready for you next week.”

“But…”

“I’ve got it,” Maddie reiterated. Lilly smiled, knowing Jack was no match for her friend. FBI agent he may be, but Maddie had wrangled with the most difficult Hollywood actresses. They were much tougher customers.

It was his turn to stalk off, angry and annoyed.

Maddie gave her a light shove between the shoulder blades and closed the door behind them. “Do you want to tell me what that was all about?”

“What?” Lilly looked at herself in the mirror, smoothing the dress over her midsection. She had no intention of answering Maddie’s question.

“What? Are you kidding? The sparks were flying between you two. I was afraid you were going to set the shop on fire.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. He’s a pain in my ass.”

Now Maddie was rolling her eyes. What was with people today? So much attitude.

“Right. You like him.”

“I tolerate him.”

“Honey, I was not born yesterday. Trust me. There’s stuff between you and Mr. FBI.”

Lilly didn’t want to think about Jack or any of the “stuff” Maddie was referring to. There might have been stuff in the past, but not anymore. Not. Any. More. “Do you want to get me out of this dress?”

“Are you really going to try and lose ten pounds? I mean, I get where you’re going, but you might not lose it in the right spot.”

Lilly sighed and locked eyes with her friend in the mirror as she stood behind her. Why couldn’t she be tall and willowy like Jordan, or petite, like Jack’s sister, Natalie? “You’re right. Are you sure it won’t be a problem to let it out?”

“None at all. And if you do manage to lose a few pounds, I can alter it the day before. But you really don’t need to. You have an adorable shape.”

Lilly exhaled as Maddie unzipped the dress and held it while she stepped out. Weddings were so complicated—everyone depended on everyone else. Lilly didn’t know why people went through the trouble. But maybe all that dependency was part of the idea. Families—lives—would always be complicated. Weddings were just good preparation.

Granted, she’d been annoyed when Nick and Jordan got married without telling anyone, but she could see the sanity of the decision. And they were so happy—she couldn’t begrudge her friend happiness.

It was barely a year ago that Jordan had called off her wedding to Chase the snake—jilted, alone, and vowing to give up on the romantic fantasy. Lilly couldn’t believe the difference. Now Jordan was married and expecting a baby. Life sure moved fast.

Once Maddie left the dressing room, Lilly sat on the pretty upholstered bench and took a few minutes to collect her thoughts. If only her own life could flip around. But the difference was clear: regardless of the bad things that had happened, Jordan, and Mia for that matter, both had open hearts. They’d allowed themselves to trust again.

Lilly didn’t know if she would ever be able to do that.

Pulling the knit dress over her head, she stood to face the rest of the day. That included Jack, and the supposed ‘stuff’ that Maddie brought up. He confused her, but glancing at her reflection in the mirror, she had to admit, she confused herself.

But she couldn’t hide. There was too much hiding going on, and Lilly didn’t plan on letting fear overrun her daily life. Not again.

With a quick movement, she shook out her hair and grabbed her purse. Once she was in the main salon, she faced Jack. “Are you ready?”

“You’re not going to tell me to get lost?” His grin was sheepish, amiable, but there was a little caution in his voice. Good.

Lilly smiled and patted his arm. “Not today.”


Chapter Ten


An hour later, with her fitting at the bridal shop forgotten, Jack watched Lilly polish off a waffle cone filled with frozen custard. It was the perfect weather for it, and he loved seeing a woman enjoy her food. Of course, every time she licked her lips, his dick twitched in response. If he didn’t know better, he’d think she was doing it on purpose.

“So, have you given up on the crash diet idea?”

When she took a long lick of the chocolate sauce that was stuck to the side of the cone, Jack damn near died. Lilly simply nodded.

“It was a dumb idea. You were right.”

Angels sang. Did he hear her correctly? “Excuse me? What was that?”

“You and Maddie are right. It’s not a good idea. I have to be sensible.”

The words were reasonable, but there was something behind the admission that bothered him. “You know, I meant what I said. You look fine. Great, even. I don’t think you need to go on any diet.”

“I don’t know. I’ve gained about twenty pounds since I came back from California. I’m not at my fighting weight, that’s for sure.”

Her word choice was ironic, and it sent a chill right through him. He remembered the pictures he’d seen of her when she was dating the douchebag—he always thought she looked too thin. He’d never say that to her. She’d obviously done what she wanted, but the Lilly he’d known never looked gaunt like the girl on the red carpet.

He liked the way she looked now. He just wished she could see herself the way everyone else did.
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“What’s going on in that head of yours?” Her eyes were trained in his direction, and Jack debated if he should tell her the truth or keep his mouth shut.

“Jack?”

“Uh… nothing. Regretting not getting one of those waffle cones for myself.” Obviously, he was a coward, because he avoided the truth. There just didn’t seem to be any point in telling her what he was thinking. Likely it would have gotten him more attitude, or hurt her feelings, and neither was acceptable.

“Oh, do you want some? There’s still plenty.”

Lilly stopped walking and held out her cone. Her large dark eyes were fixed on his and her mouth was shaped in a soft “O”. If he thought about it, everything about Lilly was soft… except her personality.

Jack hesitated, then leaned in and took a bite while she watched. The chocolate was sweet and fluid, a stark contrast with the crunchiness of the cone. Lilly was full of contrasts, too. The sweet and vulnerable part of her fought with a tough and prickly exterior. He could see it all, and it wasn’t because of his training, it was that he knew what made her tick. The familiarity came from their shared history. Their friendship.

Chewing while she watched, the custard slid down his throat. “That’s good.”

“Do you want more? I don’t mind sharing.”

“No, I’m good.” Turning his attention back to Main Street, he pulled the list out of his pocket. “So, what’s left?”

Looking at the paper she’d scribbled out that morning, Lilly glanced up, surprised. “I think we’re done. I just need to stop at the pet store and the market before I head home.”

“Right. You need to outfit your new roommate.”

“Yep. It’s been a few days, I guess he’s sticking around.” Lilly turned toward the pet store at the far end of town. Just off Main Street and set in an old home right on the edge of a residential neighborhood, Lighthouse Pet was a retail space, vet practice, and grooming salon in one. The owner, Doctor Henry Gravis, had been tending to the animals in Compass Cove for at least forty years, and that included all the Miller pets. Doc was an odd bird, to be sure—always had been—but you wouldn’t find a better vet anywhere.

The shop was a crowded, colorful tribute to all things animal. There were leashes, toys, treats—pretty much anything a person needed for a furry companion. Jack had always had dogs, but he understood why a cat was a better fit for Lilly’s life. Of course, he wasn’t a fan of any animal that crapped in the house, but if she didn’t mind, who was he to say. He watched as she wandered around the shop, looking at the various paraphernalia she would need to keep Barney comfortable.

“I wish this store had shopping carts. I need a ton of stuff.” For the first time that he could remember, Lilly looked overwhelmed. “I mean… just the litter box is a major decision. Covered or uncovered? Door or no door? Who knew? Now I have to decide on the kitty condo or scratching post?”

“You don’t have to get everything today.” Jack could see she was inching closer to the ledge. “Get what you absolutely need. Litter, a litter box, food, maybe a couple of silly toys, but don’t overdo it. You live right in town, you can always come back.”

Slowly, Lilly turned her head and her eyes fixed on his. Her expression was unreadable. She didn’t speak right away; in fact, she didn’t speak at all. Lilly just nodded, her face softening, and the look in her eyes let him know for the first time he’d given her just the right amount of comfort. Always a bit guarded, Jack felt as though he’d been let inside the secret door. And what he saw dancing behind Lilly’s eyes was a woman who was keeping her feelings tamped down so tight she might possibly explode.

Without a word, Lilly grabbed a big bag of litter and handed it to Jack. Then she picked up a litter box, with a cover—but without a door—and started to fill it with other items that she had on a list Maddie had given her. After bringing everything to the register, Lilly went back to the aisle and grabbed a cozy tan and Sherpa bed that was sure to be comfortable when Barney decided to have a nap.

Jack held the bag and let her do her thing, happy to stand by and watch. It was nice to see her relax into the task. Barney would be a good distraction for her.

Doc Gravis walked from the back of the shop and watched as Lilly eyed some tubes and bottles on the shelves.

“Can I help you with anything, miss?”

“Oh, uh… I’ve acquired a cat. And my friend said I should get something for hairballs.” Lilly’s button nose turned up when she said it.

“Now, now,” the vet stammered, “hairballs are totally normal. It’s just one of those things. If the cat lived in the barn, you wouldn’t even know about it.”

Lilly looked in his direction and raised an eyebrow. That was Doc Gravis—his explanations boiled down to animals acting like animals.

“That’s true, but I don’t have a barn, and the cat’s going to live with me. In an apartment.”

“Hmm.” The vet examined her, taking a second to look in her eyes. Jack had no idea what was going on in Doc’s head, but a few seconds later he yanked a pair of wire-framed half glasses from the mop of curly gray hair on his head and dropped them onto his nose. “Where did you get the cat?”

“He found me.”

“Found you?”

“He’d been wandering around the courtyard by the harbor, behind the new stores, and he found his way into my foyer. He made himself at home.”

“I see.” Doc Graves plucked a tube off the shelf. “Make sure you bring him in for a check-up. He could have parasites or be sick. He’ll need his shots.”

“Oh, um, okay.”

Jack was really enjoying the show. Doc had Lilly’s full attention.

“Sure,” she said. “Shots. I’ve never had a pet.”

“Give him a one-inch ribbon of what’s in that tube once a day. You shouldn’t have any trouble with hairballs. Before you make your purchases, go through that door over there and tell Dorothy, the receptionist, to make an appointment for you and your kitty. Oh, and get a carrier for him.”

“I can call…”

“Go. Do. It’s important.”

“Right. Of course.” Without another word, Lilly put her purchases on the counter and followed Doc’s instructions. All Jack could think was that the cat must be really important to Lilly for her to do exactly what Doc said without so much as a comment. The woman had her own mind, and following directions blindly wasn’t in her DNA.

The entire encounter had Jack alternately amused and puzzled. His job was to read people, and yet, there were things about Lilly that surprised him, even if they shouldn’t have.

But that had been his reality for a long time. Lilly—and the feelings he had toward her—had baffled him since the day she’d kissed him. Jack had traveled to some amazing places and met interesting people. He’d worked at embassies and had been deployed in the middle of an endless desert. Yet no matter where he went, the soft kiss of the girl from home still lingered.

Jack didn’t know how long he’d drifted inside his own head, but he knew the next couple of weeks with her were going to mess him up good. His friends all knew he had a thing for her, and Jack was at the point where he couldn’t deny it.

But he didn’t know what to do about it.

Nothing. He should do nothing. His job alone should be a red flag. He wasn’t going to stay in Compass Cove, and Lilly had given him no reason to think she was interested in any kind of relationship. In fact, she’d pretty much told him he wasn’t welcome in her immediate orbit.

His excuse, that he was protecting her, was just that—an excuse. She could take care of herself, and even if she wasn’t sure about it, Jack was. He doubted Gio Graham would be stupid enough to stalk Lilly on her own turf.

But stalkers and abusers were sociopaths by definition. Anything could happen. So opting to be safe, rather than sorry, was the way he was going to go.

“That your girlfriend, Miller?” Doc Graves was right next to him. The man smelled like an old shoe.

“My girlfriend? Ah… no. Why would you ask that?”

“I’ve been around a while, my boy. I can usually tell when the male of a species has caught the female’s scent.”

“I’m human, Doc, not a dog.”

“Hmmpf. No difference. The biology is the same.”

“Well, sure, but…”

Doc rolled his eyes.

Right. Jack wasn’t getting anywhere with the conversation because that wasn’t how Doc worked. The man was great with the animals because they never argued. If the animal’s human had something to say, Doc would generally ignore them. In this case, Doc at least had the courtesy to wave him off.

“Whatever. Looks like you’re going to have to learn to love cats.”

Doc walked away without giving Jack a chance to answer, and as much as Jack was relieved, he wanted to tell Doc he was all wrong about him and Lilly. Jack may have thought about her, too much for his own good, but it wasn’t going anywhere.

Lilly returned from the clinic and went to the counter, surveying her purchases one last time. That was Jack’s cue to bring up the bag of litter.

“I think I have everything. What do you think?” She asked him. “Anything I’m missing?”

“You’re asking the wrong guy. I’ve never had a cat. We were a dog family.” The Millers were a big dog family. As in large. Golden Retrievers, Labs, Collies. Jack couldn’t think of one dog they ever had that was less than seventy-five pounds. Her cat was ten. Maybe. Soaking wet.

“Pffft. Figures you’d be no help.”

Jack saw her eyes twinkle as she said the words, and a little smirk ticked at the corner of her mouth. She was sassing him.

“Such a brat. Haven’t changed at all.”

Lilly stilled and shrugged slightly. “I’ve changed too much.”

Not knowing how to respond, Jack watched her face for a cue, or something to signal when it was safe to talk again. Nothing. He wanted to ask her what she meant, how she’d changed, how he could help, but he sensed she’d just slap him back, retreating behind her personal shield.

As expected, she buried whatever she was feeling, taking a deep breath and moving the items around the counter. Jack stepped back, wishing he could do more than be her pack mule. Not that he minded, but he found where Lilly was concerned, his sense of duty went beyond errands.

A few minutes later they were back on the street, Jack lugging the bags of litter and food, and Lilly with a litter box filled with everything else. He thought cats were independent, but Lilly’s cat was going to be spoiled.

“I think I should get the kitty condo, don’t you? I mean, he’d like that, right?” Lilly was glancing back toward the pet shop, and Jack felt the grin break across his face.

“I think you can wait a couple of days on the kitty condo. See how he likes the new place. He seems pretty happy with your furniture.”

“You’re picking on me. I’m just trying to do the right thing.”

“I know. And really, that’s not picking. Ask Nat about picking.” The way his sister told stories of their childhood, she was positively abused by her older brothers. “If I had to guess, the cat is going to own that big ass chair in your living room.”

“That and my bed. He was cuddled next to me all last night. It was nice to have the company.”

Bam. Without warning, Jack’s mind flooded with thoughts of Lilly curled up in her bed. He’d kick the cat right off, and cuddle up with Lilly himself if given the chance. He’d actually want to do more than that, but the thought of pressing himself into all that softness shot his hormones straight south. His dick twitched to attention immediately.

Great. A hard-on. He had a fucking hard-on in the middle of Main Street. Shifting the bag of kitty litter so it shielded the protrusion at his crotch, Jack wondered when the hell he’d lost his mind like this.

This was Lilly. They were friends. He didn’t get hard over her…

Of course he did. Who was he kidding?

Great.

“Are you okay?”

Jack looked up to see Lilly was a good five paces ahead of him. “Uh, yeah. I just got… distracted.”

“Distracted?”

“Yeah, I was thinking.”

“About?” she asked, her eyes fixed and inquiring.

Shit. What was he going to say? “About… Adam’s bachelor party. I guess I have to organize something.” Jack caught up to her and regained his wits. “Any suggestions?”

Lilly gave him what could best be described as a side eye. She didn’t buy it.

“Hmm. Right. Well, nothing involving naked women or alcohol.”

Crossing the street, they entered the courtyard that fronted Lilly’s apartment. “Duh. Not my brother’s style anymore. Not since Mia.”

“Disappointed?” Lilly put down the brown paper shopping bag and inserted the key into the lock.

Now it was her turn to get the look. “It’s not my style either, Lilly. I was thinking we’d take him to the city for a really good steak dinner and a stop at a cigar lounge. That’s all he’s interested in.”

Jack had outgrown strippers and booze his first year out of college. His dating habits were nothing like his football star brother; in fact, since he’d joined the FBI, he tended to go for long periods without dating. It wasn’t that he liked it that way, but the job made getting close to anyone difficult. There’d been a lot of first dates, even some second ones; there’d been a woman whom he’d had a comfortable friends-with-benefits relationship with, but she’d relocated to a Dallas a year ago. People might believe Jack was a playboy, but there was nothing to back it up. If anything, he lived like a monk.

Just that fact made him feel wary about his reaction to Lilly. She was a complete package, and took none of his nonsense. But he also hadn’t been with a woman for a long time, and he wondered if just being around a gorgeous female, this one in particular, jacked up his libido.

Still, as he watched Lilly move into the stairwell, he couldn’t help but be affected by what he saw. Her bronzed skin shimmered from the heat and humidity, and wispy tendrils of hair curled around her face, defying her attempt at a more comfortable ponytail. The bright pink knit of her dress swished around her legs silently, with an occasional movement giving him a glimpse of the curves beneath.

With only the slightest bit of makeup on her face, Jack couldn’t deny that Lilly was a true beauty. He realized this fact when he held her in his arms all those years ago in the boathouse, the soft swoop of her body pressed into his. It was unlikely he would ever get the image, or the feel of her, out of his head.

The past week had been a special kind of torment. Since he’d read her case file, every proprietary feeling he had concerning Lilly fired full blast. No matter how many times he told himself a relationship with her was out of the question, the idea of it niggled in the back of his mind. He liked her space. Her scent. She was comfortable. She was easy to be around, even when she was difficult. The woman was a walking oxymoron.

“Why are you smiling?” From the top of the landing, Lilly was glaring down, her key in her hand like a weapon.

“Ah, no reason. Just thinking about…”

“Stop it. You weren’t thinking. You were staring at my ass.”

“No.” That was a lie.

“Liar.”

“I am not a liar!” About this, he was. He was totally scoping out her ass, and it was spectacular.

“Right.” Lilly’s eyes met his, and in them he saw fire. Blazing fire. Yeesh.

With her key still clutched between her fingers, Jack felt the bile churning in his stomach. Whatever attraction he felt, the woman also confused the hell out of him. If he was smart, he’d drop the litter and go. At least it would give him a chance to regroup.

But Jack wasn’t smart, at least not at that moment, because he followed her inside like a puppy and kept hold of that fucking cat litter. What was his problem? He’d done his good deed, it was time to make tracks.

But watching Lilly and the cat purr over each other was a whole different level of attractive.

“Where would you like me to put this stuff?”

Picking her head up from the human-kitty lovefest, her brown eyes shifted to the bag in his arms, then to him. “Oh, right. The hall closet. It’s right outside my bathroom. There should be space on the right side.”

Jack did as she asked, surveying the contents of the closet like a good cop. There was nothing unusual: a plunger, some cleaning supplies, a small tool kit, girly things and towels. Exactly what someone would expect to see in a hall closet. And there, on the right side of the floor, was some open space. He deposited the litter and closed the door.

The closet didn’t tell him anything about Lilly except that she was compulsively neat and showed a preference for color-coordinated containers. And everything was labeled. The idea that she was dangerous, like his boss first claimed, was laughable. She was a control freak, and over-organized, but she was no threat to anyone.

His ears picked up Lilly chatting to herself, or she could have been talking to the cat, and he found it oddly appealing. The woman was a prism, multifaceted, with the ability to project light and color wherever she went. Jack didn’t know if she had a handle on her power, if she understood how she affected people. He consciously thought about his next move, so he wouldn’t make any missteps. Returning to the living room, he found Lilly ass-end up, pulling a wooden bowl out of the kitchen island. If he hadn’t looked at her rear coming up the stairs, there was no avoiding it now. After placing the bowl on the counter, she unpacked the vegetables she’d brought home from the market.

“Got plans for all that green stuff?”

“Yes, I’m having dinner with Abuela and my father tonight, and I’m bringing the salad.”

“Lucky you. I love your abuela’s cooking.”

“I know. That’s why you’re coming with me.”
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Damn. Jack looked like she’d hit him with a two-by-four. “I mean, if you want to. But she did mention that she’d like to see you.”

Abuela had been the Millers’ cook years ago and the kids all loved her, especially Jack, who—according to her grandmother—spent a lot of time in her kitchen. “Jack?”

“Of course. Sure. That would be great.”

Lilly couldn’t tell if he was humoring her, horrified, or if he was fine taking a trip into North Harbor to her family’s house.

North Harbor was—as the name implied—north of Compass Cove. The village had a distinct personality, rooted in the fact that it used to be a summer community. Originally, there were very few year-round residents, until fifty years ago when many of the summer bungalows were converted for continuous use. Her grandparents were some of the first to become full-time residents, making their small house a showpiece in their neighborhood.

Over the years, her grandfather had been a groundskeeper at several of the large estates, and her grandmother had cooked. They worked hard, started a family, and eventually moved out of the caretaker’s quarters, buying a small house on the end of a dead-end street. The beach was nearby and there was a nice plot of land that allowed for a garden, a workshop, and space to expand the house. More than anything, there had been the community. They made friends for a lifetime. They all raised their children together in a large multi-cultural melting pot. It was life as it should be.

When her grandfather died suddenly, her father worked three jobs to help out at home while getting his college education. He married, had kids, and raised them in the same house.

Her mother, Lisa, was a city transplant from the Bronx. While there was a lot of love in their home, her mom was the more intense parent, while Dad was more easygoing. Lilly suspected that was why her parents’ marriage worked.

Relationships were funny that way. No matter what life threw at them, her mom and dad handled the ups and downs as a team. Lilly held out hope that someday she’d experience that herself—but if her last relationship was any indication, hope might be all she had. Jack leaned over the steering wheel of his car once they pulled into her parents’ driveway.

“I haven’t been here in years,” Jack said. “I like the new siding.”

“My father did the job last summer.” Lilly vividly remembered her mother hiding in a house while her dad ripped old clapboard off the second story. Her mother swore she wasn’t going to watch her husband plummet to his death. “He did a good job, too. None of it flew off in the nor’easter last March.”

That had been a killer storm, literally. A few people had lost their lives when an intense weather system raged across Long Island for several days in the early spring. After enduring twenty-four hours of flooding rains and violent winds, the temperature dropped and over twenty inches of snow fell from the sky. Power was out for days, and cleanup took weeks.

About the only good thing that came out of it was Jordan and Nick. They found each other because of that crazy storm. It was definitely a story to tell their grandchildren.

“I was only in town for the cleanup portion. The number of trees that came down on my grandparents’ property was outrageous. The woodsy area near the beach? It’s still being cleared.”

From the corner of her eye, Lilly could see the curtain in the kitchen window move. Some things didn’t change. If Abuela heard a car pull in the driveway, she would peek out, just like she was doing now. “We’d better go in. We’re being watched.”

Jack’s grin made him look eighteen again. “Your grandfather would do the same thing, Always watching. He helped me roll Luca in the house more than a few times after football games.”

Chances were, Abuela and her parents knew exactly what was going on. Luca was a very noisy drunk. And while Jack, ever the Boy Scout, wasn’t completely shitfaced, he was never quiet. Jack owned every room he walked into.

Pulling the handle, Lilly opened the car door. “Let’s go. It’s time for you to get your cheeks pinched.”

Jack smiled but rubbed a hand across his face. “Isn’t she over that by now?”

“Are you kidding? Come on Mr. FBI, she’s waiting.”

Slowly and smoothly, Jack rose from the driver seat and Lilly got an excellent view. Closer to forty than he was to thirty, Jack cut an amazing figure. Tall, lean, with muscles defined in all the right places, Lilly couldn’t deny she was still wildly attracted to him. And it was not good.

They hadn’t even gotten to the top step of the side porch when the door flew open, and Lilly’s Abuela could be seen on the other side. Petite, with ample curves, her Abuela had the bone structure of a goddess. Sharp cheekbones, an aquiline nose, full lips, and golden skin, she wore her years well. Her hair, which was pulled into a tight bun and had nothing left of the style from her trip to the salon, had only just started to go gray. Most of it was still jet black, except for a few strands of silver that Lilly had dubbed her grandmother’s special glitter. But her eyes were her most striking feature. Large and dark brown with a ring of gold on the outside of the iris, they told stories. And they could also see things. There was no hiding anything from Abuela.

“Ah, finally. Finally back at my house,” she said to Jack. “You used to live in my kitchen, but how long has it been since you’ve been here? Hmm?”

“Don’t interrogate him, Abuela. You know that Jack’s been busy playing secret agent man. He’s very important.”

Jack knew the admonitions weren’t serious, but he had missed the old house and the people inside. Instead of apologizing, he leaned in and gave Abuela a big hug. “You’re right, I’ve been away too long, but your memory is slipping. I did see you the other day. Breakfast?”

“Slipping? You’re fresh,” Abuela said on a laugh. “It’s not the same. You know I like to cook for you.”

Taking in the aromas of the kitchen, he made his way toward the stove. “What smells so good?”

That got a wry smile out of her grandmother. “Always thinking with your stomach. It’s good to know you haven’t changed much.” She turned to Lilly.

“And you, Mi’ja? Where have you been? You live minutes away and we never see you, unless it’s at your shop. You’re too skinny.”

That was Lilly’s cue that her grandmother’s attention would be firmly on her from this point on.

Her comments were laced with love, or Lilly would barely be able to handle the criticism. Skinny? No one ever called Lilly skinny. Considering Maddie had to let out her dress for the wedding, skinny was not a word Lilly would use to describe herself. Curvy on a good day, but never skinny.

“I am not skinny. Not even close.”

Warmth flowed through her when she felt Jack’s breath tickled her ears. “I think you’re just right.”

Lilly felt her breath catch in her throat. The comment was meant only for her. Intimate, quiet… deeply personal. A knot formed deep in her belly, then spread out between her thighs. Just his words had her hot and bothered. Wanting. Damn him.

Trying to regain her focus, Lilly took in the familiar sights of the kitchen. The cherry cabinets glowed and the granite countertops shined as if they were just polished. That probably wasn’t far from the truth, since her grandmother was always cleaning something. It was her way, and even when her father, her grandfather, or anyone in the house for that matter, offered to help, Abuela would want to do it herself. It wasn’t about woman’s work so much as the pride her grandmother took in keeping her house.

Since she’d moved back to Compass Cove, Lilly had started to understand. Puttering around her apartment comforted her. Cleaning, organizing, making the space hers, was sometimes the best medicine for her crowded mind.

Aromas wafted through the kitchen, tickling Lilly’s nose. Savory smells piqued Jack’s interest, sending him sniffing under pot lids and peeking in the oven. He picked up his head when he saw what she was making and smiled at Abuela.

“You made pernil? That’s my favorite.” The Puerto Rican style pork roast was one of her grandmother’s specialties. It took all day, but the flavor was legend.

“I am aware. I am also making the rice you like, and tostones. And Brussels sprouts. I know you hate them, but I like them.”

Tostones, or fried plantains, were Lilly’s absolute favorite thing. Growing up, she’d sit in the kitchen whenever her grandmother made them so she could steal one or two before dinner. Just thinking about the feast Abuela prepared, Lilly could feel herself gaining weight, but she did love her grandmother’s cooking.

“I love Brussels sprouts, Abuela. I’ll share them with you.”

The light pat on her cheek brought such comfort, Lilly practically sighed. This was home. She loved her apartment, and loved the life she was making for herself, but nothing surpassed coming home. She did have to do it more.

“How many for dinner?” Lilly asked.

“Four,” Abuela responded, but for some odd reason, her grandmother’s eyes hadn’t left Jack. The look, the tension told her there was something on Abuela’s mind.

“Lilliana, go to your old room and get one of the tablecloths for the dining room. Bottom drawer of the dresser.”

Lilly started out of the room, but stopped in the doorway. This wasn’t right. “Um, sure. Is everything okay?”

“Oh, si. Fine, Mi’ja. Fine. Just do like I ask.” She tried to soothe, Lilly, but still Abuela’s eyes were glued to Jack.

Fantastic.
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“Jack,” Abuela motioned to him for help. “Come get the good glasses. I can’t reach them.”

Jack’s Spidey senses were firing like crazy. Abuela wanted information—the question was, how much? And what did she already know? Jack was going to assume, based on what Lilly had said, that Clarita didn’t know anything.

He handed her the glasses, which she set one at a time on the counter.

“Clarita, what’s on your mind?”

“On my mind?” She picked up a towel and wiped the counter. “What are you talking about?”

“I’ve known you most of my life, don’t pull that with me. If you want to talk about Lilly, you’d better hurry, because she’s on to you.”

Clarita’s eyes narrowed with the intention of intimidating Jack, but again, it was all an act. The woman was simultaneously tough as nails and soft as goo. Where Lilly was concerned, it was mostly goo.

“Come on, give it up. You’ve been thinking about this for days.”

The first thing he saw was a softening in her shoulders, then her eyes turned to his, and in them he saw sadness. So much sadness.

“Do you know what happened to her in California? Something had to have happened. This woman, she’s not my Mi’ja.” Clutching her hands to her chest, Jack could see the worry. It seeped out of every pore. “And don’t tell me you don’t know. You do. I can feel it.”

He didn’t doubt that.

“I… I can’t tell you. She trusted me with it, and I can’t break that.”

“So, you’ll keep her secret? You won’t tell me? Her mama and papi are so worried.”

Her voice was anguished, sad. It tore at Jack, but no matter what he thought about Lilly keeping what happened a secret from her family, he wouldn’t break her confidence. He couldn’t do it as a professional, but more than that, he couldn’t do it as her friend. “I can’t, Clarita.”

Nodding, resigned to not knowing, Clarita reached up and patted his cheek. The gesture was her go-to, a gentle sign of acceptance. Jack remembered it all too well. “You’re a good man, Jack Miller. You were a pest to be sure, but you have grown to a good man. My Lilly is lucky to have you.”

Jack didn’t know what that meant, because where Lilly was concerned, he was perpetually on thin ice. But his chest filled with pride and pleasure at the thought of Clarita’s approval. He’d always felt protective of Lilly, but now it seemed to mean something.

The clomping of Lilly’s feet on the stairs was both sarcastic and annoyed. She knew she was being discussed, and she was going to make sure everyone could hear her displeasure. It was immature, to be sure, but it also showcased her undying spirit.

Jack needed the reminder that it was still there. Especially seeing how worried her grandmother was.

Lilly held the tablecloth in her hands when she reentered the room, her face flat and her lips pressed tightly together. She wasn’t even attempting to hide the annoyance, which Clarita wasn’t about to humor.

“Oh, good, you found it.” Clarita took the table cover and stopped, glaring back at Lilly. “Truly, Mi’ja, you need to wipe that expression off your face. It’s going to freeze like that.”

Jack knew better than to laugh, as he didn’t want to be added to the menu. That didn’t stop Lilly from issuing a warning.

“Don’t, Jack. Just don’t.” Lilly’s voice was akin to a snarl.

“I didn’t say a word.” He hadn’t, and he wouldn’t.

“You didn’t have to, you were thinking it.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Excuse me?” Lilly narrowed her eyes in challenge.

“Ridiculous. You are not a mind reader. And even if you were, you don’t get to tell me what to think.”

Lilly spun on her heel and headed into the dining room. If there had been a door, she would have slammed it.

“Your tantrums don’t work on me,” he called after her.

“Bite me, Jack.”

Those words got Clarita’s attention, and the laugh she suppressed was threatening to break the surface. “She is her mother’s daughter. So much fight in her.”

That fight was going to get her through some tough times ahead. She hadn’t seen Gio since she’d moved out of their house in California and back to New York. He knew that as much as any survivor didn’t want to be a victim, and as hard as they tried to shake loose the power the attacker had over them, the fear was nothing to dismiss. It would come back, and Lilly would fight it every step of the way, but it would be there… either on full display, or lurking just below the surface.

But fight she would, and she’d come out the other side stronger. And he’d be there for her. He’d fight with her, and for her if he had to. Gio Graham would never hurt Lilly again.

The rage bubbled within, forcing his fist to flex. Open, close. Every muscle tightened, and it was only a slight nudge from Clarita that brought him back from the eventual eruption.

“I trust you, Jack. You’ll take care of her. Whatever it is, I have faith.”

He was glad she had faith, because Jack didn’t know what he believed. Watching Lilly snarl at him when she returned to the kitchen, he only knew one thing. He had to protect her, and she didn’t want to be protected.


Chapter Eleven


“I am so full.” Jack groaned as he took every step up to her apartment. Lilly told him he didn’t have to walk her in, but Jack had insisted. He said if it got out to his grandmother that he dropped her off at the curb, he’d never live it down. Lilly also knew he was going to walk through her apartment and do a safety check.

At the top of the stairs, Lilly slipped the key in the lock, while Jack slumped against the wall. “I think Maddie is going to have to let out my suit. Why did you let me eat so much?”

Dumbstruck, but amused at his nerve, Lilly pushed open the door. “Excuse me? I don’t recall force feeding you three pieces of chocolate cake, and a half gallon of milk.”

“Hmpf. Details. You should have stopped me.” He closed the door behind him, groaning again, while Lilly flipped on the overhead light and set the alarm. She jumped when Barney climbed out of the sink and sat on the counter.

“Jeez, cat. Why were you hiding in there? The sink of all places.”

“You’re getting the stink eye. I think he wants his dinner.”

“I left him food before we went to my parents’ house. This cat needs to stop being all coy and just get to the point.”

Now Jack laughed. “Right. Okay.”

Walking to her living room, he glanced around, checked the windows. Then he headed toward her bedroom. She saw him inspecting each space, all while rubbing his hand across his gut. With the amount of food he’d put away, it was a miracle he hadn’t exploded.

Lilly didn’t say anything, she just watched as he eventually made his way back to the living room, finally plopping on her sofa. In one move, he grabbed the remote and pressed a series of buttons that filled her apartment with the sounds of tonight’s Yankee game.

“Don’t you need to go home?”

Jack looked up and shook his head. “Nah. I’m good. Did you want to watch something else?”

“I hadn’t really thought about it. You want a beer while you watch?” She was being sarcastic, and if he noticed, he wasn’t letting on.

“No, thanks. I have no room left. I might get sick.”

Lilly sat on the other end of the couch and thought about all the times she’d dreamed about just this scenario. The two of them in for a quiet night, being a couple, watching TV…

“Are you crazy?” Jack yelled and waved his arm at the screen. “Who steals in that situation? The guy runs like he has a piano on his back. Did you see that?”

Jack had made himself completely at home, and Lilly had to admit she was mildly amused. She got a bigger chuckle when Barney climbed onto the back of the couch and hung over Jack’s shoulder. The man looked at the cat, scratched him under the chin, and Barney rewarded him with some loud purring and a tap on the face.

“You’ve been accepted. I wonder if there’s an initiation into the tribe.”

“Maybe, but I’m not going out to chase girls with him all night.” He glanced at Lilly. “This is a boy cat, right?”

“Yes. I mean, I think so. I never really checked.”

It was his turn to laugh. “That’s kind of important, isn’t it?”

Lilly wondered, was it? “I think it’s only really important when he goes to get fixed. But the vet will be able to tell what parts need to get snipped, so no not really.”

“You gave him a boy name.”

“Eh. Boy, girl, who really cares? The cat doesn’t. He, or she, wants food, love, and a place to call home. Sounds like his priorities are straight.”

“An excellent point.”

The conversation about the cat drifted away, and they settled into a companionable silence to watch the game. Well, Lilly was silent. Jack continued to mutter, and occasionally yell, at the TV. It was barely nine o’clock, and she was exhausted. But Lilly had to admit, it was nice having him in the house. It had been a fun day. All the teasing and snarking at each other was part of it, because it felt so normal. And normal was the thing Lilly most craved since Gio had turned on her.

Pulling her feet up and leaning her body into the plush arm of the couch, Lilly let her mind wander. She thought about her summers at the beach, learning how to swim and digging tunnels in the sand. She remembered meeting Mia for the first time when she came to visit her grandparents for the summer. Mrs. Lang used to take them, along with Mia’s sister Sara, to the marina for Italian ices; then, when they came home, she would set them loose in the backyard to catch fireflies in an old mayonnaise jar.

Life was simple and easy. Summers at the beach were a distant memory when she got to California. It was ironic, considering how close she was to the Pacific Ocean. She could see the water from the deck of Gio’s house, but she never got there. Oh sure, there had been some day trips to the pier in Santa Monica, or strolls on the boardwalk in San Clemente. Once, Gio took her to the luxury hotel on Coronado Island… but even then, it wasn’t about what they could see, but about being seen. It was exhausting.

Life in Compass Cove had purpose, and meaning, and she didn’t have to maintain the façade that had eaten away at who she’d always been. Trying to fit in, first in the styling world and then as the girlfriend of a movie star, Lilly found less and less of the person she was.

Abuela had talked to her about it once. She was the only one who stepped up to ask Lilly what was happening. It was when she and Gio had come home for Christmas and it had been the most uncomfortable holiday she could ever remember. Her parents’ little house didn’t offer Gio the creature comforts he had grown used to, and the pretense he put forward in the name of good manners just didn’t cut it. Especially with Abuela.

Her grandmother had seen right through him. And her for that matter, Abuela knew right away that something was off about their relationship. She warned Lilly to be careful. That she should be mindful not to lose herself in the starlight.

It sounded pretty at the time—the idea of the starlight catching your soul—but the warning was right there. Even when things were good, Lilly had begun to compromise too much of herself to keep him happy. That wasn’t the way to be in a relationship, and it certainly wasn’t the way she wanted to live her life.

Nope, Gio and her family were not a match made in heaven, and they were relieved when she moved home and was no longer attached to him and his rising star. Her father, who never said a negative word about anyone, had some very choice descriptions, in Spanish and English, to describe her ex. Lilly asked why he hadn’t told her how he felt earlier, and his only response was that it didn’t matter now that he was out of the picture. Lilly wondered what her family would say if they found out the truth about why she’d ended it and run back home.

Her family, her friends, the people in her town, would all form a wall around her while Gio was in town, but it would also change the way they saw her. Lilly worried that she would appear weak. That she would be less to them. It was something she couldn’t bear. It would feel like failure.

Her eyes didn’t want to open. She’d been lying on the couch while the noise from the game droned on in the background. Jack would talk to the TV or himself, his deep voice a comfort as she felt her mind wander and drift.

Colors swirled in her head, soft and peaceful, and a warmth and sense of well-being dropped over her like a thick blanket. It was a feeling she’d missed. Something that had been taken from her without her consent. The way Gio had violated her went far beyond the physical, and now he was here in her safe place, threatening to ruin her recovery.

Her limbs were heavy, her mind foggy, and she heard Jack less and less.

Sleep. She could sleep a little. He wouldn’t mind. He was watching the game.

Yeah, just a little nap.
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“Lilly?” Jack touched her shoulder gently. It was almost midnight, and the game had just ended. Lilly had fallen asleep during the eighth inning; the Yankees finally pulled out a win in the thirteenth. She’d been asleep for five full innings.

Jack wouldn’t have woken her, but she needed to lock up behind him. He nudged her again. “Lilly. Come on, honey. Wake up.”

There was a snuffle and a little snore, letting Jack know that Lilly was completely out. Waking her could be like poking a bear, but there was no other way. Leaning over her, he gave her another shake.

“Lilly! Come on! Wake up!”

She rolled on her back, showing signs of life, let out a little sigh, and Jack took a moment to take her in. The little makeup she’d had on earlier was gone, allowing her picture-perfect features to shine through on their own. Her lips were full and the color of sliced watermelon, but her eyes were the jewels of her face. Currently closed, Lilly’s inky black lashes rested against her rosy cheeks. Her skin looked so soft, it was all Jack could do not to touch her. He was glad he resisted when her eyes started to drift open.

Dazed and sleepy, she didn’t seem to focus.

“Hey, are you with me?” Innocently, Jack touched her hand.

Catching him without warning, Lilly’s eyes flew open and she bolted upright. “No! Don’t touch me!” Her breathless terror went right through him.

Jack immediately pulled his hand back and offered as much space as he could. Lilly was scooting into the corner of the couch.

“It’s okay, Lilly. I won’t touch you. Here… you can see my hands.” He held his hands up flat, doing his best to soothe her. She’d buried her face in her hands, curling into a ball. “Wake up. Look around.”

He had no idea if he was getting through to her. The terror in her eyes as she pushed away shredded him. This woman had endured a lot at the bastard’s hands, and it was obvious he didn’t just slap her around—no, that wasn’t enough for the sick fuck. Jack waited for her to look up; he didn’t move, and kept his hands planted close to his own body. He wouldn’t budge until he was sure he wouldn’t spook her again.

A thousand scenarios ran through Jack’s brain. None of them were good, and all of them made him want to exact justice on the fucker who did this to her.

Never had he seen Lilly like this. She was so terrified, he wondered how she’d been getting through her days. The response he just witnessed was a trauma response. PTSD. He’d seen it before in vets coming home from the deployments, mass shooting survivors, people who’d gone through fires or floods… and victims of domestic violence. It made him wonder how she’d been coping.

Jack waited and watched. Finally, Lilly’s breathing steadied, and her body unwound from the tight posture she’d assumed to protect herself.

What troubled him was that she wouldn’t look up. In addition to her terror, Lilly was ashamed, and he wanted nothing more than to reassure her, to wrap his arms around her and tell her there was nothing to be ashamed of.

She started to speak, stopped, and then tried again. She still hadn’t made eye contact.

“Do you need something?” Jack finally asked.

With a little shake of her head, Lilly’s eyes met his. Tears pricked at the corners, and Jack could see she was wound up tighter than a watch spring.

“What can I do?”

His question was simple and direct. He honestly didn’t know how he was supposed to respond, how he was supposed to help. He hoped she’d tell him.

“I think I want to be by myself.”

Jack didn’t expect that, and his stomach dropped at the thought of leaving her alone. “Are you sure? I mean, I can hang around if you need me to.”

Lilly took a breath, steadying herself, before she stood. “And do what?”

There was pain in her eyes, deep and churning. The steel he remembered, the fire, wasn’t leaping and lashing around like it used to. Lilly was doing her best to fake composure, but Jack could see it was a front. “I don’t know. But I don’t want to leave you alone.”

He half expected her to jump down his throat at the suggestion, but she didn’t. Instead she walked to the kitchen, took a glass from the cabinet and filled it with water from a pitcher in the fridge.

She seemed frozen in place, her eyes focused on the water in the glass. Jack could see she was struggling.

“I’m sorry I reacted that way to you,” she whispered.

“You owe me no apology.” Jack’s brain told him to stay where he was, but his instinct moved him closer to where she was standing. God help him, this was hard. But when she didn’t flinch, he took another step, and then another.

Lilly looked up then, her dark eyes swimming with unshed tears. “I know you would never hurt me, Jack. I just… I guess I was… startled.”

“Startled” was an understatement. Lilly was terrified. “You’re right. I would never hurt you, and no one else will either.” Hearing himself make the promise to her, Jack thought about the words. He’d never meant anything more in his life.

She nodded, still looking lost, vulnerable, and Jack felt the knot of frustration rise in his chest. He wanted to punch something, but the last thing she needed was to see him lose his temper. He expected it would hurt Lilly more than it would help him.

Cautiously, Lilly moved closer. Her movements were slow, almost timid, but before he could ask her what she was doing, Lilly had wrapped her arms around his waist. Jack felt her melt into him and his heart nearly exploded. He responded by pulling her close and holding on tight. There was so much going on between them, but words weren’t part of the equation. She needed his comfort, and he gave it willingly. Even with his arms banded tightly around her, he wanted to pull her closer. Jack pressed his lips to the top of her head and inhaled the scent of her hair. It smelled like home with the remnants of salt and sea air, combining with the savory aromas of her grandmother’s kitchen.

His body was on high alert, not because he was aroused, but because she fired up every protective instinct he had. This wasn’t about law, about her being a victim, this was personal. Jack knew from that moment on, everything he did for her, every move he made, was because of how he felt about her.

Lilly had a permanent place in his head and his heart. She was important to him, and if Gio Graham had any thought of hurting her, Jack would end the son of a bitch.
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He felt good. Being close to him gave Lilly a sense of safety she hadn’t felt in over two years. The hard wall of Jack’s chest and his strong arms were holding her up at a time when she most needed support. He was a good man.

But there was so much wrong with what was happening. On one hand, she hated that she had to lean on him. On the other, she’d never been so grateful to have his comfort. But before she let herself get lost in him, she stepped back and gathered her wits. Immediately, she felt the loss. “Thank you. For everything. I mean… I don’t know what made me react that way.”

Jack’s hands were still on her back, moving in a soft circular motion. “Fear. Shock. You’re still recovering from a trauma. That takes a long time.”

Trauma. It was a word she never used. “I don’t know…”

“Trust me on this,” he said. “I’ve… I’ve seen it before.”

There was something steady and knowing in his gaze. No words were needed.

He knew. He knew what she’d suffered when she was with Gio was much worse that she’d told anyone. “Well, thank you. For being so understanding.”

It was time for him to go. Lilly could feel the exhaustion coming hard and fast. Her system was crashing from the adrenaline rush. She needed a good cry and some sleep, but there he stood, his arms still holding her, his pool blue eyes asking way too many questions.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to crash on the couch? I promise I don’t snore.”

“No. I’m fine. I’m going to go straight to bed. Really tired. It was a busy day.”

His eyes narrowed skeptically. “Lilly, don’t lie to me. Fine?”

“Yes, fine.” Slipping out of his arms, she put the last bit of distance between them. Immediately, there was loss. Jack provided her with a safe haven, but Lilly didn’t want to need him. She’d vowed not to need anyone. “Thank you. For offering. I appreciate it.”

Lilly couldn’t look at him for fear of losing control altogether.

“I guess I’ll go, then.”

“It’s late. I have a busy day tomorrow. Full schedule.”

He nodded, believing the fib. It was summer. She always had work to do, but the salon was relatively quiet.

Moving toward the door, he nodded and gripped the knob. “I’ll stop by tomorrow.”

“You don’t have to. I’m fine. Really.” It took all her effort to plaster a smile on her face and make it look real. An actress she wasn’t, but it must have passed muster with Jack, because without any additional hesitation, he said good night.

She felt lightheaded, but her heartbeat steadied nonetheless. It was like panic and relief were warring with each other. As she listened to his footfalls on the steps, Lilly acknowledged that the emotional battle was becoming her new normal. On one hand, she hated that she was alone to deal with her fear. Hated what he might think of her. She liked being able to lean on someone. But at the same time, Lilly was relieved that Jack wasn’t there to see the shell of a person Gio had left behind. She couldn’t face the platitudes, the sterile sympathy that couched the disgust she imagined people would feel towards her.

Lilly had no delusions about her struggle. She hid it well, but the damage left on her psyche was dictating her whole life. Leaving California was one way to combat the fear; it was also cowardly. She’d run away.

That was something Lilly was getting way too good at.

The exhaustion settled over her in an all too familiar way. As she dragged her body to her room, she whipped off her bra from under her dress and fell into bed. She asked her electronic-do-all-things to turn off the lights. “Okay,” it responded, as the lights in the apartment dimmed.

The only thing illuminating her room was the glow of the moon bouncing through her window. Sitting up, Lilly could see the light reflecting off Compass Cove. It was the same kind of light that led her to her encounter with Jack in the Millers’ boat house all those years ago.

Something happened between them today—a shifting, an understanding. There was closeness, and it wasn’t just about an old crush or his protectiveness.

If she had the nerve, Lilly would be thinking that the two of them had a chance. But she didn’t. She was too busy occupying her own mixed up headspace to think about anything happening with anyone… especially Jack.


Chapter Twelve


“Jack. Jack, wake up.”

“Sorry. I got your back. Did you see anything?”

“The only thing I see is you on the floor. Wake up.”

Groggy and rubbing his hand across the back of his neck, Jack stretched, cursing the wall, the floor, and the fact that his body no longer liked sleeping anywhere but a comfortable bed. He really had to give up the cloak and dagger part of his job. Looking around, he blinked at the glare coming in from the skylight overhead. God, where the hell was he? As his eyes adjusted and drifted open, the first thing he saw were toes. Female toes, to be precise. The hot pink pedicure and shapely bronzed legs let him know this was no stakeout, but he’d been thoroughly busted.

Glancing up, Lilly stood over him, hands on her hips and one eyebrow cocked.

“I guess you have some questions,” he said. She looked annoyed. Which he would take over completely pissed.

“You think? What are you doing here? Come for the pastries you left behind?”

Pushing up to his feet, Jack nodded. “Yes. Exactly that. I didn’t know how early you got up, but I wanted to be here before you ate my croissant. That.”

Waving him into the apartment, she was having none of it. “You’re so full of shit.”

“I am not! Lina’s croissants are serious business.”

Grabbing two plates from the cabinet, Jack found the white box from Rinaldi’s on the back of the counter. He opened it and took a scone out for Lilly and the last croissant for himself.

A quick glance in her direction told him she was waiting for an answer.

“Jack?”

Turning, he took her in. She was dressed for work. Her shiny black hair was sleek and shimmering with silver or blue, depending how the light hit it. Her makeup was flawless, and she wore a sweeping black dress that brushed the tops of her feet. Big gold hoops and a chunky necklace finished the look, and it was spectacular. Jack could look at her all day.

“I, ah… you look really pretty.”

She rolled her eyes. “Good grief. Thank you. Now tell me why you were sleeping outside my door. I heard you leave last night.”

“You thought you heard me leave. I hung out downstairs until I figured you were asleep. Which makes me think you need a camera or something out there. It’s not safe.”

“Are you kidding me?” Now she was pissed. “I need a camera? Are you insane?”

“Fine. I was worried about you. I didn’t want you to be alone, but you didn’t want me to sleep on the couch, so I stayed nearby. Sue me.”

Leaning her hip into the counter, she picked up the plate with the scone and broke off a little piece. “That’s a little crazy you know, and a little creepy.”

He hadn’t thought about it like that. “I’ll give you crazy, but creepy? Eh, I think I’m justified.”

That got a chuckle out of her, and Jack had never wanted to hear anything more. The annoyance was gone, and when she looked up and smiled at him, his heart leaped in his chest. An honest to God jump. Jesus.

“Thank you. It was very sweet of you to watch out for me. Crazy, and a little creepy, but sweet.”

He didn’t care if it was creepy. Jack was going to take care of her as long as Gio Graham was on the east coast. It was non-negotiable.

They ate in silence, her looking like a goddess, and him feeling and smelling like a piece of roadkill. “I probably stink.”

Lilly sniffed. Leaned closer and sniffed again.

“You smell like…” Her eyes met his and Jack felt his heart squeeze tight. The dark chocolate depths drew him in. The turmoil and confusion from last night was replaced with a sultry calm. All the air left his lungs as he waited for her to finish. After one deep inhale, Lilly nodded calmly. “You smell like you. Nothing wrong with that.”

They settled back into silence, only occasionally looking up from their food. Just being here in the morning before the weight of the day settled on them was intimate. That fact didn’t escape Jack, even with his brain being so addled.

“What are you up to today?” Her eyes stayed down, focusing on her scone. It was almost as if she didn’t really want to know the answer.

“I’m going to wash off the stench, and then I guess I’ll see. I think my grandmother had something in mind.”

“No work? Don’t you have to make the world safe for the masses?”

He shrugged. “Remember? I took a few weeks off. I’m sure they’ll get by.”

Glancing at the clock on the wall, Lilly smiled. It was wide and bright as the sun that had blinded him earlier. “I have to head downstairs. Try to stay out of trouble today, Secret Agent Man.”

The nickname made him laugh again, and the sarcasm made him feel better. “Same to you. Call me if you need anything.”

Lilly took his plate with hers and set them in the dishwasher. The morning was uneventful, if he thought about it. Well, except for the part where she found him outside her door. Jack kept his eyes on her movements… light and fluid, she moved like a dancer. Even her hair, which fell in a silky wave over her cheek, exuded grace. When she’d cleaned up the remnants of breakfast, she came to where he was standing.

They were close, so close he could smell the hint of perfume he imagined she dabbed behind her ear. A soft floral circled around them, reminding Jack of the encounter in the boathouse so many years ago. Just like then, Lilly surprised him. Without warning, she stretched up on her toes and kissed him.

As kisses went, it wasn’t the most passionate he’d ever experienced. It didn’t make him want to drag her to bed, but it affected him. Deep down, something stirred—it was an awareness, an understanding of what they could mean to each other. With each bit of pressure, with the gentle movements of her lips, it became clear that Lilly was Jack’s connection to everything that mattered in this life, and the soft touch of her lips fired up more than Jack’s protectiveness. Wherever they had been in their lives, something had led them both home to Compass Cove.

They didn’t touch—only their mouths tangled, the movement subtle, barely there. There was a sensuality about this encounter that defied reason.

Lilly was his kryptonite, and she was at her most vulnerable. But nothing had ever felt as right as this kiss.

His hands settled on her waist as she dropped back, and at the same time, her fingers came up and brushed his cheek. The feel of her skin on his caused more of a visceral response than he’d ever experienced.

“Wow. I, uh…” He tried to shake off the fog that settled over his brain. “I didn’t expect that.”

“I’m sure you didn’t. Which is one of the reasons why I wanted to. Thank you, Jack. For everything.”

“You don’t have to thank me, Lilly. I…”

She laid a finger over his lips, silencing him. Her eyes were dark and serious, hypnotic, and Jack fell right in.

“You are a good man, Jack Miller. A know-it-all pain in the ass, but a good man. Thank you for being my personal bodyguard. I don’t like that I feel so scared—I hate it—but I cannot tell you how much it means to me that you’re here.”

Lilly’s eyes dropped away, and Jack felt a wave surge through him. “I don’t want you to be afraid of anything. I’ll never let anything happen to you.”

She looked up and locked eyes with him again, and Jack’s heart damn near exploded.

“I figured that out when I found you sleeping outside my door.”

“You’re not mad?” Truth be told, he figured she would be. Lilly was independent and headstrong. They were two of her most attractive traits, and the last thing she would have wanted was to need him.

“Nope. I should be, but I’m not.”

Pulling her close, Jack wrapped his arms around her and relished the feel of Lilly’s head against his chest, the warmth of her body pressed into his. This woman had been part of him for most of his adult life. Thoughts of her—her passion, her beauty, her raw emotion—sustained him when times were toughest. She was his beacon. His hope.

Everything. Lilly was everything. And Jack was in deep trouble.
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Lilly melted into him. Wrapped in Jack’s arms, she was home. Safe and happy, she also knew she was getting in too deep for her own good. One day together, and all the old feelings, the emotions that had tied her up in knots for years, had come flooding back.

The difference this time? He didn’t run. He didn’t tell her all the reasons they were a mistake, instead, Jack held her close, assuring her he would be there for her.

Her hands and her cheek rested on the strong wall of his chest. The “stink” was anything but. It was raw and musky, the smell of man, and her nerve endings—north to south—reacted. Her body knew his. Jack’s warmth and strength were bolstering her own. His heartbeat, steady and constant, gave her the ability to face her fear. It gave her the ability to see more than just the past, or the day at hand… with Jack, she could see the future.

He didn’t let go—in fact, he pulled her a little closer, bringing his lips to the top of her head. She sensed he was struggling the same as she was. Aware, scared, confused, they were dealing with feelings they should have buried a long time ago. But here they were, in their thirties, wondering what to do next.

“I’m sorry I freaked out last night.” Lilly cringed at the way she’d pulled away from him.

“I understand. Don’t give it another thought.”

His voice, deep and calm, soothed her, as his hand made gentle circles on her back, lulling her anxious heart back to a steady beat.

“I’m not afraid of you. I don’t want you to think that.” She wasn’t afraid. In fact, at that moment, he was the only one who made her feel completely safe.

And that was a dangerous place to be.

She felt when he dropped a kiss on the top of her head. He’d done it before. In the past it was always friendly, but platonic this was not. He lingered a little too long, held her a little too close. Something had shifted between them, and Lilly didn’t know when or why it had happened.

“I’d better go.” Finally, he stepped back, and Lilly felt a loss as her body adjusted to being alone again. “You have a business to run, and I have to annoy my family today. Specifically, my brother.”

“You’re seeing Adam today?”

“Yep. He doesn’t know it yet, but that is my superpower.”

Lilly laughed at the thought of Jack playing the annoying younger brother. Normally, he was enduring Natalie’s shenanigans, but he obviously relished the opportunity to be a pain in the ass.

Walking with him to the door, she chuckled under her breath. “Have fun.”

“I intend to.”

He kissed her again. It was easy, familiar. Yeah, she could get used to this.

“I’ll see you later. Grab some dinner with me?”

“Oh, sure, I guess.”

“You guess. Hmpf.” His smile and humor lit up the space; no more words were necessary. When he finally left, Lilly stood in the kitchen, stunned. He’d acted like their encounter was an everyday occurrence. Just a little morning chatter over breakfast, nothing unusual. Nothing that spoke of the closeness that was slowly developing.

Lilly, in her adolescent dreams, never thought about such simple encounters. In her mind, she and Jack were always engaged in something romantic, or passionate. At eighteen, she hadn’t yet learned that relationships, and love, weren’t about loud declarations of affection or over the top displays, but about quiet moments just being.

Moments like she’d just experienced.

This time, when she heard the door at the bottom of the stairs close, she knew he’d really gone, and her place felt like less without him. Sure, it was nice to have the cop there to protect her, but it was so much more than that. Jack, for his serious job, wasn’t always a serious man. He was funny and smart, a good man who made her smile. And when he kissed her, there were honest to goodness sparks. It didn’t get better than that.

Barney jumped on the back of the couch and butted his little head into her side. “I have to go to work. I’ll be back later,” she cooed.

The cat meowed, finding a spot of sun for his morning nap. Lilly felt a wave of love for the little critter, and for the first time in a few years, a smile lingered on her face as she stroked his soft head. It was a small thing, but it was nice to feel happy.

Taking the stairs into her foyer, she unlocked the back door that led directly into her salon. Lilly looked around at the workspace, the filtered morning light coming in through the high windows. Containers of color and styling products lined the shelves, and it hit Lilly that she’d made something she could be proud of. Opening a new business was never easy, but Lilly had done it amidst huge changes and stress. On reflection, she had to admit, she deserved more credit than she gave herself.

Maybe that was a first step. Instead of faking it all the time, maybe she could really feel good about how her life was going.

Opening the large electrical panel, she flipped the switches, and light brightened the long space. Modern pendant lights hung over each stylist’s station as well as the wash sinks and makeup table, giving the shop a clean, modern vibe. It was her vision. In Lilly’s mind, every woman deserved to feel like a movie star, which was why when she decided to name the business, she called it exactly that: Visions.

Adjusting the thermostat, and pressing the buttons to open the safe, Lilly could hear the gentle rush of the water feature at the front of the shop. In an hour, she’d be too busy to think about her past, her fear, Gio, or Jack.

Okay. That was a lie. There would always be time to think about Jack.

Low in her belly, she felt the buzz of arousal. It was faint and subtle, but there was no mistaking that her body responded to the thought of him. The residual heat from his touch was another reminder of their unexpected encounter.

Counting out the change for the register, she drifted off into her own little daydream, one that replayed the innocent, but not-so-innocent, moment they shared. She sighed, for real. An honest to goodness sigh slipped from her lips. It was only the distant tapping on the door that brought her back.

Three stylists came in chattering, and one of them handed Lilly a big iced coffee from Rinaldi’s. “Caffeeeeine. Kendall, you are a lifesaver.”

“Yeah?” The young stylist, who was as pretty and sweet as she was talented, grinned. “You look pretty good to me. Glowing almost.”

Lilly raised an eyebrow at her friend’s tone. “Glowing? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means I saw a really hot guy leaving here a little while ago, which means either you had a really early appointment, or company last night.”

Small towns. Nothing was secret. If Kendall saw Jack leaving, likely someone else did too. Fantastic. She didn’t even have the perk of great sex, just lots of people talking about it.

“It was nothing. Yesterday, we spent the day doing wedding errands and he left something here.”

“Really? He looked a mess. Like he needed a shower. And a shave. And clean clothes.”

“Wow!” Lilly took a long drink of coffee through the straw. “This is the best iced latte. You have a busy day, yes?”

“Funny. The latte. Is that your way of telling me to mind my own business?”

“That would be true.”

“Fine, be that way.” Kendall grabbed a can of anti-humidity spray and some mousse and headed toward her station, glancing over her shoulder to give Lilly a wink. She was fresh, that one, and she didn’t know the half of what had happened last night.

In truth, Lilly was still processing it herself.


Chapter Thirteen


Jennings College wasn’t a big school, but it was one of the most picturesque colleges Jack had ever seen. Set on the grounds of a former Gold Coast estate, on a clear day a person could stand on the great lawn and see straight across Long Island Sound to Connecticut. He’d spent his own college years at University of Pennsylvania. The views weren’t nearly as good, but he enjoyed his time there. He was the standard trust fund kid in a sea of trust fund kids.

He was considered the atypical Miller in that he didn’t follow the expected path. His oldest brother, Doug, was a Marine Corps aviator. He’d gone to the Naval Academy, graduated with honors, and had just been promoted to lieutenant colonel. Jack figured eventually his big brother would have a star on his shoulder. Adam was an All-Pro quarterback who had been on every team’s wish list until he destroyed his magic shoulder in a car accident. He’d lived a fast life, and his career had ended because of it. Their younger sister, Natalie, was the artist. She painted, designed, photographed… if there was a visual, Nat was your girl.

But Jack defied the family boxes. He wondered if it was just that his family didn’t understand what he did. In the Army, he’d been an intelligence officer. While Doug was deployed to a war zone or a ship, Jack was a phantom, moving between locations all over the world, sometimes without any notice. He’d gotten in more than his share of hot water with his family because of it, but he couldn’t help that. His work, then and now, was often top secret. He couldn’t talk about it if he wanted to.

Staring past the library, Jack let himself get lost in the view of the Sound. The breeze kept the temperature in check and felt good against his skin. Not nearly as good as Lilly felt this morning when she kissed him, but pretty damn good.

Just when he thought he had her figured out, she went and threw him all off balance. Not that he didn’t like it—Jack most certainly did. Memories of the kiss in the boathouse came flooding back, with even more possibilities attached. Everything about her fit him, but he didn’t know what to do. Lilly had been though a lot more than she was telling, which meant he had to tread lightly. The woman was a knot of vulnerabilities, and Jack intended to be careful.

“Jack!”

Turning, he saw his future sister-in-law crossing the stone terrace next to the library. Mia was the head reference librarian in humanities at the Miller Library, named after his grandfather. Her job there was how she and his brother met last year.

“Hey, gorgeous. How are you holding up with all the excitement on campus?”

“Eh. I just hope they’re gone before the kids move back into the dorms. It will be chaos if they aren’t.”

Jack could see the big white tent set up on the far side of the campus lawn, near the student union. “Is that the command center?” he asked as he threw his thumb in the direction of the tent.

“Craft services, makeup, and hair. So yes, command central. I still haven’t seen any shooting going on, just lots of people acting busy.”

“Sounds about right.” Jack was suspicious of things he didn’t understand. He didn’t necessarily dislike them, but he was watchful. Knowing this industry housed creeps like Gio Graham was enough to keep him cautious.

“How did the wedding errands go yesterday?”

That made Jack smile. “I have to give you credit, Mia. You didn’t lead with the question. That shows remarkable restraint.”

Mia narrowed her eyes. She had gotten used to the teasing dished out by the Miller sibs. It took a bit, but she came to understand that if she was getting ribbed, she was considered part of the family.

“Don’t be a smart ass.” Her response, firm and matter of fact, was exactly what she was going to need if she was going to survive his crazy family.

“Atta girl.” Jack looped his arm around her shoulder. “Everything went great. Flowers are chosen, place cards picked up, rings are safely at my grandmother’s house, and I was measured for my suit.”

“Wow.” Mia folded her arms and nodded. “I’m impressed and grateful. Thank you.”

“Lilly and I make a good team. We had a nice day. It was almost fun.”

“Ahhh. I’m glad.” Without knowing what he said, Mia sputtered, froze and gasped. The tiniest squeak cleared her throat. “Oh. My. God. Gio Graham is coming this way. Ohmigod. I met him yesterday. Adam knows him a little from some charity thing they were both involved in and he introduced me. Him. He introduced me TO him. Ack.”

Jack would have laughed at his future sister-in-law’s reaction, but personally, he wasn’t impressed by the prospect of meeting the mega-star. As far as Jack was concerned, the guy needed to be taken to the back of the field house to have the shit kicked out of him.

Mia didn’t know this, however, and since Lilly hadn’t revealed anything about Gio to anyone, he had to keep his mouth shut. Her reaction when he woke her the night before filled in some of the missing pieces in the story of her relationship with Graham.

Lilly’s response was rooted in trauma. And if he had to venture a guess, he’d bet the house that it wasn’t just about being hit. The fear, the anxiety, the flight reflex he’d seen in her apartment—he suspected Lilly had been raped.

The thought of it made him sick.

Graham’s smile widened as he approached, and he turned the charm full force on Mia. “Mia, with that face you should be in movies, not holed up in a library. Come back to California with me, I’ll make you a star.”

Mia, who had resisted his brother’s legendary charm for months before she fell for him, looked like a besotted schoolgirl. What was it with this guy? He could charm the pants off a nun. And Jack didn’t see that as a good thing.

There was something very not right about him, and even if he hadn’t known Lilly’s history, Jack’s take on this asshole wouldn’t have been a good one.

Waiting for a break in the mutual adoration between Mia and Gio, Jack cleared his throat.

“Oh… OH! Jack. Gosh. Where are my manners?” Mia finally realized Jack was still there. “Gio, this is Jack Miller. My future brother-in-law. I’m so sorry. That was rude. Jack, Gio Graham.”

Gio flashed the thousand-watt smile, without any idea that Jack knew he was a lying dirtbag. Extending his hand, he wondered if anyone would notice if he crushed Pretty Boy’s fingers.

Jack put on his best face, knowing he was also playing a part. “Nice to meet you. Are you enjoying your time here?”

“Yeah! It’s a great place. I actually visited here a couple of years ago with an ex. Didn’t see much, but the place has a great vibe.”

“Oh! Right! I forgot you and Lilly dated.”

“Right. Yes.” Gio’s expression froze momentarily when he heard Lilly’s name mentioned. His to-the-point-response might have been meant to downplay his relationship with Lilly, but Jack could see Gio’s interest was piqued. “She came back to town, didn’t she? I heard she has her own salon.”

“She does,” Mia offered. “It’s a great place.”

That one question about her was one too many for Jack.

“So, Gio,” Jack began. “How did you get into the acting game? I’ve always wondered what draws people to certain jobs.”

Gio’s eyes turned toward him, not even realizing he’d just been played. His gigantic ego allowed Jack to redirect the conversation.

“I kind of fell into it. I was in the design program at UCLA. One day there was a crew shooting a short on campus and one of the actors didn’t show. The director saw me watching the shoot and asked me to step in. It was a bit part, two lines.” He shrugged. A move he’d probably practiced a hundred times. “I was hooked.”

Jack nodded. “Wow. That’s something. Like you were fated for the big screen.”

“I was lucky.” Gio dropped his head and shuffled his feet in a display of feigned humility, but not before flashing that lady killer grin at Mia. It was an act, just like everything else the guy did.

Guys like Gio fooled everyone in their orbit. With his easy smile, and quick wit, and “aw shucks” charm, women fluttered around him like butterflies in a garden. Men were either jealous or wanted his secrets. Jack, however, had other ideas, and none of them were good. Burying him up to his neck and covering him with honey and fire ants was on the top of the list. Then again, that was too good for the bastard.

He watched, bile creeping into his throat, as Mia giggled every time Gio opened his mouth. It was the last thing he expected. This woman had brought his superstar brother to his knees. She wasn’t impressed, or intimidated, by Adam’s name, fame, or reputation. Yet here she was acting like a smitten fifteen-year-old.

He suspected if Mia discovered the truth about Gio and his relationship with Lilly, she would be looking for a place to hide the body.

Jack had to remove himself from the situation before he said anything that could jeopardize Lilly. Gio was an unknown. A wild card. Logically, it made no sense for him to look for Lilly and make contact. But guys like him, who got off on power, on hurting women, didn’t fall on the logical spectrum. If Jack had to guess, Gio Graham was a sociopath. That meant he had no lines. There were no boundaries he wouldn’t cross, no chances he wouldn’t take, no person whom he considered out of bounds. He operated by his own set of rules and expected everyone to follow his lead.

Lilly had learned that the hard way.

On the surface, the guy seemed affable and easygoing. But there was something beneath the cool exterior that put Jack on high alert. Maybe it was the movie running through his brain, photos he’d seen of Lilly and Gio in the tabloids, that he now knew were total fiction. An illusion.

The truth—the whole truth—was hard to handle, but it was laid out in the police file he’d read.

From the corner of his eye, Jack saw movement. A young production assistant—maybe she was twenty-five—approached the three of them, and handed Gio a binder. “Here are some new pages.”

“Tilly, you’re a lifesaver. I’ve been waiting for these.”

The young woman, a slim redhead with eyes the color of a good whiskey, flushed and tucked a long curly strand of hair behind her ear. “I’ll be around if you need to run lines later.”

There was something coy and familiar in the way she approached him. His response was equally flirtatious.

“I’ll look for you in a little bit,” he said quietly. “Thanks.”

He watched the young woman glanced over her shoulder as she walked away, and Jack had the overwhelming urge to warn her off. This guy was no good. But he couldn’t protect every woman swirling around Gio’s orbit. Right now, it was all about Lilly.

“Does that happen all the time?” The chemistry between Gio and the PA wasn’t lost on Mia. “Do women just fall for you?”

Once again, Gio shuffled his feet humbly. Again. A practiced move, it was total bullshit. The guy was trying to play Mia. He flashed that thousand-watt smile as he leaned in. “I wouldn’t say that. You aren’t in love with me, are you? I’d consider that my lucky day.”

Gio had just oversold the act. Charm was one thing, but Mia wasn’t stupid. Jack saw the change in Mia’s posture. It wasn’t much, but there was a subtle shift that said very clearly that she was not having it.

“I’m thrilled to be getting married in a couple weeks. So that would be a no.”

Her tone had shifted from giddy to cold, and his soon to be sister-in-law took a tiny step back. It wasn’t much, but Gio noticed it as well.

“Well, you all have been a pleasant distraction, but I’d better get back to work.” Gio held up the hand with the binder. “Nice to see you, Mia. Good to meet you, Jack.”

He took off before Jack could respond, his long legs covering a lot of ground very quickly. Gio was rattled.

“Okay, was it me, or is there something not right about that guy?” Mia’s eyes, narrow and suspicious, followed Gio as he walked toward the student union. “I mean, I admit I was a little starstruck, but he just seems so… smarmy.”

Only Mia could get a word like “smarmy” into a conversation without even trying. And it was dead on.

“You aren’t alone,” Jack responded. “And smarmy is one word, but I have a few others that aren’t suitable for mixed company.”

“You obviously haven’t heard my f-bomb repertoire. I can use it as every part of speech.”

“Yeah?” A breeze lifted the soft curls surrounding Mia’s face. He couldn’t picture the sweet librarian cutting loose with a profanity-laced tirade, but it was bound to be entertaining. “I’d like to hear that.”

Mia’s hand landed on Jack’s arm and she turned him, nailing him with her big brown eyes. “Jack, what aren’t you telling me? I don’t fall for your distraction tactics.”

He wanted to bring her into this, if only so Lilly had someone to talk to other than him. She needed the support of her people, but he’d made her a promise, and just like with Lilly’s abuela, Jack had no intention of betraying her trust.

“I can’t discuss it. I…” He tamped down the urge to spill his guts. “Please understand, I can’t.”

Mia’s jaw tightened, and it was clear she wasn’t satisfied with the answer, but she nodded anyway. He appreciated her faith more than ever at that moment. “You’ll keep an eye out?”

“Yes.” Her question was clear and to the point, as was his answer. There was no clarification needed. There was too much at stake.
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Lilly had Jack on the brain. She’d been trying to keep her mind off him all day. She’d taken every difficult walk-in, a fussy kid, and had rearranged the storage area three times in the past two hours. She must have been putting off a snotty vibe, because most of the staff was keeping their distance. Boss of the Year material she was not. In fact, Lilly’s thoughts were so jumbled, she wasn’t sure if she could answer the simplest question.

Which was why Lilly went in for a fourth attempt at reorganizing the supply closet. There was safety in there with the bottles and jars of potions and balms.

“Again?” Kendall leaned her shoulder into the wall. “I can only imagine what has you so nuts that you’re diving into this closet again.”

“It’s still not right. I want to make sure the products are all accessible, and look, the pink color is tucked all the way in the back.”

Kendall straightened, and moving one can of color aside, she retrieved the pink. “You’re right. That was such a pain in the ass.”

“Don’t be a snot.” Lilly was annoyed, but more at herself than the stylist.

“Come on Lilly, you have to tell someone. Spill. Was he great? He’s so gorgeous, I can only imagine. Although the gorgeous ones are sometimes big disappointments, but he didn’t look like he would be.”

“Nothing. Happened.”

“But…”

“No, really. I had a meltdown about something—personal—and he was worried. I shooed him away, but I found him sleeping on the landing outside my apartment this morning.” Lilly still couldn’t wrap her head around it. “He wanted to make sure I was okay.”

“Oh. My. God.” Kendall clutched her hands to her heart. “That’s even better than great sex! That’s so sweet!”

It was incredibly sweet. And protective. And Lilly didn’t know what to do about it. She’d wanted to kiss him senseless this morning when she saw him, dragging him into a rabbit hole of heat and bliss. But when their lips touched, his response was cautious. Measured.

Why did he hold back? Was he nervous about her? Or for her? Was Jack just being a gentleman, or had her experience rendered her off limits?

Was she damaged?

That’s what Gio had said. He made a habit of telling her men wouldn’t want her if she told them what had happened between them. They’d see her as weak. Broken. No man wanted a broken woman.

And Lilly had to admit, he was probably right. It was why she hadn’t told anyone about the rapes.

Rapes. The word vibrated in her head. It made her go cold. Made her hate herself all over again. She let him do that to her. She believed he could change, stupidly believing his lies, and losing who she was as a result. He was an evil man, but Lilly let herself be a victim, and she was ashamed.

“Lilly? Are you all right?” Kendall’s hand dropped on her shoulder.

She felt her muscles twitch at her friend’s touch, but she didn’t flinch. “I’m fine. I’m just tired, I guess.”

“You did a lot today. Why don’t you pack it in? I can finish up here.”

Normally, she’d brush off the suggestion, but Lilly was exhausted. The tiredness weighed on her brain. Nothing good was going to happen if she pushed it.

“That’s a good idea,” said a voice from behind her. Turning, Lilly didn’t expect to see Mia at the entrance to the work area. Jordan was right next to her. “We brought food. Let’s go upstairs and have some dinner.”

Mia reached out and took Lilly’s hand. There was warmth there, along with understanding. When Lilly’s eyes met Mia’s, she realized she couldn’t keep secrets forever. And that she shouldn’t have to.
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When the door of her apartment clicked shut, Lilly didn’t know what she was going to be facing. Were Mia and Jordan there to mine for information? She didn’t think Jack would divulge anything, not when he’d promised to keep what he knew between them.

It was possible Mia got her information from the source. Gio was on campus today. Did he say something that tipped off her friend? Did someone else? God, she had to redirect the conversation before they started asking questions she wasn’t ready to answer.

“Thanks for bringing dinner over. I’m starved! What’s in the bag?”

Mia started pulling containers out of the white paper sack. “I went over to the Gourmet Whaler. It’s Taco Tuesday, so we have an assortment of deliciousness.”

Jordan raised an eyebrow. “How did you get Denise to give you the taco special for takeout?”

Mia winked and smiled like she’d gotten away with something. “It’s a secret.”

Denise was the owner of the Gourmet Whaler, an amazing little café one town over from Compass Cove. It was similar to Rinaldi’s, but different enough that the two establishments weren’t in competition. And while Lina Rinaldi’s burgers were to die for, Denise made the best tacos on Long Island.

“Oh, I got these too.” Mia took a bag from her tote and Lilly felt her stomach growl at the sight of the contents.

There were few perfect things in this world, but Denise’s brown butter and sea salt Rice Krispie treats fell into that category. Not too sweet, these were a grown-up version of the confection Lilly and her friends used to make in Abuela’s kitchen a lifetime ago.

“You are a goddess. I want to eat these first.”

Jordan grabbed three plates out of the dishwasher and helped herself to two tacos before sitting on one of the stools at the counter. “If it will get you talking, you can do whatever you want.”

Lilly froze in place. Shit. “What do you want to talk about? Yesterday’s errands, maybe? Jack proved to be extremely helpful.”

Jordan and Mia were staring at her. Their eyes, steady and unblinking.

“Who would have thought it? But yep, he was really great. Completely.”

Mia and Jordan didn’t speak, but moved to her side of the island. Lilly realized she’d put the barrier between herself and her friends, just like she’d done with Jack. The kitchen island wasn’t going to protect her from the truth.

The girls were her closest friends and she was faced with telling them something horrible about her life, something that left her feeling open, raw and ashamed, or lying to save herself from reliving what had happened.

“I don’t… I can’t talk about it.”

“You can tell us anything,” Jordan said quietly.

“No, I can’t. I really can’t.” They didn’t understand. They couldn’t.

Lilly squeezed her eyes shut, doing her best to stop the tears from spilling out. Once they started, they might not stop.

“What happened with Gio Graham?” Mia moved in and rubbed her hand across Lilly’s back. “I have a feeling he’s at the center of this.”

“Did Jack tell you? Because if he did…”

Jordan straightened where she stood. “He knows what’s going on?”

“He knows something,” Mia replied. “But he didn’t say what.”

Focusing her enormous blue eyes out the kitchen window as she gathered her thoughts, Jordan asked a more pointed question. “Does he know as Jack the friend, or Jack the G-Man?”

Lilly swallowed hard. “A little of both,” she confessed.

The girls looked at each other, silent understanding passing between them.

“Alright then. I have large black garbage bags. That’s a start.” Mia’s gaze shot back and forth between Jordan and Lilly.

Lilly felt a smile break across her face. Only a true friend would be willing to do in your ex two weeks before her wedding. “That’s tempting, but can we just eat and not think about Gio right now? We can figure out what to do with the body later. Even in my dreams, it could be cathartic.”

Jordan reached her arm around Lilly’s shoulder and squeezed. “You bet.”

“Good. Now, what kinds of tacos are in here?” Lilly started digging through the tray. “Tell me you brought shrimp?”

“At least half are shrimp, There’s also carne asada, and chicken.”

“Now you’re talking. Thank God Maddie is letting out my dress.”

Mia froze just as she was about to take a scoop of guacamole. “Seriously? How tight is it?”

Lilly went to the fridge and took out a bottle of wine and two bottles of water. “It zipped, but it was uncomfortable. I was going to crash diet, but both Maddie and Jack had something to say about that idea. So, she’s letting it out a bit.”

Jordan patted her growing pregnant belly. “She’d be letting mine out every single day the way this baby is growing.”

“Well, I don’t have a baby to blame. It’s all me.” Happy for the distraction the wedding and baby were providing, Lilly chuckled. There was only so much introspection she could take. Maybe she should just come clean with everyone. Then, at least, she wouldn’t have to keep dancing around the truth.

There was a tapping on the apartment door, and it took only a split second before Lilly realized that Jack was probably standing out there. Good grief. They had dinner plans, and here she sat filling her belly with tacos. Before Lilly could move, Mia jumped off her stool and headed for the door. There was a moment of stunned silence when her friend saw who was on the other side.

“Jack!”

“Speak of the devil.” Jordan grinned.

Of course, their plans were now ruined, but Jack took it all in stride. His grin was easy, and his blue eyes twinkled like a mischievous little boy. Her stomach started to flutter, and it wasn’t from the spicy shrimp she’d just eaten.

“I thought I heard a party going on.” Jack stepped inside and kissed Mia on the cheek. “Hiya, sis.”

“Hey yourself. What are you doing here?” Mia wiggled her eyebrows at Lilly.

“Oh, um. Lilly and I had dinner plans. But it looks like Taco Tuesday here, so this could be my lucky day.”

Jordan turned to the dishwasher and took out a plate, handing it off to Jack. “Help yourself. We bought plenty. There are definitely a few carne asada left.” She pushed the containers of guacamole and salsa toward him. “So… dinner plans?”

“Yeah. We hadn’t didn’t have anything firm in mind, but this works if you ladies don’t mind me crashing the party.”

At first, Lilly was irritated. No, not irritated, but anxious. Worried she might be outnumbered, she almost shooed him away, but instead, Jack sat next to her and flashed an easy grin in her direction. To anyone else, he was just being flirty, but his eyes were steady. Strong. He wasn’t going to let the conversation go anywhere she didn’t want it to.

He had her back.

It was the smallest of gestures, and Lilly wasn’t able to express how much it meant to have someone take her side. Moving her leg ever so slightly, she tapped the side of his knee. It wasn’t something anyone else saw, but Jack felt it and he gave her a quick wink before biting into his taco.

Lilly wrapped her arms around her middle and listened to the laughter filling her apartment. On the surface, she’d played the part since she’d come home, feigning happiness for the sake of her family and friends, but tonight something was different. She was happy, and it wasn’t an act. This was one of those golden moments that would stay locked in her memory forever—not because it was remarkable in any way, but because it wasn’t. It was about spending time with good people, about letting them in, and for the first time in two years, Lilly believed her decision to come home was a good idea.


Chapter Fourteen


As nights went, Lilly found herself more at ease that she had in a very long time. The four of them had fun. Three hours had passed when Mia glanced outside at the fading light and gave Jordan a nudge. “Come on, Preggo. Let’s get out of here. I have to get Ben ready for camp tomorrow.”

Ben was Mia’s eleven-year-old adopted son. Wanting to give him a better life was the reason she’d moved to Compass Cove a little over a year ago, and it was because of Ben that she’d met Adam and found the love of her life.

Giving Lilly a strong hug, Mia smiled. “Whatever it is, we’re here for you.”

Lilly knew that, and she knew Jordan was no different. These were her people. They supported her no matter what, and they didn’t expect any kind of explanation. Lilly had never realized how lucky she was.

Feeling grateful was new for Lilly. For the longest time, she let “what ifs” and “whens” dictate her life. She always wanted more. Nothing was ever enough, whether it was about relationships, careers, or things. Now, after fighting back from something unthinkable, she was content to see what life brought her. It took a while, but Lilly understood that what she had in her life wasn’t just enough, it was an abundance of riches.

Once the girls left, she turned toward the guy who was still on her couch. Strong enough to bear the burdens of his job, he had a sensitive streak that made him the best kind of man. This was why Lilly loved him. And she patted herself on the back for recognizing these things about Jack all those years ago.

She drew a breath, feeling her skin flush as she took him in. He’d wasted no time flipping to the Yankees game, settling himself in for the rest of the evening.

“Again with the Yankees?” Lilly asked, trying to get her head around the impromptu evening in. “Maybe I want to watch something else.”

“Be my guest,” he said as he handed over the remote. “They’re getting killed and it’s only the top of the second.”

Lilly smiled at she pressed the button for Netflix. “That was fun. I’m sorry I forgot about dinner, though. I was ambushed.”

“No problem; the tacos were amazing.” He leaned forward and stroked the cat, who was staring at him from the coffee table. “Ambushed, huh? They just showed up?”

“Yep. Mia wanted to talk. Apparently, she knows something happened with Gio.”

“Is that what she said?”

“Pretty much. Did you tell her anything?”

Jack shook his head. “No, but something about an exchange she had with Gio when she saw him on campus put her back up. Mia’s smart, she’s got his number.”

“Really? How do you know that?”

He nailed her with his eyes, his stare so intense it garnered Lilly’s full attention. “I was there.”

He was there. On campus. Engaging. “Wait. What?” Lilly stood and walked around the couch. “Why were you on campus?”

“I was butting into your business.” Jack grabbed her hand and pulled her down onto the couch next to him. “I met him completely by accident.”

She didn’t know if she bought that particular line, but she decided to hear him out. “Oh, and?”

“And I think he’s a sociopath. He fits the type. Charming, smart, glib, and with a false humility that’s over the top. He plays the good guy, but he doesn’t even flinch when he tells a lie. It’s pathological—there’s absolutely no guilt. He’s a master manipulator. The guy has some production assistant on the hook right now. She’s cute. Maybe she’s twenty-three. He has her completely snowed.”

“God…” Lilly pulled her legs up and wrapped her arms around her knees. “I feel like I should warn her.”

“I get that, but it could put a target on your back. Is that what you want? ’Cause it’s not what I want.”

“I shouldn’t let that dictate my actions. Aren’t women supposed to stand up for each other?”

“I’m not saying you shouldn’t. If she comes forward with accusations, if anyone does, you should add your voice. But you don’t know what’s happened, if anything, yet.”

“If nothing’s happened, it could be because he’s working on her. Building her trust. So, I don’t know if I agree with you.”

“I’m sure you don’t. But if you go after him without any proof, or if you try to warn her and nothing has happened, you’re the crazy ex. And that would be… it would be bad.”

“Bad?” Gio did things that were pretty bad. No one was talking to him, telling him to behave. “Uh huh.”

“Look, I’m going to ask you to trust me. That’s a big one for you, I know, but there are a lot of moving parts in this investigation. Please let the process work.”

“The process didn’t do right by me. Why should I trust it?”

He couldn’t argue with that, no matter how hard he tried. Instead, Jack wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her into him. He was frustrated, but so was she.

“Okay. Compromise. Maybe you could ask your old boss to keep an eye on the assistant? If anything seems off, or he senses a problem, he can let me know. Does that work?”

Lilly let the idea sink in. It wasn’t perfect, but at least if Noel was aware there was a situation brewing, the woman Gio was grooming wouldn’t be dragged into the hole Lilly had just climbed out of. “You won’t let anything slide?”

“I promise.”

She nodded, giving in to his request. “Okay.”

“Okay? Really? You don’t seem sure.”

“I was just thinking how exhausting this all is. I have to filter everything I say or do.”

“You don’t have to filter anything with me.” Jack’s finger stroked the back of her hand. His words, his touch, were meant to provide comfort and reassurance, but instead they set her mind racing towards possibilities she thought were long gone.

“Have you really only been in my hair for a week?” she whispered, trying to diffuse the situation. “Because it feels like a lot longer.” Lilly locked her gaze on his, and the softness she found there made her heart pound and her body warm.

“It’s not like we never saw each other, you know. I was here at the beginning of the summer.”

“I know… I mean… I get that. It just feels different somehow.” What the hell was she saying? Every word moved her closer to an emotional train wreck. “That sounded silly.”

Still focusing only on her, Jack shook his head. “No. No, it didn’t. It is different. I guess we just have to see what that means.” Jack smiled down at her, and all the emotions she’d been holding for him since she was fifteen years old bubbled over. Her heart was like a pot on a too-hot stove, foaming and spewing every conflicting feeling into the flame.

“He’s dangerous, Lilly. Talking to him today—I could just feel it.”

The honesty of the statement hit her hard, even though it was nothing she didn’t already know. “You have good intuition.” She took a shaky breath. “I guess I was lucky.”

“I know you’re just saying that. What you went through was horrible. I don’t have the words, but I don’t think I would call it luck.”

For months after she left, Lilly wished she could shrivel up and stay out of the world’s way. She felt violated and vulnerable. She felt weak, and a lot of those feelings were still lurking beneath the surface. There were bright spots. Days like today, when the fear and anxiety left her for a little while. But for the life of her, Lilly didn’t know how she would be normal again.

Jack pressed a kiss into her hair, and she felt the gentle pressure as his mouth lingered. Was this what happened when friends crossed the personal line? She had known Jack Miller half her life. She’d dreamed about him for almost that long. But it was now, when the bond was so personal, that she could see how her feelings towards him had changed. Was she in love with him at eighteen? Absolutely. But now? It was all that and more.

Whatever brought her to this place, Lilly knew she couldn’t squander the second chance she’d been given.

Dropping her legs, she swung them around and tucked them under herself. She faced Jack, and while he was confused at first, she eliminated any questions when she took his face in her hands and kissed him.

Unlike the times before, Lilly wasn’t timid or reserved. This was no peck. She went all in, sliding her lips over his in a seductive caress that brought heat and light to every part of her body. She felt the magic radiating off her, forcing her closer until she felt him respond.

Jack’s hands drifted to her waist and he pulled her onto his lap. Her body pressed against his and the wicked awareness of her own desire hit her. He was solid and the scent of him was heady, a mix of salt air and sweat, making her head fuzzy and light. He brought the bay with him. A mix of sea, salt, and summer air.

He didn’t pull his mouth away but dove into the kiss like a man going down for the third time. He sucked the breath out of her, drawing her essence into his lungs. Jack was the charmer, the good guy, the boy next door… but he was also her champion, her fierce protector, and she had no doubt he would keep her safe.

Giving into the feelings, allowing him to assume the mantle of guardian no longer felt like weakness. She felt stronger, safer, more able to cope than ever before.

This was the power of two.

That kind of trust didn’t come easily for her. In fact, just the thought shocked her. Opening up wasn’t easy for her, but this seemed natural and right. All she could hope was that Jack could let himself fall into the feelings the same way she had.

His hand slid over her thigh and under the light fabric of her dress. She relished the feel of it, big and calloused. He had a gentle touch, and Lilly heard the soft purr come from her throat. The sensation was hypnotic as he moved to her back, stroking and caressing the skin at the base of her spine.

“Lilly…” Jack’s lips brushed her temple, his breath tickling her ear. “You feel so good. This feels good, but we shouldn’t. We…”

Leaning back, her heart hurting, Lilly looked long and hard at this wonderfully kind man. She wanted him, she always had, but even she had to question if she was ready for him and what intimacy would mean. She’d come so far, but was she prepared for more?

The hurt dissolved and Lilly slid her arms around Jack’s waist. He took the cue and pulled her close. “I don’t know what to do.”

“You’ve been through so much.” His voice, raspy and low, conveyed the emotion he was feeling. She wasn’t alone, at least. He felt something too, even if it was confusion.

All she could do was nod. Whether she wanted to think about it or not, what had happened was part of her now. It wasn’t just a thing. It was part of her. She was an abuse victim. And she was a survivor. If she could get through what Gio did to her, she could get through anything.

But was she ready to discover what was between her and Jack? Was she ready to bare the emotional wreckage? Because he deserved to know what he was getting into.

“Please say something, Lilly.” A soothing stroke of his hand on her hair made her sigh. He was worried he’d hurt her.

“I’m okay. But I don’t know what I’m ready for, honestly.”

Sliding off his lap, Lilly positioned herself in the crook of his arm and let herself enjoy the safety he offered her. It was new for her, and no small thing.

“What the hell is happening here?” Jack’s hand was rubbing her arm in a steady rhythm. It was soothing, but the tempo and the pressure of his touch betrayed that his nerves were as raw as hers.

“You don’t know either?”

“Lilly, I’m so out of my depth here with you, I don’t know what to think. But I only have one priority…” He looked down, his eyes darker, and serious. “I will not let anyone hurt you. Me included. I think about what I read. What you went through—” He stopped and sucked in a breath. “I can’t get my head around it. How could he… how could anyone?”

Lilly didn’t know how to answer his questions. But her heart lifted at his words. Declaring his undying love wouldn’t have meant as much to her as what he’d just told her. Feeling the tears well in her eyes, Lilly’s breath hitched.

“Oh, oh no. What did I say? I’m sorry. Please don’t cry.”

She shook her head frantically. The tears were good. They weren’t happy as much as cathartic. A relief.

“No. It’s okay. You… you believe me?” The knowledge, the comfort in his simple affirmation, was exactly what she needed. No one in L.A. had believed her. Even her friends, who had been wonderful and supportive, didn’t know the whole truth because so much horrible behavior was shrugged off. It wasn’t that Maddie or Noel would have thought Lilly was lying, but the trauma wouldn’t have the same impact. Jack, with his years of seeing victims firsthand, knew what she’d gone through with Gio had a name… abuse. Even Lilly had a hard time with it.

“Of course I believe you. Make no mistake about that. I’m on your side. The other day, when I made those stupid comments… I shouldn’t have. I was an asshole, but I never doubted you. Never.”

There was no holding back after that. Lilly broke. She crumbled in Jack’s arms, the sobs coming in great gulps, purging so much of the grief and sorrow that had been weighing her down. Never had she been so relieved, so utterly relieved. He believed her. He didn’t preface anything with a “but” or a question about how she could have handled things differently. His judgements from the other day were gone. There was no casting blame, or gaslighting.

The gaslighting… first from Gio, then from the police and the D.A. “Are you sure of that account, Miss Vasquez? That’s a bit of a stretch, considering your relationship with Mr. Graham. We’ve never had a complaint like this before. No one is going to take this seriously.”

And no one did. Until Jack walked into her apartment with a packet full of her secrets.

He listened. He cared. And now he offered her the greatest gift… his unwavering support.

Jack seemed to understand, because he didn’t say anything. He let her cry it out, holding her tight as she sobbed into his shirt. Bouts of tears like this hadn’t come in a long time. She’d buried her feelings, believing there was no reason to expend the energy. What had happened was in the past. But with each tear that fell, with each soothing caress of Jack’s hand, Lilly knew she’d only been denying how much she needed the release. How much she needed someone to hear her.

Finally, someone had.
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Jack had never had to squelch the urge to hurt someone like he did at that moment. He’d been a soldier, or in law enforcement, for the majority of his adult life. He knew violence. He understood crime and criminals. But this was personal. This was Lilly, and since the second she kissed him fourteen years ago, he’d never lost the feeling that they were linked together. Now, feeling her quivering body in his arms, her shoulders shaking with sobs, he felt that bond more acutely than ever before.

Gio didn’t hurt just anyone. He’d hurt Lilly. And if it wouldn’t make the situation even worse, Jack might have thought about how he could make the bastard pay.

Finally, Lilly started to quiet down. He felt the trembling slow, and then stop. The sobs became sniffles, and slowly, her body relaxed into his. Jack didn’t let go; in fact, he was trying to figure out how he was going to get her to let him stay. She didn’t know it yet, but he wasn’t leaving, even if he had to sleep outside her door again.

“How are you doing?”

“Better,” she said. Sitting back, she rubbed the heels of her hands against her eyes. “Better. I guess I needed that.”

He nodded, but was suddenly at a loss for words. What did he do now? Less than five minutes ago, he wanted to take her to bed and bury himself inside her. Now the urge to protect was intense. Too intense.

Lilly stood and headed toward the kitchen. “Do you want anything? A beer, something else?”

No beer, he thought. “I saw some iced tea in your fridge…”

“Sure thing. Want to watch a movie?”

Normalcy was returning. Forced, but she was trying her best to chase away the demons that haunted her. Jack joined her in the kitchen, watching as she put some popcorn in a container, poured a little oil in, and stuck it in the microwave. “Do I get to pick the movie?”

He didn’t expect the question to get the reaction it did. Lilly froze for a second, considered what he’d said, and then answered with a completely flat affect. “Nope.”

“What?” He tried to match his response to hers. “Aren’t I the guest here?”

“Since when are you ever a guest? You make yourself at home wherever you go.”

“I do not.”

“You’re supremely comfortable with who you are, Jack. So, people let down their guard around you. But I’m going to be strong. I’m picking. Last night I watched the Yankees with you. It’s my turn.”

A laugh exploded from his chest. She was fantastic. And she was strong. Stronger than she realized. “You didn’t watch. You fell asleep.” He saw her lips twitch and he couldn’t resist, he grabbed her by the waist and dragged her close. The scent of her, a combination of bold and sweet, made him dizzy. “What do you want to watch?”

“I dunno. Something sappy and girly.”

“Figures.”

“You’ll live.”

He didn’t know about that. The popcorn in the microwave behind them provided the only sound in the apartment, rhythmic little explosions that matched the neurons frying in his brain. The irony wasn’t lost on him.


Chapter Fifteen


It wasn’t the floor outside her apartment, but Jack’s neck felt only marginally better when he woke up on Lilly’s couch. The last thing he remembered was watching Hugh Grant and Julia Roberts moon over each other in Notting Hill. He never got the appeal of the movie, but Lilly sat there with the popcorn in her lap, the cat snuggled next to her and a box of tissues close by.

She thought their love was fated; Jack thought poor Hugh got played. Ten years down the road, there would be a messy divorce and he’d be raising the kid.

It took him a second to realize Lilly was laying across him, head in his lap, a soft purr escaping with each breath. Checking his phone for the time, he swore. “Shit. One-fifteen. Lilly…” He gently took hold of her shoulder and gave it a light shake. She moaned, stretched, and pulled herself into a fetal position. The dress she had on draped over the curves of her body, and Jack took a moment to appreciate the beautiful woman curled up in his lap.

“Lilly, honey, we fell asleep.”

“Huh, what?”

“We fell asleep, it’s after one.”

It took a second for her to process what he said. She pursed her lips, then a crinkle formed between her brows… then her eyes flew open, and he knew she’d gotten the message.

Popping up, she did a little shake of her head, and stared at him. “Did you say after one?”

“Uh huh. You should get to bed. I’m on vacation, but you have to work in the morning.”

“Yeah, and we have a full schedule.”

The woman didn’t stop. “You don’t get a break, do you?”

“We have our slow days, but tomorrow we have a back-to-school haircut special. I run it one day a week the three weeks before school starts.”

“So, you’re going to have a salon full of kids?”

“And teachers. I run a special for teachers and school staff, too. It’s going to be nuts.”

Standing, Lilly extended her arms over her head, stretching her body out in all its curvy glory. Lord have mercy. The woman moved with the grace of a ballerina and the sass of a porn star. It was the most glorious contradiction. Jack kept his hands close to his sides, not letting them budge while Lilly was close. She was so tempting, but once she admitted she wasn’t ready for anything with him, no matter how much he wanted to feel all that lovely softness, he’d keep his hands to himself. His grandmother and his mother taught him to be a gentleman, and he wasn’t going to forget those lessons when they were most important.

When Lilly finally walked away from the couch, her skirt swishing around her legs, Jack rose, scrubbing his hands across his face to bring himself out of the stupor she induced. But the gods of temptation weren’t done with him yet. He never expected that would be the moment Lilly became a contortionist. It only took a few seconds of twisting and writhing, and without a word she pulled her bra from the sleeve of the dress. Just like that. She whipped that puppy off and tossed it on the chair.

He’d never seen anything like it before, and when Lilly turned around, the soft knit dress highlighted every pebble and curve of her ample, beautiful breasts.

It was torture, pure and simple. The woman turned his brain into paste, and Jack, still thinking about the lessons the women in his life taught him, kept his thoughts to himself.

“Jack, is something wrong? I mean, other than it being too late and we’re both exhausted?”

Obviously, he didn’t do a very good job masking those thoughts. But tempting or not, Jack had to keep focused on his objective.

What was that again?

Lilly took a deep breath and let out a sigh. “Are you going home, or are am I going to find you outside my door in the morning?”

It had crossed Jack’s mind. Lilly had had a pretty thorough meltdown earlier, and he didn’t like the idea of her being alone.

“Umm… I don’t know. I can’t say you won’t.”

“I’m fine, you know?”

The hell with distance. He took a step toward her, and Lilly’s face tilted up. Her eyes were misty and soft from sleep, and her skin, the makeup long gone, looked almost golden in the light, sparkling and shining like something earthy and precious.

“Can I sleep on the couch?”

“You don’t have to.”

Taking a chance, Jack reached out and cupped her cheek in his hand, a bad idea, and slid his fingers into the wisps of hair by her neck, Another bad idea. She leaned in, the feel of her skin and hair reminding him of the fluid softness of one of his grandmother’s silk scarves.

The memory from his childhood was right there in his hands. Fitting, since Lilly had been part of his life for almost as long as he could remember. The two of them had danced around each other for so many years, he almost felt relief that there was a possibility this thing between them might have some closure.

He had no idea what these feelings meant, or if it was even a consideration, but he knew he had to be careful with her. No matter what Jack felt, Lilly’s heart was fragile, and he wouldn’t break it.

“So? Couch? I’m getting too old to sleep on the floor.”

“And I’m too old for a babysitter.”

“I’m not a babysitter, Lilly.”

It was then, when her eyes drilled into him with focused intensity, that Jack knew his reckoning was coming.

“Then what are you?”

His thumb circled over the soft skin of her cheek, and words danced around in his head. Jack didn’t know what to say because there was no right answer to the question.

Then again, maybe that was the answer. “I don’t know. Part of me wants to say you’re my friend, and you are, but that doesn’t seem like enough.”

Jack waited for her response, wondering if that particular truth was too much. The last thing he wanted to do was play on her emotions. Lilly took another step closer. There was just a whisper of space between them, but he could feel her. Their connection was that strong.

Lilly nodded quickly, almost imperceptibly. “Anything else feels like too much, too scary, doesn’t it? I get it.”

“We’ve entered new territory.” The emotions jumping between them arced like an electrical current. There was conflict, fear, and a will to survive on her own terms, but at the same time, the vulnerability he sensed beneath the raw strength was intoxicating. It triggered every primal male instinct embedded in his DNA.

“You want to sleep on my couch?” she asked.

“Yes.”.

“Okay.”

Without realizing he’d been holding his breath, Jack exhaled. It wasn’t that he wanted to sleep on her couch, but he wanted to be close. And that Lilly trusted him enough to let him stay made his heart beat a little steadier.

Trust like that, blind trust, was everything between two people. It was the foundation on which lifetimes were built.

“I’ll get you a pillow and a blanket.” Before he could stop her, she scurried into her bedroom. A week ago, he’d been staked out in an abandoned building sleeping against a wall. Last night it was her foyer. The couch would be an upgrade. There were some thumps and bumps, as well as a stray curse before Jack followed her in there. He found Lilly jumping to grab the extra linens at the top of her closet. All that jiggling and bouncing was either erotic or comic. He wasn’t sure which, until he got a response from his crotch. Great.

Moving behind her, Jack reached up and took down the pillow, saving himself from any more torture.

“There you go.” The hand-off should have been simple, but her closeness, her scent, got under his skin.

“Oh, ah. Thanks. The shelves are so high. It’s tough for someone vertically challenged.”

“You mean short?” Lilly had always been a peanut, but no one wore it better than she did. No one. Still, he liked teasing her.

Lilly smacked him with the pillow. “That’s not nice.”

Jack felt the smirk pull at the corner of his mouth. “Wah wah. Cry me a river.”

Lilly whacked him again, and instinctively, without any thought, he pulled her in, the pillow caught between them.

Everything went still.

His gaze fell on hers and Jack plummeted into her fathomless deep brown eyes. He saw his life in there, his future, and he had to figure out what to do about it.

Lilly’s hands clutched the pillow, her grip firm, her body taut. He could see the muscles in her shoulders flex. She was going to ask him to leave. He’d just gone too far.

“Lilly, I just want to crash. I promise no more teasing.”

Pulling the pillow away from him, she took a step back, her eyes laser focused. He wanted to take back whatever it was he’d done, whatever he’d said, but he couldn’t pinpoint his exact offense. The transgression could have been minor, but she wasn’t telling. Dread flooded through him and his brain screamed at him to do something.

“God, whatever it is, I’m sorry.”

She could have been a statue. The woman was frozen in place, and Jack was screwed.

“Lilly, say something. Anything. I’m sorry.”

Lilly started to turn away, and Jack was about to beg if he had to. But right as he was about to open his mouth, he was whacked on the side of the head. The weapon of choice?

A pillow.

When Jack looked up, Lilly was standing across the room, her legs wide and her pillow at the ready. Jack was so attracted to her at that moment, he was ready to propose. God, she was fantastic. Was there another woman on the planet who could look like a warrior while holding a plump pillow in a frilly pillowcase? With a quick grab, Jack found his own weapon on her bed. More ruffles, and it was pink. He would own the pink.

“Do you really want to do this?” He shook out the pillow to allow for maximum volume and prepared for incoming.

“Bring it, G-Man.” Her eyes narrowed, but her smile widened.

“Fine,” he said waiting for her next move. “Game on.”
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Lilly had forgotten how competitive Jack was. He wasn’t going to go easy on her, but that was fine. She was ready for it. This was going to be fun, and God knew, she could use some fun.

He started swinging the pillow back and forth by the corner, keeping it loose and fluid. “I cannot believe we’re having a pillow fight,” he said.

“We aren’t doing anything right now. You’re just swinging it around. Come on.”

“I happened to be the pillow fight champion in my family. You might regret this.”

“Pffft. Stop stalling.”

Lilly knew she was baiting him, but the tension that had bubbled up between them needed to be diffused somehow. This was as good a way as any. Her senses were heightened, watching him for the slightest move. He flinched to one side, then the other. He was trying to fake her.

Lilly was having none of it. It was possible he was holding back because he didn’t want to be too aggressive. Sweet Jack. A warrior on one side, and a total softie on the other. He was still going down.

Tired of waiting, she lunged and swung her pillow, connecting squarely with his shoulder.

Peering at her, his expression amused, Jack raised an eyebrow. “Is that all you got?”

The challenge was all she needed. Lilly started swinging and so did he. The gentle thumps and thuds perforated their laughter, which bounced around her bedroom. Her heart was positively light. Jumping up on her bed, Lilly stood there glaring down at him.

Jack shook his head. “You’re insane. Get down from there.”

“No! Do you yield?”

“Yield? Chill out, Lancelot. No.”

She swung the pillow, but he grabbed it, and with one good tug she lost her footing, falling onto the bed. Lilly landed in the soft comforter with a whoosh, and sank into the pillowtop mattress.

Jack leaned over her, his smile tipping between mischievous and wicked. “Do you yield?”

“Never.” He was so close she could feel the tickle of his breath on her cheek. It would be so easy to kiss him and let the world spin out from under them. However, true to form, she chickened out. “But, um… I do have to sleep.”

Pushing away, Jack turned his body. She heard him exhale—a long, steady breath that could have indicated exasperation or resignation. “Right. Of course.”

Sitting on the bed, he propped the pillow against the headboard and leaned into it, once again displaying that sense of ease that was so utterly endearing. Something in Lilly’s heart stirred. It was an old feeling, something hugging her heart in the way only old feelings did. It was connected to Jack, no doubt. His closeness, their changing relationship, her old crush, all had a place.

There were so many things that could go south between them, but for now, things were going right.

When she looked up, she caught him examining the picture of her and her brother that she kept on the nightstand. She didn’t know why she was so set on keeping Luca in her life when he was set on keeping everyone out of his.

“You miss him?”

Lilly nodded. “He doesn’t deserve it. But yeah, I do.”

“Something is keeping him away. I don’t know what, but he’ll be back.”

Jack’s read on people was usually dead on. And Lilly hoped he was right. Thinking about her brother was painful, and Lilly didn’t know exactly why. They were never particularly close, but she always loved having a big brother. Even if her big brother didn’t return the affection. It hurt. “I have to change.”

She rose from the bed and grabbed a T-shirt from her dresser drawer. Once she was safely in the bathroom, it was Lilly’s turn to breathe.

There was a lovely ache in her lower belly where desire bloomed like a summer flower. Jack had done that. With him around, her body was a wonderful jumble of emotions and sensations. She had no idea what she was ready for, but she didn’t have to decide at that moment. There was time to deal with Jack, her surprisingly vocal libido, and her mixed up heart.

She pulled the dress over her head and slipped on the long, pale yellow sleep tee. Tying up her hair, she smeared cream all over her face, wiping it all off with a tissue. Once that was done, Lilly examined her face in the mirror. Her skin was still smooth, and there was fullness in her lips. She was lucky that genetics would hold off overt signs of aging for a long while. Her mother and grandmother looked years younger than they were, so she had some good genes floating around on both sides of the family. But her eyes showed her the starkest change. There were a few crow’s feet, which didn’t really bother her; but the weariness she saw reflected back did. If the eyes were the window to the soul, Lilly’s eyes gave her, and anyone who really looked, a clear view of her pain.

This was why she hated Gio. He’d ruined not just her past, but her present, and maybe her future—if she let him.

As much as Lilly detested that the film shoot had come to Compass Cove, she couldn’t deny that it was forcing her to face all the things from which she’d run. Maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. If Lilly was ever going to get closure, if she was ever going to put the trauma behind her, she had to deal with what sent her running.

Gio was part of it, and there wasn’t much that would make her want to face him, but she could face Jack. He was no Gio, that was certain, but she’d run away from him just the same. And where had it gotten her?

Lilly was done running, especially from the people who loved her. While she wasn’t sure Jack fell into that category, she knew the deep affection between them went beyond a simple friendship. Maybe, if there was a risk to be taken, it was with him.

Her body vibrated with want, with need. He could be the bridge back to herself. Even if it wasn’t permanent, Jack represented a chance, and she’d be dumb not to take it.

Squaring her shoulders, she stepped back into the bedroom. Jack was in the same place on her bed as a few minutes ago, but he was sound asleep. Head back against the pillows, he snored softly.

“Well, so much for the grand seduction.” Seduction was wishful thinking, but she could dream. She suspected Jack’s honor and sense of right would keep him from doing more than kissing her. Staring down, she felt a tingling in the vicinity of her heart. He was so handsome. In some ways he hadn’t aged at all, but in other ways his maturity was evident. His eyes and his smile were still boyish, but the gray hair at his temples, the ruddiness of his skin, told a tale of all the things he’d seen and the places he’d been. Jack had gone to war. He’d dedicated his life to protecting people, whether in the Army or the FBI. He was selfless, a warrior, a guardian, but he’d never take credit.

The throw on the chair in the corner was light, perfect for summer sleeping, so she grabbed it and draped it over him. For a second, she thought about going to the couch herself, but looked at the queen-sized bed and thought that there was plenty of room for her. It wouldn’t be a problem. So, she got in on the other side of the bed.

It was odd. And perfect. His weight pulled her slightly toward the middle of the mattress, and even thought she was underneath the coverlet, and he was on top, she could feel the warmth of his body. She instructed her electronic assistant to turn off the lights and set the alarm, and even with the acknowledgement, Jack didn’t stir. Maybe this was a mistake, but at the moment, they both needed to sleep.

Lilly smiled as she turned on her side and brought the light coverlet over her shoulder. Wouldn’t Jack be surprised when he opened his eyes in the morning? She hoped she was awake to see it.


Chapter Sixteen


When Jack opened his eyes, the brightness of the morning nearly blinded him. Sunlight streamed through the floor-to-ceiling windows, and as he drifted awake, awareness of his surroundings hit him squarely in the chest.

He was in Lilly’s room.

In Lilly’s bed.

Looking to his right had him questioning his sanity. Yep, there she was.

What the hell had happened last night? The last thing he remembered was they’d had a pillow fight, flirted—probably too much—and then… that was the last thing he remembered.

He was still dressed and so was she, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. He decided he had to walk the scenario back to get some answers.

First things first, he was on top of the covers, she was under. As he noted, they were both dressed. Looking around, there was no sign they’d done anything but sleep.

Content that was all that had happened, Jack relaxed back into the pillows and let his gaze fall on the woman next to him.

The sunlight hit her from behind, creating a glow that made her look like she’d come from heaven. Jack wasn’t the type to wax poetic about a woman, but Lilly brought all those latent feelings to the surface.

She took long, shallow breaths, which he could hear when she exhaled. Turned on her side, she clutched the quilt in her hands. The covers draped over her curves and Jack wondered if he would ever get to do more than admire her from a distance.

Guilt settled in. He’d rejected her once already. Sure, they were both young, but the guilt still ate a hole right through him. It was an impossible situation. Lilly was heading off to school, he was being deployed, but Jack couldn’t deny that he’d been tempted by her. Now, looking back, he wondered if they’d lost too much time.

Music suddenly filled the room, forcing a long, sustained groan from Lilly’s throat. The music she’d picked for her alarm was a chirpy pop song, and it made him groan a little too, but probably not for the same reasons.

“Alarm off,” she called out. The music stopped, and Lilly’s eyes fluttered open. Jack could get used to seeing her the minute she woke up. Her eyes were large, appearing dark and bright at the same time. The contrast was unique and mesmerizing. There was a newness in them that reflected the day, and an innocence that didn’t betray the trials she’d gone through.

Her gaze was fixed on him. It was intimidating as hell, and Jack didn’t know what to say or do. Instinctively, he reached out and brushed a strand of hair off her face. “Morning.”

“Morning. How long have you been awake?”

“Not long. A few minutes.” He pushed away another strand of hair. “Why didn’t you wake me up last night?”

“I don’t know.” She was still lying on her side, her eyes staying on his. “It was late, and you were really out. I didn’t have the heart to send you to the couch.”

The trust she put in him with that simple act was tremendous. He’d never been so moved. Lilly had built a wall around herself. A barrier to protect herself from whatever the world threw at her. Watching for a signal, a clue, about what was going through her head, Jack finally leaned in and kissed her cheek. Lilly’s eyes drifted shut; if she wanted him to leave her alone, she wasn’t giving any indication.

His thumb brushed against her jaw and Lilly leaned into it, searching for more closeness. More connection. Jack’s hand opened, cupping her cheek. She nuzzled it, kissing it, the petal softness of her lips setting him on fire.

He was mesmerized, his eyes fixed on her every move. She grasped his hand with hers, and their eyes met. A lifetime was hanging between them. Jack could feel the air thicken in the room. This wasn’t just want. Or need. It wasn’t lust. There was so much more behind what was happening between them.

That’s what made it so fucking intimidating. He and Lilly, with all their baggage, were playing for keeps. Everything had changed. He had changed. Unlike the man who floated in and out of Compass Cove, Jack saw forever, and Lilly was part of it.

“I’m ready, Jack. I’m scared, but I’m ready.”

“Lilly…” There were no doubts. He could see it in her face, but he had to ask anyway. “Are you sure? I need you to be sure.”

She nodded, and a smile teased her lips. “I’m sure. I’ve always been sure about you.” Pushing herself up, Lilly’s arm braced at her side, he was able to see the curve of her body beneath the sheer yellow tee shirt. The woman was miraculous in so many ways; her body was just one.

His hand skimmed over her shoulder, and down across her collarbone, brushing lightly against her breast. Biting at her lower lip, Jack sensed her apprehension, but she didn’t pull away. Instead, she leaned in and kissed the base of his throat.

“Sweet Jesus,” Jack murmured.

“I know you’re worried. But don’t be.”

“I can’t help it.” He’d worry about her until the day he died. He always had. “You’ve been through so much. I don’t want to make a mistake with you.”

Touching his face, soothing him when it should have been the other way around, was sobering. “You won’t. You couldn’t.”

“I don’t know about that.”

Lilly kissed him gently on the mouth. “You think too much.”

Maybe he did. But nothing was more important right now. Her safety, her well-being, were the only things on his mind. “You might have to get used to it.”

She chuckled. “Isn’t that my job? Worrying?”

The sunny, sweet smell of the morning wrapped around his brain and he finally couldn’t stand it any longer. He pulled her close.

“If we do this, there’s no turning back.” The stakes had never been greater. “There’s no more easy friendship. We have too much going on between us, Lilly. If it goes south, we’ll lose everything we have now.”

“I have faith. In you. In us. I always have.”

That was the damn truth. She had more faith in him than he ever deserved.

Pressing his forehead to hers, Jack reveled in the simple bit of contact. There was so much to think about, and yet, at that moment, it was just the two of them, trying to figure out what to do next. An age-old problem, with very new complications.

Lilly pressed her lips to his, and the spark caught. Something dead inside him flared to life. The years of missing her crashed down around him. Memories flashed through his head. Nights in country, mortar fire in the distance, friends dying. Through it all, thoughts of Lilly kept him from losing all hope.

Now he was here, in the place he should have been all along. Allowing himself to sink into the haze of desire, he ran his hand slowly up her leg, and under the soft yellow T-shirt she’d worn to bed. Her curves were soft and lush, her skin silky smooth. As he inched his way higher, his hand touched her, and he felt her flinch.

And it wasn’t in a good way.

Shit.

Her eyes were shut tight. Not because she was in the moment, savoring every sensation, but because she was trying not to be.

“Lilly.” He kept his voice quiet. “Open your eyes. Look at me.”

When she did, Jack’s heart hurt, but not for himself. She wasn’t ready for this. There was fire and determination. Like she had to prove something, but that wasn’t good enough.

“Tell me again. Are you sure you want this? I don’t need you to be brave, I need you with me.”

“What do you mean? Are you having second thoughts?”

“Not at all, but it’s not about me. I need the truth. Do you want this?”

There was the slightest quiver of her lower lip, but her eyes stayed steady and she didn’t cry. “I do. I want you. But—” She took a deep breath, and with that, he felt her body shiver. “I don’t think I can. I want to, but I can’t.”

Nodding, Jack knew telling him ‘no’ was probably harder than closing her eyes and going through with it. But she had nothing to prove to him. Lilly had to be all in, or he was no better than Gio.

“Okay.”

“I’m sorry.” She reached up and took his face in her hands. “I’m sorry if I led you on.”

“Don’t apologize. You don’t owe me anything. You come first.”

“But…”

“No buts. I’m fine.” He sat up and kept held of her hands as he pulled himself back from the brink. She had a right to say no. “You know, we didn’t get to have dinner last night. What would you say to a couple of sandwiches and a sail later on?”

“I’d say that sounds really nice.” Her shoulders relaxed when she realized he wasn’t angry. That only made him hate Gio more. “I close at five.”

“I’ll pick you up at the marina at six. Any preferences? I’ll stop at the deli.”

“Roast beef on rye. A little bit of mayo, salt and pepper. And macaroni salad.”

“You got it.” He leaned in and kissed her. It went on a little longer than he expected, but he wasn’t going to complain. “I’m going to get out of here before my grandmother catches me.”

He was just about to make a quick stop in the bathroom, when she called out to him. “Jack?”

“Yeah?” He turned to see she was curled on her side again, this time clutching the pillow he’d slept on. She was rosy and rumpled, and Jack was fighting every urge to go back to bed and hold her for the next hour, or ten.

“Thank you.”

“For what?” He knew what she was saying, but Jack didn’t think any guy deserved to be thanked because he didn’t act like a dick.

“For not letting me down. It’s nice to trust someone again.”

He would never take that trust lightly. “Always.”

Right there was the center of Lilly’s problem. Trust. She didn’t really trust anyone. Her family, her friends, no one. Like so many victims of assault, she was defining herself and the people around her by the crime. It was never what would they think of him? Lilly worried what people, even people who loved her, would think about her. The lens through which they saw her, in her mind, was clouded by her experience.

That fear kept her isolated in a town full of people who knew her the best, who cared for her. Maybe trusting him was the first step in stepping out from behind the wall she’d built around herself.
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Lilly was moving through the routine of her day as she always did, but something felt different. She wasn’t tense. This morning, she found herself feeling lighter than she had in years. She noticed it the second she stepped outside her apartment. Instead of letting Eve pick up bagels and coffee for everyone, Lilly decided to do it herself. She didn’t know what exactly was going on, but there was something really wonderful about not looking over her shoulder all the time.

This morning with Jack was one reason. He’d been amazing. She’d really overestimated herself, but he knew right away that she wasn’t ready for sex.

And he’d backed off. There’d been no guilt. No anger. Just a sweet, understanding man who put her needs first.

Imagine that?

If she wasn’t in love with him already, that would have done it.

That was new also. The admission that she’d never, ever gotten over him, and she probably never would, had been teasing her since she’d gotten back from California. No, she didn’t see him every day, but even small doses of Jack were enough of a reminder that her feelings for him couldn’t be thrown away easily. There was no getting over your soulmate.

Maybe she needed to see if the compass had something to tell her.

She had been putting that moment in the compass shop out of her head, and she guessed Jack had too.

Then again, perhaps she shouldn’t. Lilly thought the day she’d walked out of that little boathouse was the end of her infatuation with Jack Miller. It seemed final, especially to her very broken eighteen-year-old heart. But so much had happened in fourteen years. Both of them had grown, had experienced loss, heartache, fear. It was possible Lilly’s feelings had just gone dormant, waiting for the right time.

The shop was bustling, and that included her grandmother and Mrs. Miller, who had come in to have their nails done. Their weekly hair appointments were always fun with the four ladies commandeering the whole shop and turning it into a hive of town gossip and family chatter, but today was just the two of them. Being nosy.

The stylists chairs were full of kids getting their back-to-school cuts, and the two older ladies were sitting in comfy chairs, waiting for their nails to dry. They were chatting with the comfort of very old friends.

It was something Lilly always marveled at. Her grandmother had worked for the Millers for over thirty years. She had been their employee, but all she saw was a deep respect and love that the two women had for each other.

It spoke volumes about both. Anna Miller was down to earth, kind and respected all people, but her grandmother was confident, smart, and never doubted who she was or her value. That put them, despite their completely different backgrounds, on equal footing. It was the kind of friendship that was an example for everyone.

“Lilly, dear?” Mrs. Miller waved her over. “Have you seen Jack today? I left the house early for physical therapy, and his car was already gone.”

Gone? Not exactly. Lilly took her time with the answer. Mrs. Miller was fishing for information. There was no way Lilly would give her what she wanted, but she couldn’t tell her to mind her business either. She decided not exactly a lie, but not exactly the truth, would have to do.

“I saw him this morning before I picked up the bagels.” Not a lie. She did see him before she picked up the bagels. “He mentioned something about the gym.”

Also the truth. He was probably just getting back to the house.

Mrs. Miller held her gaze for a moment and smiled. “Ah. I see. Well, if you’re going to see him later, tell him to say hello to his old granny.” Looking over at Abuela, Mrs. Miller shrugged. “The boy has wings. I never see him.”

“I know how you feel,” Abuela said. “I’m lucky Lilly has the shop I can visit, or I might never see her.”

“Is this the grandmother guilt squad?” Lilly asked. “Because I can make myself scarce while you two complain about us.”

Mrs. Miller chuckled at the scolding. “Hmm. Cheeky. If you see my grandson, please tell him to stop and see me.”

“I’m actually seeing him later. He’s grabbing a couple of sandwiches and we’re going to take a sail.”

“Oh. Oh! That’s lovely. The weather will be perfect for a sail. You enjoy that.”

Lilly was about to respond when Eve called to her from the front of the shop. The grannies looked at each other, something passing between them, and Lilly wondered if she should be worried.

These women had a long history between them. Words weren’t always necessary, but that didn’t mean people wouldn’t pick up on the woo-woo between them.

“Uh-huh,” Lilly said as she turned. “Why do I have a feeling I’m missing something?”

“Don’t be silly, Mi’ja.” Abuela waved her off. “You go tend to your business.”
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Jack pulled down the long driveway of the estate, parking his car next to the low-slung convertible his sister had rented when she rolled back into town. Natalie said she was done hopping around the globe, but Jack didn’t know about that. As far as he could tell, she was trying to make the best out of a bad situation. Natalie felt as displaced as he did when he came out of the Army. The difference was, Jack knew he had a long stint of training ahead of him in Quantico. Nat didn’t have that on her side. He expected this was going to get ugly.

They’d talked only a little since she landed back in Compass Cove, and he had to say, it was weird being back in the old house, in his old room, with his Mom and his sister part of his everyday life. This was exactly how it had been before he left for school. Natalie and her friends were always around, hanging out in the den, or her room, or at the beach. Lilly was there all the time, the two of them studying, giggling, and consuming more chocolate than should have been legal.

Jordan would be there once in a while when she wasn’t tearing up the track, but mostly it was Nat and Lilly.

Throwing the car into park, he took a deep breath as he saw his mother step outside. She was in a pair of dress pants and a button-down shirt, which meant it was a workday. She must have stopped at home for lunch.

Lifting her hand, she waved when she caught sight of him. She was already gone this morning by the time he got home from Lilly’s, and the last thing he needed was questions.

Might as well get it over with. He waved back and got out of the car.

“Hey there, handsome? I missed you this morning.”

“Yeah, I was out really early.” He was going to hell. “I picked up an egg on a roll and ate it by the pier.”

That wasn’t a total lie. He did get an egg sandwich and eat it down by the water. He left when some seagulls started sizing him up for an ambush.

“Uh huh. Why were you up so early?”

“I couldn’t sleep. You know… wedding stuff.”

“Riiight. The wedding. Okay then. I’m going back to work.” He couldn’t tell if she was angry or avoiding the conversation. Then she stopped and turned right before she got in the car. “Stop over and see your grandmother. She said you’re taking the boat out later? She has something for you.”

“Um. Yeah, I am. It’s a good day for it.” And his grandmother apparently knew he had a date. “Did she say what it was?”

“No. Just that she needed to see you.”

His grandmother lived in the big house on the estate. They called it “the big house”, but it was really a twenty-two-room mansion. Jack had grown up in the guest house, which was a four-bedroom home that had never been used for guests. His mother had stayed there even after his father died because the estate was the home that he, his brothers, and sister knew. His mother never felt anything but deep love for her in-laws, and they felt the same about her.

“Jack, is everything okay?”

He didn’t want to say too much because his mother was already zeroing in on his bullshit, but he was really at a loss. His entire world was turned upside down. He was making plans he never expected to be making, and he was falling in love with one of his oldest friends. It was everything, but it was not okay. “Yep. Fine.”

She cocked her head to one side, as if to ask if he was sure, but she didn’t. “All right. Have a good time later.” She settled herself in the car and lowered the window. “Grandma… don’t forget.”

“Going now.”

Looking over at the big house sitting across the cobblestone courtyard, he had no idea what his grandmother was angling at, but something inside him felt cornered, and he didn’t like it.

He loved his family, but there were times the need to know everything he was doing was more than he could handle. It was the reason he stayed away sometimes. On top of it all, the nature of his work was secretive. There was nothing he could tell, and rather than hurt feelings all around, he just avoided situations where there would be too many questions.

Sometimes, all the close-knit family stuff could get on his nerves, which made him feel like the biggest shit on the planet. He knew his family would always be there for him, but he hadn’t always returned the favor.

His grandparents had been the footing on which his family thrived, especially when his dad, their only son, died when he and his siblings were all just kids. His mother, her heart broken, kept going for her children. And over time, his grandparents healed by helping his mother hold it together.

His memories were sketchy, but the Miller clan pulled together in times when they most needed to. Jack had never felt alone. That warmth and connection had followed him halfway around the world, penetrating war zones and black ops, giving him an anchor to home.

The path around the side of the house was the same weathered gray cobblestone that covered the courtyard drive. The front door was closer to his mother’s cottage, but he was headed for the kitchen door, perched under a breezeway that connected the four-car garage to the house. The front door was for company, not family.

As soon as he entered the vestibule that was attached to the kitchen, familiar sounds and smells teased his memory. He heard his grandmother’s lilting laugh, and Clarita’s musical accent. It was like a flashback to his childhood, when he’d come home from school to find the women chatting at the kitchen table over cups of coffee and whatever treat Clarita had whipped up that day.

Standing in the kitchen doorway, the scene before him was familiar… comfortable. The two friends, older but no less connected, had a pitcher of iced tea and a bowl of sliced fruit between them. They were laughing.

And they stopped as soon as he cleared his throat.

“You two are up to no good,” he said. Entering the kitchen, Jack lifted the lid on the black and white cow cookie jar his grandmother had had on the counter for as long as he could remember. It was empty.

“Don’t you even say a proper hello?” Grandma folded her arms and did her best to stare him down, but it wasn’t working. Matriarch of the clan she might be, but Jack could spot a con coming a mile away.

“Fine… hello, ladies. Mom said you were looking for me?”

“Yes, I was. Lilly said you two were going out on the boat later? It’s a nice night for a sail. Taking a picnic?”

She wasn’t even subtle.

“I was going to go to the deli,” he offered. “Pick up sandwiches.”

“The deli?” Clarita waved him off. “So much money. We will make you some sandwiches.”

“I can afford a couple of sandwiches.”

“No, don’t be silly.” Grandmother patted his hand. “Stop by before you leave. Chef will have the cooler packed. I thought I’d have more people underfoot this week with the wedding being so close, but no one is arriving for a few days. I have plenty of food. She can whip up something.”

Jack was about to argue, but realized he wasn’t going to get anywhere with the two of them. It was a cooler of food. Innocent. It would save him a trip to the deli. “You’re sure? I don’t want you to go through any trouble.”

“Oh, it’s no trouble.” Grandma’s eyes went wide. “I like that you and Lilly are spending time together. She’s lovely.”

“She is. Very lovely.” Don’t say too much, Miller. Stop talking. “It will be good to have a little down time before all the wedding craziness kicks into gear.”

“I’m so looking forward to the wedding. Aren’t you, Clarita?” She waved her hands around. “Love and romance will be in the air.”

Lilly’s abuela nodded. “Love tends to be contagious. We can only hope.”

These two really had to work on their game. He was amused, but Jack had no intention of giving them an inch of information. “I’m going to go shower off my workout. Thank you, Grandma, for making the picnic. I’ll be by about four.”

“It will be all ready.”

Each woman received the kiss he planted on their cheeks. Clarita patted his hand when he leaned in. “You have a good time. Help Lilliana have some fun. She needs some.”

“You got it. Fun. I’ll tell her it’s been decreed.”

“Go.” His grandmother waved him toward the door. “I’ll see you later.”

As soon as Jack stepped outside, he heard them laugh again, most likely at his expense. Closing his eyes, Jack attempted to clear his head. A breeze ruffled the leaves in the trees surrounding the house, and the scent of the bay stirred in his nose.

Warm and rich, with the smell of salt paired with flowers from the garden, it triggered so many memories of summers years ago. Whether he was in grade school, or high school, he had good memories.

Hopefully tonight, he’d help Lilly remember how good it could be.


Chapter Seventeen


Lilly was sure she was going to find Jack waiting at the marina, because she was running late, as always. But to her surprise, he was just tying up the boat as she turned onto the visitor’s dock.

Jack had eased the family sailboat, named Belle Coeur, into an empty space between two big cabin cruisers. When he spotted her, she felt her face flush with warmth. Any other day, she would have thought it was the heat, but not today. The air was cool, the temperature had dropped quickly this afternoon, and there was a light breeze. No, the heat rising in her face was all Jack.

The man made her crazy in the best way. She had no idea where this new thing with them was going to go, but she felt light and happy, and Lilly would take that over the dark cloud that had hovered over her life any day of the week.

Lord, he was so handsome. He was in a pair of blue cargo shorts, boat shoes, and a dark olive-green T-shirt that had ARMY written across the front. A pair of Wayfarer sunglasses were perched on top of his head, which was exactly where they should be, because that allowed Jack’s blue eyes to be trained right on her.

The man looked like American royalty. When she got to the boat, he smiled, and like a cliché in real life, she felt a little weak in the knees.

He reached up. Lilly handed him her canvas bag before allowing him to take her hand and help her onto the deck.

“That was perfect timing,” she smiled. “I had to go back to feed and water Barney before I left, and I thought I was going to be late.”

“I’m the one who’s late. I was planning to be here sooner so I could go to the deli, but Grandma had Chef pack a cooler.”

“Oh. She did? That was nice of her. Unnecessary, but very sweet.”

“I was surprised she knew we were going out tonight. You told her?”

“Was I not supposed to?”

Lilly understood how families could be, and she could see where a little secrecy about their relationship, or whatever this was, might be a good thing, but she wasn’t going to censor everything she said.

“No, no, it’s not a problem, but…”

“But you don’t want to be the talk of the town?” Lilly agreed with him. Not her choice either.

“That. Exactly.” Taking a cursory glance around, probably out of habit, he took her hand in his. “We don’t need the static.”

That was an interesting way to put it, and accurate. The familiarity of Compass Cove came with a price tag, and that was having everyone all up in your business. All the time. About everything.

“I get your point.” Lilly knew what living in a fishbowl could do to a person, even a small fishbowl could mess with your head.

“Let’s head out. The sun goes down in a couple of hours.”

“Is it safe? To sail after dark?” Lilly loved the water, but she didn’t have a lot of experience with boats. She knew Jack grew up sailing, and she trusted him, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to ask him the question.

He must have sensed her apprehension because the grip on her hand eased, and then he laced her fingers with hers, a sign that they were in this together.

“Perfectly safe. We aren’t going that far. There’s a light breeze, but the Sound is calm. I checked all the nav lights and equipment. We’re fine. And there’s an almost full moon tonight. We’ll have that going for us.”

Jack, a picnic, and a moonlit night. It was the stuff of her teenage dreams. And her adult ones.

Going through all the necessary steps, he untied the boat from the dock. With the skill of someone doing this for most of his life, he eased them into the lane heading out of the cove.

Lilly sat next to him by the wheel and immediately reached into her tote for her jacket. No matter how warm it was on land, the water chilled her. Not in an uncomfortable way, but enough that she noticed.

Jack stood as he steered the boat between the buoys, letting the small engine power them out to open water. The white and orange markers floating on each side of the cove were the nautical version of a highway on/off ramp.

They passed by small marinas, the yacht club, and finally, the private homes that dotted the shore as Compass Cove eased into North Harbor, and then the harbor opened to Jennings Bay.

It was easy to see why the town had been built in that location. The natural protection offered by the land formation of Long Island’s north shore kept the little community from being flooded when storms kicked up. She’d seen it last March when a nor’easter swept across the island. While other towns were dealing with knee-deep water in the streets and in buildings, Compass Cove had a few puddles.

This was the place Jack’s family had lived for hundreds of years, first as seafaring merchants and then as local tradesmen. It was only in the past hundred years that the Miller family became THE Miller Family and acquired their great wealth.

However, it was the blood of his ancestors that drove Jack to work so hard. It drove the whole family. Even Natalie, who seemed spoiled by comparison with her jet-set life, had an intense work ethic.

“Penny for your thoughts?”

Lilly looked up, her eyes now on the man standing at the big silver wheel. He was in his element, relaxed and happy, and his eyes held a combination of curiosity and concern. He genuinely wanted to know what she was thinking.

“Just a penny?” Lilly joked. Jack raised an eyebrow, silently calling her out on her glib response. He really wanted to know. How cool was that? “Looking at the town from this angle changes things. I don’t see it the same way. I mean, there’s the Rinaldis’ house over there, and the cottage where Jordan used to live is right next door. A year ago, I sat on the sand looking out at the water while she told me about Chase cheating on her.”

“She was lucky she found out when she did.”

“No doubt about it. But looking at it from here, it’s different. I know what happened that night, I was there, but I dunno…” She paused and drew a breath because the next part hit close to home. “I guess seeing the house and the beach like this made me realize how easy it is to create a narrative when you’re on the outside looking in. And it doesn’t have to be true.”

“Are you worried that’s what people are doing to you? Creating a narrative?”

“Sometimes.” She saw the way people in town looked at her, especially now that the film crew was in town. “People think they know my story, but they don’t.”

“True enough.” He’d heard some of the gossip, and it was all he could do not to jump to Lilly’s defense. “But you also haven’t told your story. So, no one knows what’s true and what isn’t.”

Jack sat on the bench next to her, keeping hold of the wheel with one hand and looping his other arm around her. Lilly leaned in and dropped her head on his shoulder. It felt safe being here with him, and that wasn’t something she’d had for a long time.

“I found out from Adam the shoot should be over in a week, maybe sooner. Once they’re gone, everyone will forget all about it.”

“You’re probably right.”

“But, Lilly?” His voice signaled a tough question was about be asked. “Should that be the end of it? You have some stuff to deal with, and that doesn’t happen when you keep secrets.”

Damn. He wasn’t going to go easy on her. But Lilly didn’t know if she was ready to face her demons. “I wonder what your grandmother packed us for dinner?”

Changing the subject wasn’t going to work, but it was worth a try.

“Lilly…”

Staying close to him, Lilly closed her eyes, and let the words spin around for a bit before answering him. What he was suggesting was going to leave her raw, exposed.

“I don’t know how to heal. Not specifically.” Breathing hurt. Every bit of air was getting stuck in her chest. “I mean, telling people? My family and friends—what would they think of me?”

“They would hurt for you. Feel angry. Protective. All the things I’m feeling.”

He pulled her close as he guided the boat further into Jennings Bay. The sunlight reflected off the water, leaving a path of gold that seemed to go on forever. She wished this moment could do the same. Lilly knew Jack was right, that Gio would always occupy her headspace unless she took away his power. Right now, the secret of her abuse, and the shame, were his weapons.

“I’ll think about it.” It was the best she could do at the moment, and Jack conveyed his understanding with a kiss on her head.

“I’m here for you.”

She might never be able to tell him how much those words meant to her, but she suspected he knew already.

Being brave enough to take the next step was on her.

“Okay, we’re clear of the lane. Time to put up the main sail. Hold the wheel and do exactly what I tell you.”

“You want me to drive? Are you insane?”

“Just hold the wheel, Lilly.”

“But—” Before she could say another word, Jack leaned over and kissed her soundly on the mouth. All words stopped.

“Just. Hold. The. Wheel. I’m going to raise the sail.”

She widened her stance and held onto the wheel like her life depended on it. In the meantime. Jack undid the sail ties and pulled the rigging, which hoisted the large white sheet up the mast. “Turn the wheel a quarter turn to your left.”

She did as he asked and immediately the sail caught the wind and puffed out. Jack secured the line and returned to her side, nudging her shoulder with his. “There. That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“No, but how do you find this relaxing? Sailing seems like a lot of work.”

“Most good things are,” he said.

“Was that a veiled attempt at a lesson?”

Jack’s hands were both on the wheel as he steered the boat to further away from the coast. “I don’t think it was veiled, do you?”

He got points for honesty. As compassionate as he’d been, Jack wasn’t coddling her, and Lilly appreciated it. The pity factor was one of the things that motivated her silence. She hated how the people close to her might treat her if they knew the truth.

Lilly let her mind settle on the sound of the waves and the feel of the wind as it blew across the deck. The quiet that surrounded them was surreal. There were no machines. No voices. The air, salty and clean, seeped into every pore.

They’d lapsed into a comfortable silence, and it was a rare and wonderful place to be. There was no pressure to talk, and Lilly had never been more aware of her connection to another person as she was at that moment.

She’d never asked him what he thought about the other day at the compass shop, and didn’t know if she should. When Liam had dropped the compass in his hand, Lilly was simultaneously amused and confused because she had no idea what had possessed him to ask. It was more than likely an impulse, laced with a healthy dose of curiosity. But when the needle pointed at her, she found herself terrified.

What she should have said was, “I told you so.”

Because she had.

And she’d been right.

Jack was her soulmate. She was his. And the minutes that ticked away during that evening sail, quiet moments that allowed them to just be, was all the proof she needed.
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If he’d ever wondered what a contentment felt like, Jack had his answer. This particular night on the water, with the girl of his dreams tucked next to him, was it.

There were so many things he wanted to tell her. Thoughts. Regrets. Feelings. But he didn’t want to spoil what was going on between them in those quiet minutes.

It was one of the reasons he’d suggested a sail. The past week had been a roller coaster between the wedding and her ex being in town, and Lilly needed to decompress. Spending the last two nights with her only affirmed for him how much she was struggling.

With her back pressed into the stern rail, Lilly’s face tilted up toward the blue sky. With her eyes closed, Jack could see she was allowing the breeze to do its job. It was pretty simple, really. If you let it, the wind and the sea could take whatever was ailing you, and just whisk it away.

Jack let himself slip into the quiet too. He mimicked her pose, let the air skirt across his face. It really was peaceful. The only thing he heard over the wind was the sound of the seagulls squawking above them.

The strange gurgle and groan he heard coming from the woman beside him, however, broke the silence. Looking over he saw Lilly, eyes still closed, grimace.

Then it happened again.

Her stomach was growling.

When the second rumble subsided, Lilly opened her eyes and met his. She grinned, shrugged.

“I haven’t eaten in a while.”

He knew how she was when she didn’t eat. The last thing he needed was a hangry woman in open water.

“Then I guess I should find a place to drop anchor, so we can have our dinner.”

Her response was a nod, and another complaint from her belly. Jack guided the boat into a protected inlet off Jennings Bay that was surrounded by seagrass. He knew the water was deep enough that the keel wouldn’t catch on anything and the water would stay calm.

Dropping the anchor so they wouldn’t drift, Jack watched as Lilly pulled the cooler from under the seat. “What did Chef pack us for dinner?”

“She didn’t say, but I told her to keep it simple.” Jack mentioned some sandwiches. Maybe a little potato salad.

“I brought brownies. And wine.”

“Of course you did.” Wine was Lilly’s thing. So was chocolate.

As soon as the cooler was unzipped, it was plain to see that this was not a simple picnic.

“Ummm…” Lilly lifted the glass food container from the bag. “Lobster tails?”

“Wait. What?” Squatting next to her, Jack moved items around in the bag to get a good look at the contents. “Fresh fruit. Cheese. Lobster. French bread. Jeez.” A romantic dinner. His grandmother was refined, but she was not subtle. “No roast beef sandwich. Sorry.”

Lilly rolled her eyes in an obvious attempt to lighten the mood. “Damn. I was looking forward to that sandwich.”

Jack reached for the container she was holding. “If you don’t want the lobster—”

She pulled her hand back sharply. “Excuse me? I didn’t say I didn’t want it.”

“Fine, help me with all the food.” He pulled plates out of the top of the cooler, along with the silverware and napkins. While he held the plates, Lilly served the food, licking her fingers if a drop of something stuck there.

“This is amazing. What made her do this?” Lilly only knew half the story.

“Them.”

That surprised her. “Them?”

“Look in the bottom of the cooler. Dessert.”

With her curiosity at peak, he watched as Lilly dug through the stash. “Oh, for Pete’s sake. Abuela.” She found the cookies. Jack’s favorite.

“Yep. They were in on this together. Hatched, no doubt, after they talked to you this morning.”

“Those sneaks.”

Handing her the full plate, they settled back on the bench, facing each other. “They are, but this is delicious.” He took a bite of lobster. “God, that’s so good.”

“It’s the perfect time of year for it, too.”

He lifted his head curiously. “There’s a bad time?”

“I wouldn’t say bad, but late summer and lobster just go together.” His face didn’t change, but his gorgeous blues stayed on her. Fixed. “You don’t agree?”

He shrugged. “Like I said, I don’t think there’s a bad time for lobster. I miss it when I’m not close to home.”

Lilly could relate. All the while she was in California, she missed the comforts of the east coast. Not that L.A. and the west coast weren’t gorgeous, but it had a different vibe. Food was different. The fish she could order was different.

Nibbling on some potato salad, Lilly reveled in the taste of home. Nothing beat a good old New England style lobster boil, and their grandmothers had done their best to make it happen.

Lilly relaxed and let the rays of the sun sinking lower in the sky bathe her face. The warmth and glow was something particular to this latitude at this time of year. It was as close to magic as anyone might experience.

“The look on your face is positively serene.” Jack’s deep voice cut through the call of the gulls and the sea birds circling overhead.

Opening her eyes, she let herself fall into his gaze. The same could be said for the mood he was projecting. The furrow that seemed perpetually between his eyes was less noticeable, and his gaze didn’t hold the intensity she’d seen over the past week.

The two of them had been wrapped pretty tight since Gio came into town, and it was good to have some down time. It was even better to spend it together. “You look pretty relaxed yourself.”

“I am,” he said taking a deep breath. “I am. Nothing like a sail.”

“Agreed. Good food. The water…”

He surprised her when he took her hand. “The company.”

Her heart fluttered, but the soft expression on his face let Lilly know Jack wasn’t unaffected by her. Not at all. It was wonderful, and terrifying. She didn’t want to think that their closeness, which came about because of a crisis, wouldn’t last once the need was no longer there.

Jack had a serious white knight complex, and while Lilly had never felt safer with anyone, she didn’t want that to be the only reason they were together. Their conversations didn’t feel that way. Neither did their kisses.

Pushing the worry out of her mind, she scooted closer, pressing her hip into his, and fished through the bag for the container of Abuela’s cookies.

Mantecaditos were a traditional Puerto Rican shortbread cookie that her grandmother had perfected over the years. Crispy on the outside, but soft and buttery on the inside, there was a hint of almond flavor laced throughout. Lilly loved the cookies plain, but Abuela made thumbprints in the top and filled the indentation with guava paste, fresh jam or sometimes a spiced dark chocolate. Tonight, the cookies were filled with raspberry and peach jams. Also made by her grandmother, the chef.

Jack groaned when she opened the container and he inhaled the delicate aroma from the almond flavoring. “God. They are the best. I can’t believe she baked.”

“For you,” Lilly said, “she’d do anything.”

“No. Don’t exaggerate.”

“Honey, no exaggeration. Food is love for Abuela. That roast she made when you came to dinner? It takes all day. That is not a summer meal.”

He gave her the side eye before taking the container. It didn’t matter that Jack hadn’t finished his lobster; he picked a peach-filled cookie from the assortment. Taking a bite, he rolled his eyes. The look on his face was pure bliss.

It triggered something in Lilly’s girly bits, something warm and tingly. She imagined what she could do to get that look for herself. Feeding him cookies was fine, but she had some other things running through her head that were sure to get them both hot and sweaty. She let her mind wander for a second, thoughts of touching him rolling her insides.

She licked her lips and when she looked back, he was watching her with an expression as intense and hot as she was feeling.

The desire shooting between them was enough to light the sky. But based on his expression, he was as blindsided by it as she was. All she knew was that at that moment, the want, the need to feel him, was as necessary as breathing.

Lilly didn’t know if she’d ever feel this way again. If she’d ever have the courage to let someone get close.

She should have known if anyone could get her to trust again, it would be Jack.
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He didn’t know which one of them lunged first, but it was only a split second between his decision to kiss her and Lilly’s mouth being pressed against his. Their arms twined around each other in a knot, holding on tightly to what might happen next.

They’d been headed for this since he walked into her salon last week. Everything about this should send him running, but her body was melting into his, becoming part of him, and he felt like he’d come home.

Her mouth moved over his, sipping, nipping at his lips. The two of them devoured each other like they were starving, and maybe—just maybe—they were. Jack felt grounded when he was with her, like he could grow roots and stick around for a while. On the flip side, she looked ready to soar, like she’d found her wings. The world was Lilly’s for the taking, and Jack wanted her to have everything she wanted. Him included.

He pulled her in, arms banded around her waist; she was so close he could feel her heart beating. Lilly cupped his face in her hands, and the kiss, which lingered and heated up with every wisp of scent that tickled his nose, was the kind of kiss that meant more because of what it represented.

It was freedom.

Lilly was letting go of whatever had hurt her, whatever held her back. She was staking a claim on his heart, and Jack relinquished whatever control he had.

He drew his tongue over her plump lower lip and she opened for him, letting him tease the inside and take a taste of her essence. Her tongue darted out to meet his, and the fire ignited in his belly.

Jack’s hands caressed the soft curves of Lilly’s body, running them up and down her sides, sliding them under the flowy top. She shuddered when his skin made contact with hers, and his body responded immediately. His erection, hard and straining, pressed against her belly. When Jack opened his eyes, through the haze he saw Lilly’s mouth was turned up in a soft, playful smile. She was pleased with herself, and Jack was convinced he was the luckiest man in the world. Even if he was in agony.

“So, what’s that joke about you being happy to see me?” she teased. Her voice was light, happy.

“Please don’t.” He chuckled and pressed his forehead to hers. The ease, the fun between them even in the face of the intensity, sent a strong and powerful message. His hands stroked the bare skin of her back, forcing his erection into nuclear territory. The woman was going to end him.

“So, ah… I have a question.” They were all alone, but she leaned into him, bringing her lips right to his ear. “Is there a bed on this boat?”

Lilly’s warm breath teased his cheek, just like her words were teasing his heart. “There is,” he responded.

“Why don’t we finish our picnic later on?” Her suggestion, as sweet and sultry as the summer night, was more than he could ever wish for. Jack felt like he’d been gifted a second chance with her, and he had no intention of messing it up.


Chapter Eighteen


They packed away the food, and Jack checked the line to the anchor before he led her downstairs into the living quarters. The boat had a galley, a head, and tucked into the bow was a small cabin with a bed that, miraculously, was made up with clean sheets. His overnight sail to the east end of Long Island hadn’t materialized, but being with Lilly was so much better.

He flicked on the overhead light and watched as she surveyed the room. If she was anxious, it didn’t show. She seemed confident, comfortable, and it was sexy as hell. He hoped she wasn’t putting on a good face for him.

“Are you nervous?” she asked.

“Nervous?” Her question took him by surprise. Taking a second to think through his answer, it occurred to him that she might be projecting her feelings, but it seemed she really wanted to know.

“I mean, you’re worried about me. I know you are.”

Jack closed the distance between them, taking her hand in his. “I am, but I also know you. And I trust you to tell me the truth about how you’re feeling. You’re calling the shots. Yes, no… it’s all about you.”

Her face was serene, peaceful… sure of what she was doing, and Jack accepted that Lilly knew exactly what she wanted.

Reaching out, he brushed his thumb over the soft skin of her cheek and jaw. Lilly leaned in, turning her lips into his palm. The gesture was slow, and she let her lips linger on his skin.

“I should be nervous,” she said. “But I’m not. I want to be with you, Jack.”

There was always something special about Lilly. A strength, a sense of purpose, that made her seem more goddess than mortal woman. The glow that emanated from her was magic, and Jack was relieved to see it spark to life.

Reaching for him, Lilly stepped into his arms, and the two of them held each other with the desperation of lost years.

Turning her face toward his, Jack dropped a kiss on her lips, then moved to her face, kissing the line of her jaw, slowly inching down her neck.

His hands slipped under her shirt, finding the waistband of her pants, gently easing them down over her hips until they dropped on the floor. Then he did the same with her underwear, wrapping the silky wisp around his fingers before it met the same fate as her pants.

All the while, Jack was kissing her. Letting his lips travel over her shoulders, her neck, her jaw. He moved to her ear and let her know what he was planning next.

“I’m going to touch you now, put my fingers inside you. Is that okay?”

Her shuddering breath, the nod that came with it, was a first step. But each subsequent step would be the same, Jack would tell her what he wanted to do, and he’d only do it once she said so.

Gently caressing her folds, Jack could feel the building wetness as soon as one of his fingers found her opening. Gently, because everything tonight would be slow and gentle, he stroked her before slipping one finger inside. Lilly drew a sharp breath, but her body warmed at the penetration, moist heat surrounding him. She pressed into his hand, letting him know she wanted more.

A second finger went inside, and Jack moved them slowly, responding as Lilly went with him, setting a pace of her own. She held onto his shirt, her breath tickling his neck as she rode his hand to a slow build.

He thought she was ready to go, when she suddenly pulled away. Her breathing was steady, but labored, her skin flushed. Jack stepped back, not knowing what to expect.

“I want—” Lilly looked him square in the eyes, and he thought this might be all she could do tonight. When she grabbed his belt, he realized that wasn’t what she was getting at.

“What do you want? Anything.”

“I want you with me when I come. Inside me.” Her voice was small, sweet, but sure of what she wanted from him. Giving his shirt a tug, she pulled it out of his shorts, and ran her hands across his abdomen. Then, grabbing the hem, she pulled the shirt up. Jack finished the job, tossing his shirt into the corner.

Lilly’s hands settled on his chest as she looked up and smiled. “Take me to bed, Jack.”

Brushing the hair from her face, Jack had never been so invested in someone else. Everything mattered. Every touch, every sensation mattered. Reaching for the flowy top she wore, Jack watched as she tugged it over her head, dropping it to the floor. Her bra followed.

He was going to lose his mind. She was bold and brave, more angel than woman, and he was the luckiest man to walk the earth. Lilly climbed into the bed and held out her hand to him. An invitation, an offering, a blessing.

Undoing his belt, he pulled two condoms from his pocket and then rid himself of his shorts. Lilly lay on her side, gazing at him, a mischievous grin teasing her lips when he slid into the bed with her. They touched, skin to skin, heart to heart, and Jack felt like he had come home.

His hands glided over her body, marveling at the silky smoothness of each curve. Her skin, golden in the dim light, was as warm as a tropical breeze. She was perfection, and for the moment, she was his. In his head, he marveled at the gift she was giving him, and he promised himself her pleasure, her well-being, were all that mattered. Lilly rolled to her back and reached for him.

“You’re so serious,” she said. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing is wrong, I just want this to be good for you.”

“It will be. I know it will be.”

“Tell me what you want.” Lowering himself over her until they almost touched, he waited for her wish list.

She blinked, licked her lips, then focused her gaze. Jack was falling into a trance, until her hand stroked his dick and electricity shot through him.

“I’ve been waiting my whole life for you. I just want to feel everything. Everything.” She was breathless, but sure of what she wanted. Jack couldn’t ask for more than that.

“I’ll make it good.” Jack would do anything to make her happy. The stakes were too high for anything else.

“I know you will. I’ve always known.”

The trust she had in him was humbling. In all his life, he never wanted to please a woman more than he wanted to please Lilly. To not just make it good, but to help her heal. To bring a little of the magic back to her life.

“I want you inside me.”

The command whispered in the moment was exactly what he needed to hear.

The invitation, the thought of being wrapped up in her, heated his blood and made him think of fifty different ways to make her call his name. He would do all those things and more, but for now, slow and gentle was what she wanted, so that’s what he’d give her.

[image: *]*

Lilly was a little drunk with power. If someone had told her a year ago she’d be talking dirty to the man of her dreams, she’d have thought the person was insane. Lilly didn’t think she’d ever feel safe with a man again, yet here she was.

Jack was leaning over her, one hand next to her shoulder, the other brushing her waist, asking her what she wanted. Between them, she could feel his erection pressed into her belly, and the thought of him being inside her brought a wave of pleasure rolling through her. Every nerve ending was firing, and Lilly was never so thankful.

Finally, their lips met, but unlike other kisses, this one wasn’t meant to linger, this one exploded. It possessed her, and Lilly damn near died as he took her mouth with his. His mouth moved as his tongue swept inside, tasting her essence.

As quickly as he landed there, he was gone, instead trailing kisses over her neck and chest. Every touch made her want him even more. It was an exquisite torture that only Jack could give her. When his tongue teased her nipple, flicking and circling the tip, she moaned.

His eyes were closed as he licked and sucked, focusing intently on the task at hand, but he knew enough to hold her hips because she started to buck against him in response to his teasing. “Settle down, beautiful. You said to go slow, and I intend to follow directions.”

Drawing a deep breath, Lilly draped her arm over her eyes, and focused on the sensations. He left her breasts and dropped kisses on her belly, moving down her body a little bit with each touch of his mouth. It was insanely good, and she could only imagine what he would do next.

Lilly didn’t have to wait long to find out. As he passed her belly button on his travels south, his hands left her hips and grasped her knees, parting them wide. The intent look that passed across his face was intimidating at the same time it excited her.

“You look like a man with a plan,” she said, trying to take back some of the control.

“You could say that. I’m planning on driving you crazy. Are you okay with that?”

He was asking her permission to go down on her. The man was perfect. Absolutely perfect. “You don’t have to, I mean, I’d love it, but…”

“Then you shall have it.” Picking up her legs, Jack draped them over his shoulders, giving him easy access to her lady parts. “Try to relax.”

His hands supported her hips again, and it wasn’t long before her body convulsed at the first touch from his lips. He licked and sucked, nipping at her folds occasionally, and driving her to the edge of reason.

“Jack, ohmigod. I can’t—”

There was no smile, but when she caught sight of his eyes, they twinkled back at her. There was an air of mischief, a playfulness Lilly had missed in her relationships with other men. Jack was doing more than giving her amazing sex, he was giving her hope, and life, and brightness. What was going on between them was so much more than just sex.

He was the best thing that had ever happened to her, and if nothing else, Lilly could congratulate herself on having such good judgement all those years ago.

The sounds coming out of her were primitive, instinctive. There was a fog settling around her as her hormones clouded her sense of reality. She missed his ministrations when he lowered her legs back to the bed, but then she heard the tearing of a foil pack.

Regaining her sense of time and space, she saw Jack hovering over her. One hand was on the bed supporting his weight, and the other stroked her cheek. “Are you ready for me?”

“So ready.” Lilly gripped Jack’s hips and guided him forward while he kept his eyes locked on hers. She felt the tip of his erection at her opening, and slowly he entered. She was wet and hot, and he slid right inside, filling her perfectly.

Jack stilled, drawing a deep breath as he allowed her to adjust to the size of him. She was deliciously full, and when he started to move, she could feel everything, just like she wanted. The friction drove them higher and higher, but never once did Jack break eye contact. It was like he was watching for some sign of distress, but all Lilly felt was bliss. And love. So much love.

His paced started to pick up, the thrusts were deeper, and Lilly responded by wrapping her arms and legs around him. She held him close, using her legs across his hips and back to pull him deeper inside. The feel of him, the size and power, were a perfect match for her. But even with all his raw energy, the emotion… the tenderness tied her to him forever.

They fit. They bonded. And no one would ever own her heart the way Jack Miller did.

They clung to each other as they approached the climax. His body surged into hers and she received him willingly. Feeling her body roll with the approaching orgasm, Lilly held him tighter, knowing he was restraining his own eruption for her.

“Don’t hold back,” she whispered in his ear. “Take me. Take all of me.”

“Lilly, God. I can’t hold on.”

“Don’t. Let go, Jack.”

Knowing she would come with him, Lilly flexed the muscles surrounding his cock and heard him groan in response. She did it again, knowing it was driving him crazy.

“Jesus,” he snapped. With a final thrust, he boomed with a roar that was so primal, Lilly let it penetrate her whole body. It triggered her own orgasm, releasing the tidal wave she’d been holding back. They dove off the cliff together, falling into an abyss of sensations Lilly knew would tie them together forever. He was her match, her soulmate. No one would ever mean more to her, understand her better, or possess her heart.

There was no denying it. She loved him.

And if the fates were kind, Jack would love her back.
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The silence in the cabin was broken only by the sound of their matched breathing. Jack had never poured himself out like that. As orgasms went, he was actually dizzy from the exertion. Still buried in her heat, he didn’t want to move because she felt so good. The muscles surrounding him shuddered and flexed, and with each tiny shock wave, Lilly gasped. Being with her was the best thing he’d ever done, and the most insane.

Heavy and labored, Lilly’s breath was like fire against his neck, and her hands gripped his back like she might never let go. When Jack raised himself up, he took in her face, only to see tears pricking the corners of her eyes.

Shit. He’d made her cry. Why was she crying?

“Lilly, oh, God, what’s wrong? Please don’t cry.”

Her eyes fluttered open, and he could see his entire future in their depths. Deep and dark, like a chasm in the ocean, she knew him in ways Jack didn’t know himself.

“It’s okay,” she whispered. Raising her hand to touch his face, Jack leaned into it. “I’m fine. It was just… perfect. You’re perfect.”

“Oh, thank God. You’re sure? I wanted it to be good for you.”

“It was better than good.”

When she pulled him close, burying her face in his neck, Jack got a little drunk on the scent of her hair and her skin. She smelled of sun and warm air, with a hint of spice. Everything about her spoke to him, touched him. He’d fallen hard. Trying to fight it was pointless.

He’d have stayed buried in her all night, but he didn’t want to lose the condom, so he gently slipped out of her. Lilly protested when he rose from the bed. “Don’t go…”

“I have to clean myself up. I’ll be right back.” She had no idea how much he hated leaving her space. Jack had never been one to get attached. His work, his life, didn’t allow it, but now? He was done.

He went to the head and took care of business, splashing some water on his face. The reflection he saw in the mirror was a man who had gone down for the third time. But for the first time in his life, Jack wasn’t going to push against commitment, he was going to fight for it. Lilly was worth it.

They were worth it.

“God, Jack,” He said to himself while he pulled on his briefs. “Don’t fuck this up.”

Grabbing a towel from the shelf above the sink, he wiped his face and went back to the cabin. Lilly was up, wrapped in a blanket from the bed. She was foraging through the cooler, which she’d obviously brought in from the deck.

“Did you go outside like that?”

Not even looking up, she kept digging through the bag. “Oh, no. I had to wrap up afterwards, though. I got a chill.”

It took him a second to process. “Wait. What? You went outside naked?”

“A couple of fishing boats went by. I didn’t expect that.” She looked up, her face expressionless. “They seemed impressed.”

For a second, Jack wondered if he was still in a sex stupor, because if he was following, she said she just went up on the deck naked. A sudden coldness rocked his core. That was until he saw her mouth tick up at the corner. He had been played.

“I cannot believe you fell for that,” she said on a laugh. “The look on your face. Oh, my God.”

Lilly doubled over, rocked with laughter. Jack had to admit, she’d gotten him good, but the most satisfying part of all this was seeing the joy bubbling up and spilling out of her. Her smile was wide, her eyes bright. Everything about her was open. Relaxed.

Bringing her close, the blanket dropped from her shoulders, and Jack grabbed the ends, anchoring her against his chest. “You think you’re funny?”

“I know I am. Now, stop this caveman crap and let me eat. I’m hungry.”

Jack released the taut blanket, and Lilly grabbed the cooler and carried it into the cabin. Jack followed, watching that gorgeous ass shake its way back to bed.

“Should I secure the hatches for the night? I mean, should we plan on going back?”

With a small shuddering breath, Lilly looked away before tossing a light shrug. “To tell you the truth, I don’t ever want to go back.”

Jack had to agree. He didn’t either.


Chapter Nineteen


Lily stood on the dock and waved as Jack pulled the boat away from the dock and into the cove. It was just before six in the morning, and even though it hadn’t come up yet, the sun was lighting up the sky. Shades of pink and orange and yellow made the clouds look like a painting. It was serenely beautiful, and it reminded Lily how much she had to be thankful for.

Going to hell and back might not have been the recommended path for self-awareness, but those were the cards she’d been dealt. There was no going back, no fixing what had happened. The only thing she could do was move forward.

Each of those things were more important than sex alone. Bundled together, it was terrifying… it was everything.

Making a slow turn, Lily took in the early morning activity at the marina. Fishermen were getting their boats ready for the day, a group of seniors were on the large deck by the gazebo getting ready for sunrise yoga, and there were a few people out walking their dogs, or taking a run.

It was a wonderfully mundane morning in Compass Cove. And it was perfect.

From where she stood, Lily could see the front of her salon, and when she looked up, she saw Barney sitting in her bedroom window. Even from there, she could see him licking his paw. With her tote slung over her shoulder, Lily headed for home.

She took her time, hoping to extend the magic of the night before. That’s what it was, magic.

Jack had been sweet, and considerate, and so very sexy. He had ruined her for any other man. It was that good. He was that good.

Being with him was a big step. It wasn’t about the sex. When things started to go bad with Gio, Lilly had understood that sex was physical. That didn’t make it a bad thing, but what she found with Jack was intimacy. Closeness. Trust.

Love.

That’s what had her walking on air. For the first time in years, Lily wasn’t afraid of what she was feeling. There were no questions running through her mind, no doubts, and most of all, no fear. Jack Miller was home. He was safety. He was her heart.

More than ever, it appeared teenage Lilly had known what she was talking about.

Reaching the street, she looked for cars before stepping into the crosswalk, but she should have been paying attention to more than just the traffic, but he collision with the runner happened so fast she probably wouldn’t have been able to avoid it anyway. Her shoulder screamed as she got shoved back, and the other woman landed in a patch of grass, cursing as she went down. Lilly rubbed the outside of her arm.

“God, that hurts,” Lilly moaned. Shaking off the vibrations running through her body, she looked at the person to her right and realized she was staring into the stunned face of Kat Barnes.

“I know you don’t like me, Lily. But I nearly faceplanted.”

“God, Kat. I’m sorry. It wasn’t intentional. Are you okay?”

“I’ll survive, even if I do have a mouthful of grass.” Kat was incredibly pretty without her makeup. Her skin was flawless, creamy with touches of pink, and her large eyes dominated her face. But she looked so young. She was barely thirty, but without her movie star image painted on her face, she looked like a teenager.

“My apartment is right across the street. Come with me, and you can clean up.”

She grumbled, growled actually, under her breath, and Lilly fought the urge to walk away. But something—guilt maybe—made her extend a hand to Kat.

“Come on. I have coffee at my place. I’ll make you a good, strong cup.”

“No… well, okay. Coffee?”

“And I think I have some leftover banana bread.”

Kat grasped Lilly’s hand and pulled herself up. “Not a great idea for my diet.”

Lilly shrugged. “Live a little.”

“That’s easy for you to say. You don’t have your agent, your director, your stylist—pretty much everyone—on your ass about your weight.”

“I know it’s not easy. But you’re so disciplined, you should be able to indulge once in a while.”

Waving her off the curb, Lilly crossed the street and turned toward the path to the courtyard. She looked back to make sure Kat was following.

“Is that your salon?” Kat pointed to the storefront. It looked pretty with the morning light reflecting off display of beach glass in her window.

“It is.”

“Hmm.” Kat was looking at the sign in the window. “You have to open in a few hours. Are you just getting home, missy?” Her southern drawl became more pronounced.

“Uhhh…” Lilly glanced over at the woman who had given her more shit than she cared to remember. Was she being nice for a change? For real? “Maybe.”

Kat grinned. “Good for you. At least someone’s getting lucky.”

That shocked her. Kat Barnes was the “it” girl in Hollywood, always at every party, and never without a great-looking date. For her to admit her social life was lacking in anything was quite the revelation. “Wow. Where did that come from?”

Kat chuckled. “I must have hit my head.”

When they entered the courtyard, Kat stopped, taking in the scene. A group of women were walking the brick path that led to the harbor, two other folks were walking dogs. The town was waking up. “This is very cool. Your little town is full of surprises.”

“It is.” Putting the key in the lock, Lilly cocked her head toward the stairs. “Come on up.”

“You live over your salon? That’s convenient.”

“It is. When I rented the space downstairs, I found out the apartment was available. I got a good deal on both, with a three-year lease.”

Opening the door, she opened her present life to her past. Kat stepped inside, and as was her habit, she took in the scene before her. The attention to detail, picking up small nuances in a space, was what made her a great actress.

“This is adorable,” she said. “It’s a great space. A lot less room than you had in California, though.”

That was true. Gio’s house, where she’d lived for over a year, was a showpiece set on the bluffs of Malibu. The view of the Pacific Ocean was spectacular. “Yeah, but it has other perks.”

“Like not having to take Gio’s shit?”

That stopped Lilly dead in her tracks. “What… what do you mean?”

Kat leaned into the kitchen island, narrowing her eyes. “Are you kidding? It’s a well-known fact that he’s not a model boyfriend. I never expected you to stick with him as long as you did. He’s an asshole.”

She didn’t know the half of it.

“Yeah, well, I finally wised up.” Lilly stepped into the kitchen and flipped on the coffee maker. The knot in her chest had returned. It wasn’t Kat’s fault; Lilly had been in denial about how people saw her relationship to Gio. “Let me show you the bathroom.” Lilly pulled a couple of towels out of the linen closet. “If you want to shower, feel free. I can loan you a T-shirt and shorts if you need it.”

Kat nodded. Looking down at her dirty knees and hands, she nodded. “You sure you wouldn’t mind?”

“Not at all. Everything is in the shower. I’ll even blow out your hair when you’re done.”

The woman’s eyes lit up. “Seriously? I would love that. The stylist they have doing my hair on this film is not you, that’s for sure.”

Kat disappeared into the bathroom, and Lilly let the compliment soak in. It was nice to be appreciated and missed.

Strains of the latest Taylor Swift song came drifting out of her tote, causing Lilly to dig down to fish out her phone. It was Natalie.

Damn. If she sent her to voicemail, she’d just call back every five minutes until she answered. “Hey Nat. You’re up early.”

“I am. I’m down at the beach, was going to do a little yoga, and I noticed the boat is not tied up next to the boathouse. Did you and my brother stay out all night?”

“We went sailing. I’m sure you knew that. Your grandmother and mine made us a picnic.”

“All night? Lilly! Oh. My. God! You dirty girl.”

“Stop it.”

“No. It’s fantastic.”

It was pretty fantastic, but that’s not what Nat meant. In fact, Lilly bit her lip thinking about all the things she wouldn’t be telling Natalie about. Some details were just too delicious to share. In one ear, she had Nat babbling about Jack, and the family, and how her grandmother and mother were speculating about what was going on between the two of them. With the other ear, she heard Kat Barnes in her shower. God, her life couldn’t be any weirder.

“Nat, why don’t you come by tonight? I have to get ready for work. Okay?”

“And you’ll answer all my questions?”

“Maybe.”

“Ugggh.” Her friend was a thirteen-year-old at heart. “Fine. I’ll come by about seven. We’ll go out.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

Setting down her phone after the call ended, she wondered if she should warn Jack. Nah. He was a big boy, he’d handle his sister. Lilly heard the shower turn off. She went into her closet to get some product samples that would work great on Kat’s long cinnamon-colored hair. The actress was a pain in Lilly’s ass, but she had the most gorgeous hair. This was going to be fun.

A minute later, Kat, who had wrapped herself and her hair in the thick white towels she’d given her, was standing in her doorway. “I feel better. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Let’s take this stuff in the kitchen. I’ll blow out your hair while you’re having your coffee.”

Kat smiled at her, and Lilly couldn’t get over how her face softened. “Do you have a T-shirt I can throw on?”

“Oh, yes. Right here.” She dug into the laundry basket on her bed and tossed Kat a dark blue Jennings College tee. “Here you go.”

Kat held it up and nodded. “Appropriate. We’re shooting there today.”

They headed into the kitchen like they were old friends who did this all the time. Lilly pulled over a chair while Kat investigated the coffee, which was almost finished brewing. “God, that smells good.”

“Let me get you a mug.” Finally, coffee in hand, they settled down so Lilly could work her magic. It was familiar, and it brought Lilly back to an exciting point in her life. But as with so many things, it was easy to see the past through unrealistic filters.

Combing out Kat’s hair, she thought about the number of times she’d done this exact thing. She’d been Kat’s hair stylist on six movies, and every day of shooting required at least one, sometimes many sessions fixing the actress’s hair.

“So, who did you spend the night with? Was it that unbelievably gorgeous guy I saw you with the other day? Josh… something?”

“Jack.”

“Right, Jack. Works for the government. Whatever that means.”

“He’s an FBI agent.”

Kat turned her head slightly. “Really? That’s hot. And dangerous.”

Lilly nodded. “Yep.”

“So, you were with him? Is it serious?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“That man is fiiiine.” Kat’s voice was low and musical. She practically sang Jack’s praises.

Lilly nodded, thinking about all the ways Jack was fine. Yes sir, he was fine indeed.

“You’re blushing, Lilly.”

“I am not.” That was such a lie. She could feel her face burning.

“Are too. I just peeked. You’re bright red.”

“Stop it.”

Kat laughed. “No.”

“Be nice to your stylist, or you’ll go back to the set looking like Medusa.”

“Pffft. You’re no fun.”

Kat quieted down, but it wasn’t that meditative quiet that clients slipped into when they were in her chair. One time, a client had dozed off mid-blowout. She was a teacher and a new mom, and she’d managed to steal a little time for herself after school one day. But the poor woman was exhausted, and Lilly watched in the mirror as her eyes drifted shut. That wasn’t what was happening this morning. Kat was thinking.

“I have a favor to ask you.”

A favor. This could be anything. But she had walked right into the woman this morning, the least she could do was listen. Lilly flipped off the dryer. “What can I help you with?”

“If I talked to Noel, and he was okay with it, would you come up to the set the last few days of shooting and do my hair?”

Lilly felt like she’d been punched. The thought of stepping back into that world, especially with Gio in the mix, was not something she was keen on facing. “Oh, I don’t know, Kat…”

“I promise, I’ll be absolutely perfect. I’ll trust your judgement and make sure you have an endless supply of lattes. Assistants. Whatever you want.”

Overwhelming it might be, but hearing Kat’s offer—with the endless perks—made her smile. It was a nice offer, and she was sincere, which was even better.

“I can’t, Kat. My business—” That was the best excuse she had that wasn’t an excuse. She did have a business to run.

“I know it would be hard. What I’m asking is really out of line, but—”

“I can’t be around Gio.” Lilly didn’t let Kat finish the sentence. She blurted out the truth before she could stop herself.

Kat turned and faced her. The “it” girl, the thorn in her side, reached out and took her hand. “Why? I know the breakup had to be tough, but it’s still your life, and you were so good at it.”

If she was acting, she was doing a damn good job. Lilly felt herself drawn in by Kat’s compassion, her belief that it was the right thing to do.

“He was… horrible to me.” Forcing the tears down, Lilly’s shoulders twitched. “I can’t face it. Him.”

Kat squeezed Lilly’s hand. There was no reason to feel like she should, but Lilly trusted this woman. There was something in her eyes, in her face…

She knew.

“Let me finish your hair so you can get on with your day. Then I can get my act together.”

Going back to the task in front of her gave Lilly something to focus on other than the truth. All she’d ever done was hide from her pain. At least, she’d tried to. She made excuses, she hid her injuries, mental and physical. Truth be told, Lilly avoided her hurts, both real and imagined, for as long as she could remember, and it was possible she hadn’t hidden anything at all.

Rolling the brush through each section, she styled Kat’s hair into a glossy tumble of waves that framed her face and swept just past her shoulders. Lilly had to admit, she still had the golden touch with Kat’s hair.

“Done. You look mahvelous.”

“You are brilliant.” Kat ran her fingers through her hair, giving it a shake for good measure. “It feels so much better.”

“Here.” She handed Kat a sample tube of product. “Tell your stylist to put this in your hair before she applies heat. It’s amazing. Weightless, but still protects.”

“Thank you.” Kat dropped her head, and then nailed Lilly with her sea green gaze. “Are you sure you can’t come to the set?”

“I don’t think so.”

Kat rose with a nod, walking back to the bathroom. She emerged in a pair of tight gray athletic shorts but had kept on Lilly’s T-shirt. Her running shoes were back on her feet.

“My hair has never looked so good on a run.”

“I should offer a special. Jog-and-go blow dry.”

Kat laughed and stuck out her hand. “Thanks. For the hair and the coffee.”

Lilly accepted the gesture, shaking her slender hand. “Are we calling a truce?”

“You bet. I never understood why we didn’t get along.”

“Probably a misunderstanding.”

“Right.” Taking another sip of the coffee, Kat looked like she had something on her mind. “You know, I get why you don’t want to see him, he’s a piece of shit. But why are you going to let him win?”

“It’s not as simple as winning or losing. It’s—” How did Lilly explain it? “It’s behind me.”

“Is it? I don’t think so.”

The words dropped like an atomic bomb. With a whoosh and a flash, Lilly felt like she’d been leveled. “You were the last person I expected to care. Judge me, sure. Care, not so much.”

“Stop it. I never disliked you, Lilly. I didn’t get you, or your taste in men, but I respected the hell out of you. How is that for judgement?”

“You are full of surprises.” Kat was like an onion, and Lilly felt like she was peeling back the layers.

“That’s not a bad thing.” Opening the door, Kat stopped on the stair landing before heading down. “Thanks again. I hope I see you before we head out of town.”

“Have a good day.” The response was generic, and bland. Safe. Before Kat reached the bottom of the stairs, Lilly felt the emotions building in her chest. It was weird, like the words were waiting for someone to hear them. “Kat?” When she turned, Lilly continued. “I’ll think about it.”

The smile that flashed across her freckled face gave Lilly a shot of confidence. Maybe it was time to face Gio. If Lilly wanted a life, she was going to have to claim it for herself.
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As investigations went, it looked like the one into Gio Graham was going to be a slam dunk. The guy had been stalking his ex-girlfriends through their electronics. Cell phones, security systems, computers had all been hacked. So far, Lilly’s security system was clean, but he needed to get his hands on her phone and her tablet without scaring her. The last thing she needed was to think she was being stalked.

About the only thing Jack wished was that they would bust Gio before the guy headed back to California. Jack wanted to be there to watch the great actor fall.

He made his way through the hallways wondering if the conversation with the ADIC he was about to have was premature. Jack was contemplating a major course correction in his career, and he didn’t know how this was going to go.

He felt the same way when he decided to detach from the Army. He’d served for seven years, long enough to reach the rank of Captain. He’d done good work, but the constant moving around, the secrecy, and the stress had started to take their toll on him. He’d needed a change. Once he left, he spent two years getting a master’s in security studies and counterterrorism. That led him to the Bureau.

At the time, it had been the right thing to do, but it was time for another change. If nothing else, he had to start thinking about it. The Behavioral Analysis Unit was a competitive assignment, and it could take years to land there. But being a profiler was his goal. And he wasn’t going to get there unless made a move.

Kevin Simons, the Assistant Director in Charge, was a stand up, old school agent who’d done a stint in the Marines before committing his life to fighting bad guys. Jack didn’t know how he was going to respond to his request.

When he arrived, there was no one in the outer office. Jack assumed his boss’s secretary was on vacation, and the ADIC was probably thrilled because he didn’t like having anyone managing him. A break from his very organized assistant was probably a vacation for him as well.

Jack tapped on the doorframe and the Director looked up. “Miller. Right on time.”

“Good to see you, sir.”

His handshake was firm, and his smile reminded Jack of his grandfather.

“You did some good work on the Graham case. Your heads up play on this is going to make people look twice at their technology. That guy is some kind of crazy. We’ve discovered eighteen devices he’s hacked into. This takes stalking to a whole new level.”

“When do you plan to arrest him?”

“We’re working with the US Attorney in Los Angeles. We’ll wait until Graham is back home and then we’ll bust him. Probably sometime next week. If you want to head out there, I could get you on the team.”

It was tempting, but with the wedding so close he didn’t dare leave the east coast. “Thanks, sir. I’m still on vacation. My brother is getting married next weekend. If I step foot out of state, I might be disowned.”

“Heh. We’ll have to give you a full report.” Leaning back in his chair, his boss laced his hands behind his head. The posture was open, but the look on the assistant director’s face clearly indicated he knew something was up. “So, Jack. What’s on your mind?”

It was time to make the leap.

“I want to apply for a leave of absence.”


Chapter Twenty


Adam’s practice schedule made any extended time out for a bachelor dinner an impossibility. So, Jack and a few friends took him out to a new steak house one town east and headed back to Compass Cove for drinks at the Dock’s End.

It wasn’t glamorous, but it was what his brother wanted. No glitz, nothing fancy, just some good food and a group of people who mattered.

It was a stark contrast from the superstar quarterback life he’d left behind. Jack was happy for Adam. For a long time, his family was worried the accident that ended Adam’s career would take a toll on him. But his brother had righted the ship and found new purpose. It was amazing the difference one person, or in his case two people, could make. Mia and her son, Ben, had grounded Adam in ways no one ever thought possible. The man who always reached higher, who wanted more, whose star shone brighter, was at his happiest having a beer at a local bar with some friends.

Their brother, Doug, had finally arrived in town from his latest posting. Older than Jack by four years, Doug was a career Marine officer and couldn’t wrap his head around why Jack gave up on the Army. The FBI was an acceptable alternative, but Jack guessed Doug would give him a lot of shit about his latest career move.

He’d asked for a leave so he could go back to school and get his Ph.D. He’d shockingly been accepted to two programs, one in New York City and one in D.C. The ADIC, after asking Jack a dozen questions, agreed to support his decision. There was no guarantee he’d get into behavioral analysis when he returned to the bureau, but a terminal degree gave him the best chance.

Ultimately, if he didn’t get into the BAU, he could teach, or consult. There were a ton of options, and none of them involved being shot at.

But, if he was honest, he was itching to go back to school. He’d been thinking about it for over a year, and it felt like it was time.

Both his brothers would have something to say about him being a perpetual student, but Jack was beyond the point of caring. He had to take care of his own life, and if Lilly would take a chance, he wanted to see what might come from this thing between them.

To his right, he saw Doug stand up and raise his beer in salute. “To my brother, Adam. Congratulations. I never thought you’d get caught.”

Everyone at the table—Adam’s assistant coaches Drew and Joe, along with Nick and Liam—raised their glasses in response. As a toast, it was lacking, but there was a lot of truth in it. No one ever thought Adam would get married. If Jack spent his life in school, Adam spent a good portion of his with different women. That was, until he’d met Mia.

It was a nice night. The beer was cold, their dinner had been exceptional, and the view was definitely improving. Right as they finished the toast, he saw Lilly, Mia, Natalie, and Maddie come up the stairs to the deck. He wasn’t expecting to see Lilly, but he shouldn’t have been surprised either.

From the time anyone in town was able to drink legally, the Dock’s End deck was the place to gather during the summer. After a movie, dinner, the beach, or a day out on the water, this was where people ended up. Jack watched as the girls found a high-top table not far from the guitar duo who was doing a decent job with soft rock covers.

Lilly moved with the ease of someone who knew who she was. Whatever troubles she had in her life, the inborn confidence, the strength, couldn’t help but show. No doubt, Gio had roughed her up—and not just physically—but it was possible that Lilly having to face her demons was exactly what had needed to happen.

None of the guys saw the women arrive, but Doug elbowed him because Jack must have been staring. Of course, he was staring. Lilly had that effect on him.

“Lilly Vasquez has grown up nice. Nat said you two have been spending a lot of time together?”

He hated being the topic of family gossip. “Uh. Yeah.”

“Something going on?”

“Yes? I mean, we’re seeing how it goes. I like her.”

Doug took a sip of his beer and grinned. “You spent all night on the boat. You must like her a lot.”

Jack didn’t answer. There was no safe way to respond. Instead, he glanced back toward the table, and this time, Lilly caught his gaze. Her eyes were black as the night, and light flickered in the irises like stars in a moonless sky. God, who was he? His internal monologue about Lilly wasn’t simple or stark. She made him think in poetry and song.

And it confused the hell out of him.

“Who is that with them?”

Since Doug knew everyone else at the table, he could only mean Maddie. “That’s Maddie King. She owns the bridal shop. Arrived in town about a year ago.”

“She’s gorgeous. Damn.”

“And you’re married.” Jack didn’t know what that was all about. His brother was the quintessential family guy. He’d been married to his wife for sixteen years.

Doug looked down, his fingers wrapped tightly around the glass. “Yeah. That’s not going too well.”

Jack felt his stomach drop. “Not… hold on. What’s going on?” The two of them were at the end of the table, so the conversation could stay somewhat private. But why was it the first time he was hearing about it? Was this a new development?

“Emily left. I found out she was cheating on me.”

“Cheating?” Jack never would have suspected it. Emily and Doug met one summer between his third and fourth year at the Naval Academy. They were the perfect couple, and she was the ideal military spouse.

Or maybe not. Jack couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

“Yeah. I’ll fill you in later. I don’t want to dampen the mood. We’re supposed to be celebrating.”

“I get it, but—” Jack didn’t know what to say.

“No. It’s okay. It sucks.”

Doug turned and took a last look at Maddie, while at the same time, Lilly’s eyes fixed on Jack. She seemed to sense something wasn’t right, and she cocked her head to the right, sending the question in his direction.

It was a comfort to know she cared. That she could see something was wrong. It pained him to know his brother was hurting, and Lilly sensed it. He could see the concern, the care, on her face.

Jack hadn’t ever had that kind of relationship with anyone. Sure, he could depend on his family, but where he was with Lilly was brand new. In the past, this kind of connection would have spooked him, but now, it was a comfort.

Lilly was home.

It had taken him fourteen years to figure it out.
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While Mia, Nat, and Maddie debated what appetizers to order with the pitcher of sangria they had coming, Lilly watched Jack.

He was sitting at the end of a long table, and while all the other guys were laughing and telling jokes with Adam, he was deep in conversation with his brother, Doug. For a couple of guys out for a bachelor dinner, they looked pretty serious. When Jack looked in her direction, she could see it. Hurt. Pain. Something was up with his brother.

Lilly wanted to go to him, to give him the same kind of support he’d given her, but she didn’t want to bring attention to whatever they were talking about. She also wasn’t ready for the questions that would come if she showed concern.

“Hey, I know you’re sweet on my brother, but try to be subtle.”

“I know you think you’re funny, Nat, but you aren’t.”

“I’m hilarious.”

Lilly wasn’t amused, and she guessed the look on her face conveyed exactly that. Natalie’s smile, which started as big and wide, gradually faded. “Wow, you really need a sense of humor.”

“Anything that’s going on between us is still new, and we don’t need any interference.”

Mia, who was a little drunk, was leaning into the table to listen. Maddie was also tuned in.

“Are we discussing Jack?” Maddie asked.

“No,” Lilly snapped. “No, we are not. We are respecting Lilly’s privacy.”

“I saw the way he looked at you when you came to the shop the other day. He’s smitten.” Maddie leaned back in her chair, a smug grin teasing at her mouth.

“I think it’s great,” Mia loudly whispered. “Lilly and J-Jack. If you got married, you’d be Lilly Miller. Oh!” She giggled. “Lilly Miller! That rhymes, kinda.”

She said it loudly enough that all heads turned in their direction and the entire deck went quiet, including the bachelor party table. Jack wasn’t laughing either.

“Great. Thanks, Mia.”

“Oh, pffft. It’s fine.”

Lilly watched as Adam rose from his chair and made his way over. He stood behind Mia, leaning in to kiss her cheek. “Are you drunk?”

“Noooo. Of course not.”

Shooting a stern but amused look at his sister, Adam narrowed his eyes. “How many drinks has she had?”

Natalie sipped her sangria and shrugged. “Two. She’s a total lightweight.”

It took all Adam’s will power not to laugh. Mia was toasted.

“Let me take you home.”

“Nooo. Oh, wait. Will you raaaaavish me?” Mia looked into her betrothed’s eyes hopefully, and Adam leaned in for a kiss. It was adorable.

“Come on. Let’s see how you feel when we get home.”

“I’mma gonna feel like ripping your clothes off.” Mia stumbled as she eased her way off the stool. Luckily, Adam caught her.

“Yeah, you’re not walking.” In one smooth motion, just like a romance hero, he lifted her into his arms. Mia let out a little squeal, while everyone on the deck cheered. They were gorgeous and romantic. The love Adam had for her friend was the stuff dreams were made of, and it made Lilly’s heart happy. She didn’t even realize Jack was standing next to her.

“You guys want to bring your drinks and snacks over to our table for a while? The guest of honor has taken his bride, so we’re just going to hang out.”

Maddie and Nat nodded at the invitation. Jack waved over the server and told the college kid to add the checks together.

“You don’t have to do that,” Maddie said. “We’ve got it.”

Jack, in the way only he could get away with, waved his hand. “You ladies are doing all the heavy lifting for this wedding. Please, let me.”

Once she sat in the chair next to Jack, Lilly leaned in. “You’re bossy.”

“Sometimes, but so are you.”

Lilly thought about the comment for a second before leveling her gaze at him. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

God, he was fun. Sure, being close to the man who made her toes curl was always a good time, but it wasn’t just the flirtatiousness of the words between them that made it special. It was the truth in them, and that Jack appreciated her just the way she was.

The café lights strung across the deck reflected in his eyes like tiny stars. Lilly felt herself being drawn in, launched into the space they occupied together. There was magic between them, and Lilly could feel the heat starting to rise low in her belly. While she wasn’t even a little drunk, Lilly was thinking Mia had the right idea. She wanted to Jack to ravish her as many ways as he knew how.

The air was warm and sticky, and Lilly’s skin tingled when his hand settled on her back, out of sight of the rest of the people at the table. The intimacy, public as it was, was theirs alone. Special.

“You are a thousand miles away,” he said so only she could hear it.

“I’m just thinking. I like being home. Coming back here was the right thing to do.”

Jack smiled and his eyes crinkled at the corners. “How would you feel if I was around more? Would you mind?”

“What do you mean ‘around more’? Are you transferring? Changing jobs?”

“Not exactly. I requested a leave to go back to school. I got into a Ph.D program.”

Lilly took in what he said, not quite sure what to think. “A Ph.D.? What do you want to do with that?”

“My hope is to become a profiler. I don’t need the degree for it, but I can also teach, or do research. It gives me some options. And I won’t have to go undercover, or travel. I’ll be around. What do you think?”

Years unfolded right before her eyes. Lilly did her best to keep her poker face, but she didn’t know how to contain the joy bubbling up inside. If she was reading this right, Jack was giving them a real chance.

“I think that’s amazing. I’d love to have you around more. And I know your family would. What did your mom say?”

He hesitated and then nailed her with a look that went deep. “I haven’t told her. I wanted to tell you first.”

“Would you live at home, or… how does it work?”

“I was accepted to two programs; one is in the city. So I would stay there during the week, but on weekends I could come out. Or you could come in on your days off. I looked at an apartment in the West Village. It’s a great street, and I can walk to campus.”

He was laying out a path for them to be together, and Lilly’s heart almost burst. She didn’t know what to say. It was overwhelming and wonderful and confusing all at the same time.

“Lilly, please tell me you’re down with this plan. I mean, I don’t want to rush you, but—”

Grabbing his cheeks in her hands, Lilly kissed him. She kissed him hard and long, her mouth and tongue going all in. After the initial surprise, Jack responded, pulling her close and kissing her back with all he had.

Behind her she heard a hoot, a cheer, a couple of random comments, but none of it penetrated the gossamer haze that surrounded her when they touched. She didn’t care what anyone thought—about her, about him, or about them.

“I approve,” she whispered when they broke the kiss. “I definitely approve.”

“Okay. Good. That’s really good.” Jack touched his forehead to hers, also drowning out the background noise.

“Let’s go.” She whispered it in his ear. “Take me home.”

“Yeah. Okay.”

“So, did I miss something?” Doug threw up his hands as Jack and Lilly rose to leave.

“So much, big brother. I’ll fill you in.” Natalie patted his hand, grinning the whole time.

Jack dropped some bills on the table near Liam. Lilly wondered what their friend thought about what was happening between them. There was no doubt that the Jennings family had some secrets. They were powerful ones, too, involving romance, soul mates, the compass that pointed you toward your true north… Lilly had never put much stock in any of them.

Until now.


Chapter Twenty-One


Lilly smiled as Jack pulled her down the street toward her apartment. He was single-minded, and she liked nothing better than knowing wanting to be with her got him to this state. But he was moving a little fast, and she was doing her best not to lose her footing.

Now that they’d slept together, and they weren’t as skittish around each other, she hoped Jack would take her for the ride of her life. Every part of her was on fire, the tension screaming for release.

But when she almost lost one of her wedges to a groove in the cobblestone path, she tugged him back.

“Jack. Jack!” She was out of breath and needed to slow down just a little. He was the one in top physical condition, and she wasn’t going to be able to keep up. “Jack, come on.” He looked over his shoulder and must have realized he was going too fast. “Take it easy. If I pull a muscle, it will spoil everything.”

Stopping under one of the large arching streetlights at the edge of the harbor walk, he spun her into him. His hands settled on her hips and he held her tight against him. She was so close there wasn’t room for a wisp of air between them.

“I guess I’m a little overenthusiastic.”

“And I’m flattered,” she said. “But you want me in one piece, don’t you? I won’t be much fun if I break an ankle.”

His laugh was low and steady. “That’s true. I’m sorry. Did I hurt you?”

“No. Not at all.” Lilly wrapped her arms around his waist and Jack pulled her close. “I have a question for you.”

“Okay. Shoot.”

“Are you sure about this career move? It’s what you want?”

Slowly, thoughtfully, he nodded. “Yeah, I’m sure. It’s been on my mind for a while.”

“Really? You’re so invested in your work.”

Jack looked away, casting his eyes toward the water. Looking for answers maybe? “I’ve been on the move for over fifteen years. Between the Army and the Bureau, I haven’t had much of a life.”

“So, you’re in the market for a life? Something normal, mundane?”

His hands moved up and down over her hips. “I don’t know about mundane, and normal is relative, but yeah. I’m ready.”

Ready. Talk about a loaded word. What did it mean? Lilly went up on her toes and let a soft kiss drop on his collarbone. Asking was the only way to find out. “What are you ready for?”

This time, Jack didn’t hesitate. “You, Lilly. I’m ready for you.” When he smiled, the dimple on his left cheek made an appearance. It was one of his most adorable features. Everything about this night, as confusing as it had been, came bubbling together with those words.

This time when she rose up, Lilly kissed him on the lips. It was soft and sweet, and Jack let her take her take the lead. The heat was already building between them, but this kiss was a promise, a pact. They were in this together, and unlike any other time in her life, she didn’t feel like less of herself, but more. Jack made her better. Stronger.

“It took you long enough.”

Sipping at her lips, she could feel his smile. “I’m a little slow on the uptake.”

“Well, it’s good you finally figured it out.”

“Can we go now?” His hands hadn’t stopped moving. His touch was gentle, teasing. Coupled with the breeze off the cove that cooled her heated skin, Lilly had a mind to let it go on forever.

With a nod, Lilly took his hand, and this time she led him. The rush, the crazy heat, had mellowed a bit to a steady, sultry warmth. But still, she’d never wanted like this before. Her body was screaming for him, but it was Lilly’s heart that bloomed open.

Life had a funny way of fixing things, and love had the power to help you heal. Nothing was better than feeling whole again.

As they rounded the corner of the building by her apartment, Jack pulled to a stop.

“Hold up. Is that…”

Across the courtyard she saw a tall man. He was standing near a bench, and while there was a tall light nearby, he wasn’t clearly illuminated. But even dimly lit, she could see it was Gio.

“It’s him.” Lilly was calmer than she expected. Maybe because Jack was with her, or maybe because time had dulled the effect he had on her. Still, she felt her heart start to race as he straightened and picked his hand up in greeting.

“Is that son of a bitch waving at you?” Jack’s arm looped around her shoulder.

“He is. And I’m not surprised.” She really wasn’t. Gio didn’t think he’d done anything wrong. They were simply a couple that didn’t work out. That’s what he told the police, the DA, and anyone else who would listen. Lilly was just upset, according to him. ‘Distraught’ was also thrown around.

Lilly was frozen in place, wondering why she wasn’t turning her back on him and all he represented.

Gio must have taken that as an invitation, because he started walking toward them.

“Yeah, that’s not happening.” Jack stepped away, but Lilly held his hand tightly.

“Stay with me. I know you want to do… whatever it is you want to do, but just stick close, okay?”

Squeezing her hand, Jack nodded, but she could feel the tension rolling off him as Gio got closer. When her ex was finally just a few feet away, he smiled.

The bastard smiled at her.

“What do you want, Gio?”

Lilly didn’t wait for him to speak, and she wasn’t going to feign politeness.

He chuckled and shuffled his feet. Such a phony. “Nice to see you too, Lilly. You look beautiful.” Extending his hand, he looked at Jack. “And you’re Jack, right? We met the other day.”

Jack, to his credit, didn’t budge. His patrician good manners were probably having a lock-jawed meltdown, but he wasn’t going to pretend either.

Sensing the mood, Gio dropped his hand. “Right. So, still pissed about the break-up? I really hoped we could be friends.”

A burning red haze clouded her vision. Damn. Anger really did have a color. “Friends? Are you kidding? I have no interest in being your friend.”

He glanced at Jack and shrugged in the way that suggested he’d understand, ’cause—you know—they were both guys. Lilly fumed, but felt Jack’s hand stay firmly on her back.

“Yep,” Gio said. “She’s still mad.”

“You need to leave.” Jack’s words were few, but his voice was low and guttural. Fierce. Dangerous. Lilly never imagined how safe it could make her feel.

“Wow. Okay. I just thought since you’re going to be on the set for a couple of days, we could bury the hatchet.”

“How did you hear that?”

“Come on, Lilly. You know how gossip spreads. One person overhears something, and the next thing you know it’s on the front page of The Hollywood Reporter.”

He was right. Her presence had to be cleared up the chain of command, even if Kat had asked for her to be there. It was only a matter of time before Gio found out she’d said yes to Kat’s request.

The unknown here was Jack. She hadn’t told him she was going to take the job, that she was going to put herself back into her old life, or in Gio’s path. Glancing up, she saw his jaw was rock hard. If he’d tensed any more, he would have broken teeth.

Gio took a step back, nodded at Jack and smiled again at Lilly. “We’ll talk tomorrow, LillyVee. You can’t stay mad at me forever.”

Oh, yes she could. “Just leave, Gio. Don’t bother me on set. And don’t call me that name.”

Turning her back to him, she walked toward her apartment. Jack reached out and stopped her. Leaning in, he spoke so only she could hear. “Wait until he’s gone. Don’t let him see where you go in.”

The breath left Lilly’s lungs. It was such a small thing, but she never considered how important it was to keep information from him. Storming off and slamming a door might be great to make a point, but Gio thrived on knowing things, on details. The location of her door was the kind of detail that could make a big difference.

“I don’t know how he found me. I mean, I guess someone could have told him, but I didn’t think he’d have the nerve to show up!”

“I have a theory.” Jack was dead calm.

Jack watched Gio make his way toward Main Street, while keeping Lilly pressed against him. He didn’t say anything, but when Lilly looked over her shoulder, it was like a hawk was keeping watch. Jack stood very still, focused on one thing, Gio’s movements.

Fortunately, the courtyard was open and well lit, so Gio couldn’t slip into a shadow anywhere nearby. Once Jack was satisfied he’d moved on, he guided her toward her apartment. Once inside, he set the security code.

She’d never seen Jack so serious. It was more than a little unnerving. His body was tight, his expression stone cold. He didn’t say a word.

Lilly wondered if he was just as freaked out as she was that Gio had the gall to show up at her apartment. Or if it was something else.

Something she said.

He poked his head into each room, even though they had most assuredly left Gio on the street. It had become his habit to check out every space. Comforting, but unnecessary.

“I need all your devices. Tablet, phone, laptop. Whatever you have that could connect to GPS.”

“Um. I don’t understand.”

“Please, just get the devices.”

He pulled out his phone and hit a couple of buttons.

“Hey, it’s Miller.” She heard the conversation from her bedroom as she grabbed her tablet and laptop. “Sorry to bother you at home. You know that cyber investigation? I may have another link.”

He paused, listening to the person on the other end. When Lilly reentered the room, he had his back to her, his shoulders hunched, tense.

“Yeah. I’ll have some electronics to scan tomorrow. And advice?”

He nodded. Turning, he indicated that she should put the devices on the island.

“Right. Got it. Thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Why do you need my tech?” Lilly put it on the counter.

“Tell me how long you’ve had these.”

“Um, the laptop is new. I got it a few months ago.”

“Are these all connected?”

“You mean through the cloud? Yes.”

“How long have you had the other devices?”

“I’ve had them a couple of years… why?”

“Since California?”

“Yes.”

“Shit. He bought these for you, didn’t he?”

“I… ah…”

“Didn’t he?!?” His voice was sharp, angry.

Lilly went to the big chair in the living room and curled into it. Her stomach clenched at the tone he was taking. Her heart hammered in her chest; Lilly felt like she was being interrogated.

“I didn’t do anything wrong.” Her voice cracked on the last word. She saw the color drain from his face.

“Aw, crap.” Jack’s head dropped, before he blew out a long breath. “I’m sorry. Of course you didn’t. Seeing him here caught me off guard.”

“What’s going on?”

“First things first. We turn off the WiFi, sharing, and Bluetooth on all of these. The likelihood is that you’ve been hacked. Your movements tracked.”

“Tracked? You mean stalked? Stalked. That son of a bitch has been stalking me?”

Jack crouched down in front of her and took her hands. “More than likely, yes.”

“And you knew this, and didn’t tell me? He—he—I—” Lilly couldn’t catch her breath. Thinking about what could have happened, that all this time he knew exactly where she was, brought the terror she’d been fighting right to the surface. “He knew my movements? Knew everything I did? You talk about my safety, but you didn’t tell me?”

“For the past ten days, there’s been a team assigned to watch you. They’ve been tasked with monitoring Gio’s movements and making sure you were safe.”

“Wait. A team?”

He sat on the couch and motioned for her to come over. “Come here. I’ll explain.”

“That will be a nice change.” Lilly grabbed a tissue from the box on the end table and dabbed her eyes before scooting over next to him on the couch. “Tell me everything.”

Jack took her hands and locked eyes with her. His baby blues sparked in the light and he smiled nervously. Lilly understood he was trying to put her at ease, but it wasn’t working. Not even a little.

“When I read your case file, there were a lot of holes. The investigating officer dropped the ball. I don’t want to throw a hard-working cop under the bus, but it was brushed off. I followed some leads, like three, and we were able to establish that Gio had installed tracking software on his ex-girlfriends’ cell phones. You included. Once that was established, it was a slam dunk. The cyber division has built a case in record time. He’s violated at least half a dozen federal statutes from privacy to stalking.”

“Wow. That’s… I don’t know what to say. Why didn’t you tell me about it? WHY? As the—victim—” she swallowed the word, “—I had a right to know.”

“You’re right, but I wasn’t sure how it was going to go down. I was on vacation, that was the truth. When I saw my boss earlier today, he told me about the case.”

Looking at her electronics on the table, she waved a hand. “What do I do now?”

“We disconnect them, like I said.”

“Should we shut them off?”

“No. My contact in cyber said to leave them powered up. I’ll take them to the lab tomorrow.”

“But I need a phone… with the wedding and my business…” Lilly felt herself unravelling. Every little thing felt like a crisis, and for the first time in a year, she doubted her ability to cope.

“We’ll get you a phone tomorrow. First thing. New phone, new number.”

“I’ve had this number for years. Years. This is going to be a nightmare.”

Jack nodded. He understood, but that didn’t change anything. He was right about the precautions she had to take.

“Even now, almost two years gone from him, and he’s still messing with my life.”

Jack pulled her in, holding her tight, and Lilly felt her insides go soft. But even with the comfort he offered, she was annoyed. He’d kept so much information from her, she couldn’t help but wonder what else she was hiding.

“I’m supposed to be on the set tomorrow. I have to be there by eight, and I don’t know how I’m going to fall asleep.”

“Yeah, about that. What’s that all about? All you wanted to do was avoid the set and all the people.”

“I’ve been hiding. I decided not to hide anymore.”

“I’m not following.”

Lilly wasn’t all that sure about it herself. “I ran into Kat Barnes, literally, when I was walking home from the pier. She asked—no, she practically begged me to do her hair. Said she knew Gio was an ass, apologized for being a harpy, and told me I shouldn’t hide from him.”

Jack rubbed his hand across his forehead. “You don’t even like Kat. Why are you taking her advice?”

Lilly stood and walked across the room. The large French doors led to a small balcony that looked out on the courtyard. It was a pretty view at any time of year, because the whole area was planted with flowers that bloomed in every season. She could see all the way down Main Street, and that made her feel closer to her town and her neighbors. On the other side of the apartment, she could see the water. The water was everything. It was in her soul.

“I want to be able to look out my windows again.”

“What? Your windows?”

Moving back to the couch, she sat on the edge. “Yes. My windows. Ever since Gio came to town, I’ve been aware of being seen. I keep my blinds pulled at night. I don’t look outside at the sunset, or the flowers. I don’t sit out on my balcony and watch the moon come out.”

Jack inched a little closer and took her hand.

“This is my home. I shouldn’t be afraid of anything here. But I am. I’m letting him terrorize me from a distance, and it has to stop.”

“He’ll be gone soon, and you can get back to normal. I don’t think putting yourself right in his path is a good idea.”

“I’ve been doing everything possible to avoid him, and he still found me.” She picked up her phone and tossed it back on the table, annoyed that he thought limiting her access would change anything. “He hacked my damn phone, Jack. What else? Am I going to wake up one day and find my bank account empty? My business accounts trashed? You said it, there are no boundaries.”

“He’s dangerous.” That statement, delivered like he was talking to a child, was the last straw. The years of listening to men telling her what she should think, and feel, and do came shooting out at Jack.

“I KNOW!” she cried. “I was there! Don’t you dare treat me like I don’t know. I am fully aware of what he did to me. What he took from me.”

“That’s not what I meant. Come on, Lilly.”

“You have no idea what I’ve been through. How every day I wonder how I could have been so stupid. I don’t doubt you care, but to tell me ‘he’s dangerous’? No shit, Jack.”

Not wanting to be around him, she shot off the couch and went to her bedroom. Full of anger and sadness and fear, she paced a circle at the end of her bed, her mind going a thousand miles an hour. Finally, the rage took over and she grabbed a hairbrush off her dresser and threw it against the wall.

Damn him. Damn all of them.

Lilly plopped on her bed and dropped her face in her hands. The tears threatened, but she couldn’t let them win. She had to keep control.

Her chest was so tight it actually hurt. Little short breaths were all she could manage, and the air in her lungs burned. She was focusing only on getting the air in and out so she wouldn’t pass out, when she felt the mattress sink next to her.

Still hiding her face, she tried to throw off his hand, which had settled between her shoulder blades, circling gently. He didn’t speak, but when she rolled her shoulders away from him, instead of easing back, he pulled her to him.

It was too easy, and Lilly wished he didn’t feel so good. But she went to him, burying her face in the soft folds of his blue and white striped shirt. He smelled warm and briny, like the open water. It was here, safely in his arms, and folded against his body, that Lilly lost herself.

She cried. She didn’t sob, but her tears came. More angry than sad, Lilly wanted to scream. She wanted to tell everyone what Gio did to her while at the same time, she wanted to hide it away. She hated being a victim, but she felt bound to honor this piece of herself.

“I hate him,” she said quietly. Her voice cracked ever so slightly, the words hard to say, but Jack nodded, indicating he understood. “I mean, I really, really hate him.”

“I’m right there with you. Which is why I’m confused about tomorrow.”

Going to the set probably wasn’t the smartest thing she was going to do, but again, she believed it had to happen. “Me too. I still don’t know what made me say yes to Kat.”

“Please reconsider.”

“I’m not going to. I can’t keep being the victim, Jack.”

Easing her back, Jack stroked her cheek with his hand. Lilly leaned into his touch, using it as the lifeline it was. It connected her to everything important in her life.

“You aren’t a victim, Lilly. You’re a survivor. There’s a big difference, and I wish you could see yourself the way everyone else sees you. The way I see you.”

Survivor. It was a hopeful word. It gave her control. It gave her strength. It would take time for her to embrace all it meant, but she could allow herself to entertain the idea that her life was all about possibilities.

“How do you see me, Jack?” That was the million-dollar question. He was the only one who knew the extent of her experience. He’d known her before, and now he knew her after. They had a history together.

She wondered if they could have a future.

“How do I see you?” He leaned in and touched his lips to hers. “You’re magic, Lilly. And…” Jack took a deep breath. “I love you.”


Chapter Twenty-Two


Shit. Jack had never said “I love you” to any woman, ever.

Ever.

But he’d just said it to Lilly. She was looking at him, stunned and misty-eyed, and Jack had no idea what he should say next.

He was kind of hoping she would say something. But she didn’t. Instead her eyes made their way around his face, and her thumb slid over his bottom lip.

“You love me?” A tear spilled out of her eye and tracked down her cheek, leaving a trail of wetness. A smile as bright as the sun bloomed across her face, and Jack felt like he’d just hit the jackpot. God, she was beautiful when she smiled.

He could spend the rest of his life looking at her like this.

“Yeah,” he said, confirming it for himself as much as for her. “I do. I love you.”

Lilly’s voice hiccupped and she lunged for him, wrapping her arms around his neck as he fell back on the bed. She was on top of him, warm and soft, her curves fitting against him perfectly. She kissed him—once, twice, three times—and the world spun off its access.

“I love you, too. I have forever.”

“You told me once.” He thought back to the night in the boathouse all those years ago. She mattered to him then, she’d always been special, but he had been too shortsighted to do anything about it. “I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you. I should have. You’re the best thing in my life, Lilly.”

“You weren’t ready to hear it then. But you are now.” Lilly nipped at his chin and Jack felt every nerve ending in his body fire like rockets. “And I’ll tell you every day.”

He felt like he’d escaped from emotional limbo. For so long, Jack had lived in his own head, not allowing the outside to interfere with whatever mission he was on. When he was working in intelligence, it was necessary, but his inability to compartmentalize when he moved to the Bureau kept him from having a normal life. Maybe he wasn’t ready, but more than likely, he’d had more demons lurking below the surface than he’d admitted to.

He’d seen a lot of nasty shit and done things he wasn’t proud of. He would have had to have been made of stone to be unaffected.

Over the years, his family had been his safety net; but in this moment, Lilly was his salvation. Thank God he’d realized it.

Her lips teased his neck, his collarbone, and when she was stopped by his shirt, Lilly pushed herself up to take what she wanted. Slowly, if only to torture him, she popped the buttons one at a time, pushing the fabric aside so she could continue on her trip south.

She was slow and gentle. The feel of her weight on him was heady. A final kiss landed on his belly button, and Lilly moved back up his body. Jack let his eyes drift shut as the feel of her mouth on his skin played with his senses. A kiss dropped at the corner of his mouth was his cue to open his eyes and drown in her.

Splaying his hands across her back, Jack turned her over and raised himself up. She was so beautiful, and in the dim light of her bedroom, everything about her seemed luminous. Pushing her hair away from her face, Jack dropped a kiss on her lips. “Can I stay? I know you weren’t too happy with me a little while ago, but I’m willing to make it up to you.”

She looked away for a second, obviously thinking about something. “You’d leave if I asked you to?”

The question took him a little off guard, but he understood how important his answer was. If she couldn’t trust him, they had nothing. “I’d leave your bed, but not the apartment. I’ll sleep on the couch, but I won’t leave you alone.”

“Even if I told you to go?”

“If the couch is a hard no, you’ll find me sleeping on your landing again. I’m begging you, for the sake of my back, not to let that happen, but if you really don’t want me here, I’m out.”

Lilly pulled him close, holding him against her. He could feel her chest rising and falling, puffs of air warming his neck. But it was her hands, the ones that pushed his shirt off his shoulders, that sent the clearest message.

“You can stay,” she whispered. “Be with me.”

“Always,” he replied.
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Lilly relaxed back into the pillows, and Jack took to the task of undressing her. First her shirt, then her bra. He was gliding his hands over her body so deliciously, she slipped into a stupor that slowed time almost to a stop.

When he pulled down her shorts and panties, she lifted her hips, first to help, and then in invitation. She wanted him to touch her, to kiss her everywhere, to be inside her.

Last night, when they were together on the boat, the sex had been more than just mind-blowing. It was an epiphany. Lilly had been with her share of men, men she cared about, men who had given her a great time. But Jack was different. He was her other half. Her soulmate. Her match.

Lying on their sides facing each other, Lilly was equally tormented by Jack’s touch, and touching him. His kisses, hot and fluid, made her drunk. His lips, his hard body, his calloused hands, all put her on sensory overload.

The feel of him—his skin, smooth but sprinkled with hair, was tight over bands of muscle, and had been part of her dreams for as long as she could remember. The scars, on the other hand, were not. On his flank, the back of his shoulder, and just above one of his butt cheeks, she could feel the difference in the skin.

Silky smooth. Puckered. The one closest to his spine was the largest.

“How did this happen?”

“Huh? What?” He pulled back and pushed her hair off her face. “The scar?”

“Yes. How did you get it?”

“You’re sure you want to know?” She nodded and he left a quick peck on her lips. “I was stabbed. It was during an ambush.”

“Stabbed? God. I wasn’t expecting that.” She moved her hand to his side. “And this one?”

“A—ah, a training mishap.”

“Um, okay. Training. I’m going to let that go.” Lilly’s heart squeezed tight, but his body was a guide to everything he’d been through. “And what about the little one on your shoulder?”

“I was shot. But it wasn’t a big deal. If you’ll notice…” He pointed to a spot on the upper right side of his chest. “The exit wound. The bullet went in, went out, and had the courtesy not to do any major damage.”

“God, you’ve been through so much.” Lilly touched the scar on his chest. It was barely visible. “So brave.”

“You’re the brave one.” With a practiced hand, he turned her on her back, and Lilly felt like she was floating on the soft mattress and pillows. His erection, hard and inviting, teased her entrance. With the heat building, he seemed to know that tonight she didn’t need endless foreplay or build-up. She only needed him. Lilly wanted the closeness, the connection, the love. He said she was magic, but only when they were together.

When Jack started to move off her, she held on. “Where are you going?”

“I need to get a condom.”

Lilly nodded toward the night table. “Top drawer.”

Jack raised an eyebrow while flashing a grin. He opened the drawer and pulled out the box of condoms she’d purchased that day.

“A whole box?”

“I’m planning ahead.”

“Did you drive to the east end to buy these so you wouldn’t be spotted, or questioned?”

When Jack kneeled up to put on the condom, Lilly grabbed it, tearing open the packet for him. “No,” she said as she started to roll the condom over the head of his penis. When she looked up, his eyes were like blue flame. So hot. “I bought them at Cove Apothecary. You know, right on Main Street?”

He was grinning now. “I know the place. Good selection?”

Everybody knew the place. The local business had been open since the 30s. It still had an old-fashioned soda fountain. And if Rinaldi’s was the center of gossip in town, the Apothecary ran a close second.

“Excellent selection. It was lunch time. Very busy, and I took my box of extra large right up to the register.”

“Did you now?” Once she was done, he pushed her flat onto the bed and levered himself over her. “You’re fantastic, but everyone will be talking.”

“Let them talk.” Lilly wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him in for a kiss. “I’m a grown ass woman. As long as I’m not hurting anyone else, I can do what I want.”

Lilly bent her knees back when Jack slipped his hands under her hips and raised her up slightly. The tip of his penis pressed inside her, then he inched in a little more, watching her eyes the whole time. He bit down on his lower lip, holding back on the urge to plunge in all at once. This slow entry, the burn, was soul-stealing. Lilly’s breath caught at the penetration—not because it hurt, but because it felt better than anything she could have imagined. Jack was big. Thick more than long, and he filled her, stretched her. It was the most amazing invasion of her space. When he thrust in fully, Lilly felt complete.

Lilly allowed herself to indulge in every sensation, vowing to commit every touch to memory. She never wanted to forget how Jack made her feel, body and soul.

When he moved, his hips catching a rhythm, she matched him, keeping her eyes on his face and his eyes. This was her man, she’d always known it. Even if he took a little longer to find his way, Jack was here now.

His pace picked up, and his thrusts became longer, harder. Lilly reached back and wrapped her hands around the wrought iron headboard to steady herself. Jack’s arms held him up, the muscles of his back and arms bulging with tension. His head dropped and he drew one of her nipples in his mouth, licking and sucking as she cried out at the crazy sensations running through her.

This was perfection, a joining of bodies meant to be together. Matched before they were old enough to understand, no one would ever affect her like he did. It was crazy and sane, a mess of contrasts, much like her feelings. They were all over the place, but everything came together when she and Jack forgot about who they were supposed to be. The walls came down and the uncertainty dissolved. Lilly was happy.

Light exploded behind her eyes, sparks of fire and dreams, of a future she and Jack would have together. They drove each other higher and higher. Jack held her tight as he dropped his forehead to hers. He kissed her hot and deep, dipping his tongue in her mouth, edging her toward unreason.

The sensations rolled through her, her body vibrating as the climax consumed her. Jack came with her, his large shoulders convulsing as he arched and cried out.

Finally, he collapsed on her, spent, his breath coming in great gulps. “God, Lilly, you’re amazing. I can’t… I… That was…”

Laying a finger on his lips, she kissed his cheek, letting her mouth linger, tasting the essence of salt and man. “It was exactly what we needed. It was perfect.”

“You’re perfect,” he said before he kissed her. “It’s all you.”
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It might’ve been the music that woke him, or maybe it was the bright sunlight streaming through the large windows, but all Jack knew was that when he stretched out his hand looking for Lilly, she was gone. Taking a look at the clock, he groaned when he saw it was barely seven in the morning. Why on earth was she up? Especially since they’d only gotten about three and a half hours of sleep.

But hell, if he was going be sleep deprived, making love to a beautiful woman half the night was the way to go.

Just when he was going to get out of bed and find her, Lilly dashed into the room with a cup of coffee in her hand and a protein bar between her teeth, dressed in a flowery floor-length dress that moved like water every time she took a step. Dammit. That’s when he remembered she was going to the set today.

And she wasn’t going to change her mind.

In just a few weeks, Jack’s trajectory had taken a hard turn, and he couldn’t have been happier about it. Last night, they talked about the future, and while Lilly didn’t want to get into specifics, Jack wanted her to know he was all in. He fully intended to marry her.

That fact would shock pretty much everybody he knew, but most especially his family. While he knew there was some curiosity about what was developing between him and Lilly, no one knew how hard or fast he had fallen. It was possible they’d pieced together some version of what was going on, but right now, the truth of the relationship wasn’t clear.

“I forgot you were going to campus today.”

Gulping her decaf coffee, Lilly nodded. “Yeah, me too. I woke up on my own to go to the bathroom and I realized I had to be on set. I’m not used to early calls anymore.”

Jack’s stomach turned with worry. “I can’t tempt you back to bed?”

“As much as I’d like that, you know I can’t.” She moved toward him, leaned in, and planted a quick kiss on his mouth. “I should be home by two. It’s a short day, which was one of the reasons I said yes. Until then, you just have to do without me.”

“Wait.” Pulling her down, she landed with a plop on the soft mattress. Even with all her confidence and assuredness that she was doing the right thing, Lilly was vulnerable, and Gio was probably more dangerous than anyone realized. “You can’t say anything about the investigation, or that we suspect your devices have been hacked. He can’t know.”

“I wasn’t planning on talking to him, so you can stop worrying.”

“That’s not happening.” How did he make her understand? There were so many layers to this problem, and she had only seen the surface. “I know you lived through hell with him, but a criminal who is backed into a corner is more dangerous than you can imagine. And since we know Gio is violent, that kicks this whole scenario up a notch. You can’t put yourself, or anyone else, at risk.”

He thought she might get pissed, but when her hand came up and stroked his cheek, she seemed anything but. “I get it. I do.”

A thought hit him and launched him out of bed. “Why don’t I come with you?”

“To the set? It’s not Bring Your Boyfriend to Work day.”

“No, but, you could, right? I mean, why not?”

When Lilly stood and faced him, he could see he’d just pushed it a little too far. “No.”

“But—”

“No. I have to leave now. You lock up, and I’ll see you later.”

He grabbed her hand before she left. “Be careful. Please.”

“I will. You try and stay out of trouble, G-Man.”

Jack chuckled. There wasn’t a lot of trouble on his agenda, but if it was out there, he’d find it. That was a given. “I’ll take the electronics to the lab. I can take you to get a phone later on, if you want.”

“Thanks, I’ve got it. I—I think I have to do it myself.”

Jack understood. After giving up so much control to Gio, Lilly wanted to maintain some this time around. No matter how much she trusted him, she was going to keep her guard up.

It wasn’t a bad thing. He just wished she’d used that kind of logic when making a decision about going to the set.

Lilly gave him another kiss, grabbed her bag, and headed out. She didn’t look back, which meant she was hell bent on moving forward.


Chapter Twenty-Three


The old gym on campus had been set up as a production staging area. It was, thankfully, air conditioned, so that would keep the frizzies down. At least until the actors stepped outside. All bets were off at that point. With the humidity at what felt like 110 percent, everyone would end up looking like a poodle on crack.

In the adjacent parking lots were a half a dozen luxury trailers for the stars of the film. The area buzzed like a hive of bees, with assistants and staff running around to keep everyone happy.

Lilly tuned out the blur of people and focused her eyes on the door of the gym. Her job was inside those walls. She’d do what she had to do, and get out.

Jack was probably right about this being a bad idea. Considering the meltdown she had when she saw Gio the night before, putting herself in his path was not the best move.

But Lilly was tired of running. She was done with being afraid. Gio Graham didn’t own her, or her life. He’d come to her town, and she had no intention of being scared off.

When she entered the gym, it was like being hit with a wall of noise. She’d forgotten how busy sets could get, especially in the staging areas. Noel was at the far end of the space, towering over everyone else. He was talking with two other people, one of whom looked really unhappy.

Approaching with caution, she stood a safe distance away until Noel saw her. With a wave indicating she should join them, Lilly made her way to the group.

The person with the scowl was Kat’s hairstylist, the one Lilly was replacing for the day. Lilly felt bad, but she wanted to tell the woman that she should consider herself lucky. If Kat wasn’t happy, she was going to make the stylist’s life, and everyone else’s life, misery.

“Marissa, you will work with Analisa. You have a wonderful touch with the children. Take a break from Kat today.”

A break. That was a diplomatic way of saying it. Based on her reaction, Marissa didn’t see it that way, nor should she. But there was a good chance if Lilly hadn’t said yes, Kat would have asked for someone else anyway.

Noel took her arm and pulled her aside. “Don’t let Marissa’s bruised feelings affect you. It’s not your doing.”

“Right. Sure.” The daggers coming from the eyes of the other stylists were just so warm and welcoming. Lilly would be sure to spend lots of time with them. “Where am I working?”

“Over here.” Noel brought her to a chair that was a little nicer than the standard salon chair used for actors with less pull. This was definitely a diva’s chair. Lilly unpacked her tools—a hair dryer, flat iron, curling iron, hot rollers, and brushes—and surveyed the products on the counter in front of her. She didn’t like the hair spray or the styling cream, so she pulled some she’d brought from her shop from the bag.

Everything she was doing was routine. There was nothing difficult or creative. The mundane part of the job, the simple steps, made her feel normal. That was the point of coming here, to reclaim normalcy. Being in the middle of some silly drama on her first day was just a bonus.

She saw Kat walking toward her with wet hair, a scowl, and a very large coffee. The woman was a glamorous movie star, but this morning she looked like any millennial who was working too hard and mainlining caffeine.

The redhead plopped in the chair and groaned.

“Well, good morning to you, Sunshine.”

“Not funny, Lilly. I was up all night learning new pages because someone decided his scene wasn’t right and needed more emotion.”

“Ah. Someone. I see.” Lilly glanced at Noel’s notes about Kat’s shooting schedule. Today’s work was simple; any beginner could have given her the blowout she needed. “Why am I here again?”

“Because you’ll work your magic and keep my hair from frizzing. It’s like a damn rainforest out there. I keep expecting to see snakes dropping from the trees.”

“It’s been sticky this week.”

“Sticky? Girl, I’m from the deep south. Y’all got nothin’ on us with this soup.”

Lilly laughed as she spritzed some anti-humidity spray and turned the blow-dryer on Kat’s hair. With practiced hands, she straightened and flipped, boosting the volume with nothing but air and a round brush. The job was to make her hair look natural, but done. But that was endless contradiction of beauty. The natural look was always at war with the idea of maintenance.

It was why Lilly had a job, and a business.

One of the best parts of her work was seeing how happy people were when they left her shop. There was a confidence swirling around each one, a lightness. It could be that time at the salon was the epitome of “me” time. Women, or men, were pampered for a little while. Fussed over. The stressed-out executive, the doctor, the teacher, or the mom got a little time to decompress. Didn’t everyone deserve that?

Granted, doing Kat’s hair wasn’t going to bring the same kind of satisfaction. Doing hair for a movie was about a look. It wasn’t about joy or self-care. It was just work.

Still, Kat was happy when she checked herself in the mirror, running her fingers through the cascading waves. “No one manages this mess like you do, Lilly. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll be around until two today, so if it needs freshening up, find me.”

“Awesome.” The smile on Kat’s face dropped, though, when she looked across the gym and forced Lilly’s gaze at a young blonde woman standing about ten paces away from Gio. “That sweet young thing is Gio’s latest conquest. She’s twenty-five. Her name is Tilly. She’s working as a production assistant, but apparently, she comes from some serious money.”

She really was young and, based on the look on her face, very starstruck. “She needs to be warned, no doubt about it, but she shouldn’t worry about the money. Plenty of other things, but not money. Gio has plenty of that.”

“Eh, not as much as you think. The guy has some serious issues. Spends money like water. Gambles.”

“Wait… I’m confused.”

“Why do you think he wanted your jewelry back? He was going to sell it. Probably to pay off some mob contact for a bet he lost.”

It was one more layer of lies as far as Lilly was concerned. Gio had spotted her by that point, but he didn’t make any move in her direction. It was possible he realized pushing himself on her in public was a bad idea. She watched him, and the risk she’d taken was all too clear. Lilly knew the man well, and his body language was telling her he was agitated.

His hand was flexing… open, closed, open, closed.

Gio was fired up and ready to detonate.

Tilly was hovering behind him, notebook pressed close to her chest—nervous.

Scared.

Lilly’s heart broke. There was something tentative in the way Tilly moved. Her eyes rarely looked up at the world swirling around her. It wasn’t right.

Gio leaned forward on the craft services table, picking up and then tossing aside fruit, bagels—whatever he deemed unworthy of him. Jesus. People called Kat a diva, when the guy across the room was taking the prize.

Tilly had stepped back, taking a croissant and some grapes from the display, dropping a dollop of jam on the pastry. Just as she was about to take a bite of her breakfast, Gio’s hand flew up and knocked the plate out of Tilly’s hands, splattering her breakfast across the front of her shirt.

“Do you really need that?” he snapped.

There was a collective gasp from the cast and crew. Everyone knew Gio could be temperamental, but he’d never done anything so blatantly cruel.

At least not in public.

“Wh—why did you do that?” Tilly stuttered. Visibly shaking, she was obviously unnerved by what had just happened. Lilly didn’t like the feel of it at all, and she started to move closer to the scene.

“You heard me,” Gio spat. “Do you need it? That’s a lot of carbs and fat. It will go right to your ass.”

The young woman was taking short, labored breaths, a sure sign she was panicking. This wasn’t just a personal attack; someone with Gio’s stature could ruin her career. In Tilly’s case, it could be ruined before it even started, and she knew that.

Lilly could feel the tightness in her chest, her muscles quivering. Gio evoked a lot of emotions. But this time, instead of terror, it was anger. Poor Tilly was still in shock, staring at the food on her shirt and scattered on the wood floor around her. Gio, who had turned to talk to someone else, glanced over his shoulder and sneered.

“Why are you standing there? Clean it up.”

Tilly’s face froze. By this point, Lilly was close enough to see the tears welling in her eyes, and her own rage started to boil over.

The room had grown so quiet it should have been uncomfortable, but to Lilly, it was perfect. Gio was showing his ass to the world. In fact, he was defiant. She felt awful for Tilly, but in the long run, this would be a good thing. Gio’s head was tossed back, his mouth set. Zeroing in on Tilly, he took two large strides toward her. “I said to clean it up.”

His voice filled the space, but it was the sight of Tilly recoiling in fear that made Lilly snap. After years of lying, hiding, and making excuses, she’d had enough. Lunging toward Gio, she came between him and his target. With a slap, her hands landed on his chest and she shoved him back.

“You clean it up!” she yelled. “You were the one who flipped her plate, you do it.”

“Who the fuck do you think you are?” His voice dripped with entitlement and disgust. The ugly side of Gio was oozing out of every pore.

“I’m someone you bullied, who you abused. And I’m not going to let you do it to anyone else.”

There, she’d said it.

If Lilly was afraid, the feelings were buried under the anger and contempt. Not for herself, but for all the other women he’d hurt. And for Tilly.

“Abused?” His hand was no longer flexing. It was curled into a fist. “You have no fucking idea.”

Forgetting where he was, the need to intimidate her overrode his sense. Everyone was watching. Everyone. But Gio didn’t care. “You were a needy bitch, Lilly, and you got everything you deserved. Maybe you need a little schooling about your place.”

He leaned in menacingly, and holding his gaze, Lilly felt all the fear, all the dread slip away. There was power in the truth, and she had no intention of hiding it ever again. “Go ahead,” she snarled. “Hit me. You know that’s what you want to do. Let everyone here see what a monster you are.”

The words did exactly what she intended, they provoked him. His face started to glow red from anger, and Lilly braced for the impact. His fist was like a brick, and she had vivid memories of how the pain exploded across her cheek when he would hit her. But she knew that making him show himself would be her greatest victory.

Once it was out in the open, once people saw all he was capable of, there was no going back. He would be ruined.

“You bitch. You fucking bitch…” Gio pulled back his arm, and Lilly, knowing she was going to end up on the floor when he hit her, stood defiantly, eyes open, daring him to do it. She steeled herself against it, thinking about something safe, like Jack, or her family’s house, but the hit never came. She waited, images of the things she loved floating through her mind.

It was only when Gio lurched back that Lilly saw Gio’s fist in the grip of Adam Miller. Adam was barely straining, and Gio looked shocked that anyone would have the nerve to touch him, but Adam didn’t care. Two members of Gio’s security team finally showed up, and while they didn’t interfere, Adam let go. He’d made his point.

“I’ll have your job, Miller,” Gio hissed like a spoiled teenager.

“Not if I get yours first, asswipe.” Glancing at Gio’s bodyguards, he tossed his head toward the door. “Get him out of here before I really get pissed off.”

Lilly stood in the middle of the gym all by herself. Everyone kept their distance. Tilly was in the corner with some crew members who were trying to console her. Noel sat in one of the salon chairs, his eyes fixed on some invisible spot on the ceiling. Kat stood hip shot into the wall, her arms wrapped around her middle. She didn’t make eye contact.

When Adam’s hand dropped on Lilly’s shoulder, that’s when the emotions hit. Everything she’d been suppressing—all the rage, the fear, the frustration—came bubbling to the surface.

He bent down slightly so he was at eye level. Lilly was doing her best to keep breathing. “Are you okay?” he asked.

She would never be completely okay, but right then, Lilly felt like she’d climbed a mountain. She’d crossed an important threshold, going from victim to survivor. She finally felt like she’d earned the title. “Yes. I am. I’m okay.”

He nodded. “Good. That’s good.”

“Everyone was just standing around, and I couldn’t let him humiliate her like that. I just couldn’t.”

Adam didn’t say anything, but he nodded again, acknowledging that he understood.

“Thank you,” Lilly said. “For saving my ass.”

“Well, I wasn’t going to let him hit you.” With a gentle squeeze to her shoulder, Adam smiled gently. “Do you know how mad Mia would be if you had a black eye in our wedding pictures?”

Lilly let out a watery laugh. Mia would indeed be pissed, but only because Lilly had put herself in Gio’s sights. She had no doubt she’d done the right thing; first, by protecting Tilly, and second, for standing up to Gio.

She also knew she’d do it again in a heartbeat.
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Jack stood outside the salon and paced back and forth, trying to calm down before he went inside. He knew Lilly going to the set today was a bad idea, but he had no idea how bad until he’d heard from Adam.

His brother had detailed what had happened with Gio that morning, and piecing the scene together from what Adam said, Jack’s blood boiled. Without any thought for herself, Lilly stood up for a woman being harassed and faced down her own abuser. Lilly was fierce, no doubt, and Jack respected her commitment to doing the right thing.

He also wanted to stick to her like glue for the rest of her life. His instinct was to barrel into the salon, and after checking to make sure she was okay, he wanted to tell her how incredibly stupid the stunt had been.

Of course, that wouldn’t end well, because Lilly would tell him where to put that assessment.

And she’d be right to do so. He was torn in two over what had happened.

Hadn’t he told her she had to face her demons? She’d done just that this morning.

“Shit.” Parking himself on a bench facing the marina, Jack had no idea what to do. He didn’t know what to say, or how to keep her from doing it again. “Jesus, Lilly.”

He wasn’t expecting company on the bench, but when he looked over, his sister Natalie had plopped down next to him.

“Have you talked to her yet?”

Jack looked over his shoulder at the salon. “Not yet.”

“Adam said what he saw was inspiring. She was really brave.”

“Maybe, but it was also dangerous, and foolish. I’m glad I asked him to check on her.”

“Foolish? Jack…”

“If he hit her hard enough, she could have been seriously hurt. She could have been knocked out. So, yeah, I stand by foolish.”

Natalie looked ahead, starting to say something, but then stopping. “She did what she thought was right. No one ever stood up for her.”

“She talked to you about it?”

“I heard what happened and came here to check on her. I can’t believe I didn’t know. She told me she’d been on the receiving end of a scene like the one that played out this morning. Gio berated her in front of cast members and crew, and no one stopped him. No one. They just let it happen. She wasn’t going to let that happen to anyone else.”

“Still, to put herself at risk like that…”

“You mean like you do? Fighting drug dealers and hunting for killers? Or like Doug when he’s deployed, keeping the world safe for freedom loving people?”

“It’s not the same.”

“You’re right; on one level, it isn’t. You’re fighting for the greater good, big, lofty ideals. For duty and country.” Natalie turned toward him and dropped her hand on his knee. “This was personal for her. She was fighting for one woman, but it’s bigger than that.” Natalie hesitated. “Don’t women deserve to be fought for? Tilly deserved a champion.”

The words hit him right between the eyes. The idea of Lilly as champion—as savior—was awe-inspiring, and fitting. On the other hand, it was maddening—sickening—that no one in the cast or crew had stepped up for her when she needed them. Natalie made a good point, but Jack couldn’t wrap his head around the risk. She shouldn’t have had to do it alone. “I wish I hadn’t let her go.”

“I make my own decisions, you know. I don’t need permission.” The voice, which came from behind, was firm and unwavering. Turning, he saw Lilly, hands on her hips, her face tight and fiery. “Did you just say you shouldn’t have let me go?”

Natalie patted his knee. “Damn, Jack. Good luck with that.”

He stood up and came around the bench to her, she stepped back when he reached out to hold her. “I was out of my mind. Adam called me when I was in the city and told me what happened.”

“Yeah, when I saw you pacing around out here, I figured you were trying to think of what you were going to say about this morning’s business. But let’s get back to this whole ‘let me’ thing?”

Two words. He couldn’t have chosen two different words.

“Can we go inside and talk about it?” The last thing she needed was a public scene to confirm what Gio’s spin machine was already putting out about her instability. He watched her eyes take in the foot traffic surrounding them, and satisfied he made sense, she nodded. “Fine.”

Natalie rose from her spot on the bench, and got the hug Jack had been looking for. “You’re amazing, my friend. Truly amazing. Call me.”

“You got it.”

Once his sister left, Jack focused on one objective. He followed Lilly inside and up the stairs to her apartment without thinking about anything except getting her to calm down. He wanted Lilly to know he was in her corner, and he always would be.

The late afternoon light filtering into the apartment cast a glow around her. It was almost angelic, but intense, and that was fitting considering what had transpired earlier.

“Were my devices infected?”

He didn’t expect the question, but he was glad for the icebreaker.

“The tablet and phone were. The laptop is clean.” He pulled the slip-sleeve out of his leather backpack and placed it on the counter. “Change all your passwords.”

“Okay. Is he going to be arrested?”

“That’s the plan. I don’t know much else.” That wasn’t the whole truth, but he wasn’t allowed to talk about an active investigation. Jack had been told today that Gio would be arrested once his plane landed in California on Friday morning. The dirtbag had another thirty-six hours of freedom.

Looking tired, she sat on the arm of the couch and stroked Barney’s head, but she didn’t make eye contact. What had happened must have taken more of a toll on her than she let on. Jack went to her, gently taking her hands as he crouched before her.

“Are you all right?”

Her head bobbed up and down twice as she drew a long, audible breath. “Surprisingly, I am. I feel lighter, safer, than I have in a very long time.”

He didn’t know about the safer part, but he could understand how she felt unburdened. Her experience was all out in the open. “You took a huge risk. When Adam called me, I was frantic. What you did was incredibly risky.”

“Yes, it was, but it unmasked him. No one else was going to do it.”

“It shouldn’t have been you, though. You’ve been through enough.”

Lilly rose from her spot, shaking him off in the process. Her fingers massaged the back of her neck while she circled the kitchen, opening cabinets, the refrigerator, and containers. She was on edge.

Finally, she turned to him. Her face was flat, expressionless, and that worried him more than if she’d been distraught. When she spoke, her words were sharp and laser-focused. “You’ve been incredibly supportive, Jack. But you don’t get to decide. You don’t have the right to say what I should or shouldn’t do, or how much risk I should assume. It’s my choice.”

“What you did was dangerous.”

“Dangerous? Or foolish? That’s what you said to Natalie right before you second-guessed your decision to let me go.”

Jesus, he was in trouble. “That was a poor choice of words.”

“No doubt about that, but I think you meant what you said.”

She had him dead to rights on the foolish comment. “I don’t think I can control you. I should have advised more strongly against it.”

“Because you think you have that right? I don’t recall asking for your opinion. At all.”

This conversation wasn’t unfolding how he thought it would. He figured he’d be supportive, he’d console her; instead, he was trying not to say anything else that might piss her off. Why was that exactly? If they were in a real relationship, he had the right to speak his mind. Jack was done walking on eggshells.

To hell with it. “I’m sorry you’re upset, but I wasn’t wrong. I love you, and we’re in a relationship, and that means sometimes I’m going to give you my opinion. Even when you don’t ask for it. What you did today was brave. It was unbelievably brave, but the only reason you’re not in the hospital is because I asked my brother to check on you.”

“What? You had Adam check up on me?”

He was going to keep that bit of info to himself, but there was no backpedaling now that it was out there. “I did.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s what family does. They watch out for each other.”

She looked away and said nothing. The quiet was not only out of character, it was unnerving.

He wished she would yell at him or something. Showing her temper would be one way to work through what had happened. But there was nothing but silence.

“I’d do it again.” He waited. Still no reaction. “I make no apologies for it.”

“Okay, well… I have to get to the store and buy a phone.” The statement was flat, without emotion.

“A phone?”

“Yes. I’m guessing mine is now evidence?”

“Yeah.” He stepped toward her, pushing into her space. “I’ll go with you.”

“No. I’ve got it.”

His chest tightened. There was more going on here than Lilly being independent. Jack was losing her, and he didn’t know why, or how to stop it.

“Lilly, don’t be stubborn.”

That got her attention. “First I’m foolish, now I’m stubborn.” Her volume was climbing. Lilly’s calm had given way to anger, and there was no way for Jack to avoid it. “Is there anything else? Obviously, I can’t be trusted with my own life, so have at it!”

“Don’t put words in my mouth. I thought we were in this together, as a team.”

Dropping her head, she twisted her fingers into knots. “Maybe I’m not a team player.” She walked a circle in the room, trying to channel all the nervous energy. Jack wanted to hold her, but he didn’t dare make the attempt.

Finally, she grabbed the handle on the front door, and pulled it open with so much force that when it thudded against the wall, she jumped. “I don’t have any more time for this. Good night.”

“Good night? Are you kidding me?”

“I think you should go.”

“No. Don’t shut me out, Lilly. We can talk about this.”

“There’s nothing to discuss.”

“Why? Why are you doing this?”

“Because I don’t need to be called foolish or stubborn. I don’t need anyone telling me what to do, and I—I can take care of myself.”

“I have no doubt about that, but sometimes we can all use a little backup. You’re upset about what happened today. I get it. And at the risk of pissing you off even more, I’m going to venture you’re alternating between being satisfied you stood up to Gio, and pissed that you put yourself in danger.”

Yep. Based on the way she narrowed her eyes, he’d pissed her off good.

“Don’t analyze me. I’m not some case study in PTSD.” Shaking with anger and frustration, Lilly didn’t know where to channel what she was feeling.

But, sensing he had nothing to lose, Jack took another risk and reached out, laying his hand on her cheek. Her skin was warm, flushed in response to the cascading emotions. “I’m not analyzing you, I know you. Maybe better than you know yourself.”

Her voice, raw and hoarse, conveyed the stress she was under. She stepped back, once again putting distance between them. “I can’t do this.”

Jack faced her, and he saw Lilly fold in on herself. The woman who told him once that no one would ever love him like she did was pushing him out of her life.

“You don’t have to deal with this alone. You never have.”

“I don’t know. I think it might be better that way.”


Chapter Twenty-Four


Lilly sat in the large chair in her living room, polishing off the last of a pint of Ben and Jerry’s Chocolate Therapy ice cream. She knew it was bad for her, and for her waistline, but she was beyond caring. She’d been living on processed sugar and carbs for two days, ever since her life imploded.

Waistline be damned. Everything be damned.

What she’d done had hit her when she was at the mall getting a new phone. While one of the very hip techies droned on about the latest and greatest features of the newest smartphone, Lilly’s reality struck hard.

Trembling from the inside out, she made her purchase, not even caring that she had to change the number she’d had for over ten years. The anonymity that provided was a good thing. She could give her number to whomever she wanted, and the rest of the so-called friends in her contacts could go to hell.

That included people like Noel, the makeup and hair people she knew, everyone. If the debacle on set today showed her anything, it was that she didn’t belong in that life anymore, and she couldn’t respect anyone who stood by and let a woman be treated the way Gio had treated Tilly.

And then there was Jack. The man of her dreams, the one who made her feel whole for the first time in her life. She’d kicked his ass to the curb, too. Because why not? When you were taking a flamethrower to your entire life, why not ruin your relationship with the only man who ever mattered?

When she’d gotten home from the mall, she texted Mia, Natalie, Maddie and Jordan, letting them know she was okay and that this was her new number. She called Abuela, who would fill in her family. Then, she’d gone dark.

Yesterday, her team at the salon had covered for her while she hid from the world in her apartment. She didn’t answer her phone. She didn’t answer texts, even though her phone had been ringing and pinging all day long.

What she didn’t expect was to hear her doorbell. It was probably one of the girls, but when she picked up her phone and looked at the app, she saw on the feed from the little camera that it was her grandmother and her mother. Her mother, who wasn’t supposed to be home until tomorrow night, was at her door. She could hear them talking, and finally her mother waved into the camera. “Lilly, let us in. I know you can see us.”

The tears she thought she’d cried out came back in a flood, seeing her Mami and her Abuela coming to the rescue. But what would she say to them? She was so ashamed.

She grabbed a handful of tissues before pushing herself out of the chair. She pressed the button on her phone to unlock her door.

“Come on up.”

There wasn’t even a split second between hearing the door open and the footfalls racing up the steps. First dread rushed through her, but then, without any hesitation, Lilly flung open the door. Without thinking, she fell into her mother’s arms. Finally, she could let go.

“Oh, my Lilly. Oh, my girl.” Her mother held her, and the emotions that had been rolling around inside her erupted in a great geyser of pain. She cried harder than she ever had, the sobs coming out in great gulps. Her grandmother was there, as she always was, holding them both. The three of them clung to each other in the door of her apartment, as Lilly allowed herself to collapse.

There was safety with her mother and Abuela. There always was.

Minutes ticked by, and no one moved; they held on for strength, for comfort. Mami put her hand on Lilly’s cheek and kissed her forehead.

“Mi’ja, tell me everything I need to know.” Her mother was not a softie, but at that moment, her gorgeous, brainy mom was everything she needed. “Don’t tell me anything you don’t want to tell, but what I need to know.”

Lilly swallowed some air, trying to find the words she needed to explain what had happened. She hated how she felt when she talked about it; it was like being violated all over again. But she needed them, now more than ever.

“He broke me, Mom. He broke me. And now I’m hurting everyone.”

“No, no you’re not.” She led Lilly to the couch, where Mami sat on one side, and Abuela sat on the other. Both stayed close, each taking one of her hands.

“Let us help, you Lilliana.” Abuela dabbed at her own eyes, and Lilly hated that she was the cause of those tears. “We can go with you tonight to the rehearsal. Your friends are so worried. Mia is besides herself.”

Lilly was such a stellar maid of honor, she was stressing out the bride the night before her wedding. Fantastic.

“I’ll call Mia, and Natalie.”

“What’s going on with Jack Miller?” Her mother had been away on business and had missed the whirlwind that had spun them toward each other over the past two weeks. “Abuela said you two have gotten close.”

“Yeah, and um…” The tears burned, and her heart clenched tight in her chest. Her whole body convulsed with grieving spasms thinking about what she’d done. “I m-m-messed that up too. Oh, Mom. I hurt him. I know I did. I picked a fight because I was scared and ashamed. I hate what Gio did to me, and now everyone knows what happened. And oh, my God, I love Jack. I love him so much, and I’ve wr-wr-wrecked it.”

“No, you didn’t. Lilly, we just want to be there for you. There’s no need to feel anything but our love. Your family, your friends… we’re all here for you. And Jack loves you.”

“Even if that were true, I’ve ruined it. I burned it all to the ground.”

“Lilly,” Abuela soothed. “You and Jack are fated. You have been since you were children.”

“Children?” What was she talking about? “Abuela?”

“When you were a very little girl, you would come to the big house with me to help me cook. You would scrape a carrot, or count out raisins for cookies. Mostly, we would just spend time together, and everyone loved seeing you. Jack especially. He would find his way into the kitchen whenever you were there. Even then, he was drawn to you.”

“I remember. I used to tell you I was going to marry him.” That wasn’t going to happen now. Lilly had made sure of that.

“Well, did you know he used to say the same thing? ‘Miss Clarita, I’m going to marry Lilly when I’m older. Is that okay with you?’”

Never in her life had Lilly been so shocked. “He—he did?”

“He did.” Her grandmother squeezed her hand tight. “Now, let’s get you ready for the rehearsal. You look like a piece of undercooked chicken.”

That made her laugh. “Gee, thanks.”

“Your mama will call your friends. They’re worried. But it’s going to be all right.”

With everyone in her corner, there was a chance it might be okay. She had her doubts, but there was only one way to find out.
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Jack sat on a stone wall surrounding the bluestone terrace in the back of his grandparents’ house. The entire yard was set up for the wedding tomorrow, and Jack had to admit, it looked magical.

The gardeners had outdone themselves. Flowers bloomed in planters and garden beds, and café lights were strung in spots all over the grounds. To top it off, all the trees and shrubs had been decked out with thousands of twinkling lights. A large white tent connected the outside space to the glass-enclosed solarium where the ceremony would be held.

Jack had gone through the motions with Lilly, who looked beautiful in spite of having gone through hell two days ago. There hadn’t been a word from her since they argued in her apartment, and Jack had completely misjudged the kind of pain she was in. He was surprised she was even speaking to him.

But she’d been cordial, which was better than nothing. After the wedding, he’d figure out a way to make things right. He’d find a way to get her to let him back in.

And he’d show her how much he loved her, every day of his life.

All the people he cared about were here… his family, his best friends, and the woman he’d loved for as long as he could remember. Jack was a lucky bastard.

Mia and Adam walked to the center of the terrace and held up their glasses.

Adam kissed her on the top of her head before he spoke. “Thank you all for being here, and for your support over the past year. Mia and I wouldn’t be together right now if not for all the love, and meddling, from the people of this town.” Laughter filled the air, because it was true. Compass Cove was the kind of place where everyone was always in your business, but it was all out of love.

It was always about love.

Mia’s smile bloomed. “Now Adam and I have decided that we’re going to break a few traditions. There will be no tossing of the garter, and no bouquet toss.” Groans escaped from some folks, but to be honest, Jack was glad. “But because we’re romantic, and nosy, we’ve asked Liam to bring something special tonight.”

Liam stepped out of the group, holding the old carved wooden box that contained Lucy’s compass. It was a symbol of the town, of love, and of finding your true north. When Jack held it just a couple of weeks ago, it pointed at Lilly, and while he might have been in denial, he wasn’t surprised.

She was his true north. His beacon.

“So,” Mia said. “Who wants to hold the compass?”

The idea that an object could determine your destiny was ridiculous, but over and over, Lucy’s compass had opened hearts and minds. Maybe it was just a coincidence, but it had never been wrong. If nothing else, it forced people to see possibilities.

“I will.”

Jack’s eyes darted around to find the familiar voice in the crowd. Lilly. Her gaze found his, and for the first time all day, a spark of hope niggled in his chest.

She stepped forward, her flowing dress of blue and white trailing behind her. She was so beautiful it hurt to look at her. Cupping her palms, she held out her hands. “Hit me, Liam.”

Liam smiled and gently placed the compass in Lilly’s hands.

Silence fell over the party as Lilly watched the face of the compass. She seemed nervous, but not fearful. Two weeks ago, she wouldn’t touch the thing; now she was holding the town’s history, a symbol that soulmates existed, in front of everyone who mattered.

If there was any doubt after she stood up to Gio the other day, this was proof that she was the bravest person Jack knew.

She chewed on her bottom lip and glanced up. First, she sent a soft smile at their friends, and her family. And then, with a little nod, her Abuela blew her a kiss.

It felt like a blessing.

Then Lilly turned and took a long look at him. Everything about her was soft and fluid, all mixed in with a jumble of contrasts. She was complicated and smart. Sexy and innocent. She owned his heart.

Her smile bloomed, and her eyes filled with tears. Jack felt like he’d just had his life returned to him.

Lilly started with a few tentative steps in his direction, and Jack, unable to wait, met her in the middle of the terrace.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hey.” Without a thought, her hand came up and brushed a lock of hair off his forehead. “It seems this silly thing is pointing to you.”

Thank God. “It has a damn good track record, you know.”

“I heard that. But here’s the thing,” she whispered. “I may have messed it all up.”

“You? If anyone screwed up, it was me. I’m so sorry, Lilly. Please forgive me.”

Lilly looked up, and the tears tracked down her cheeks. “Oh, God, Jack. I’m the one who’s sorry. I love you so much, and I was horrible to you. I should have listened, talked to you about everything that happened, but I lashed out, and you didn’t deserve it.”

Taking her face in his hands, Lilly’s body pressed into his. “I love you, too. So much.”

“Marry me?” Her question—so tentative, so sweet—caught him off guard in the best way.

“Did you just propose?”

“I did. And you’d better say yes, because my grandmother told me you’d already asked her about it.” Her eyes, over bright and full of mischief, told a story of the amazing life they would have together.

Pressing his lips into her temple, the memories came flooding back. “I was ten at the time, but yes, I did.”

“You remember?”

“I do, and I will, and yes.”

With the compass between them, connecting them to all the lives and loves that had come before them, Lilly went up on her toes and kissed Jack. It was gentle, and sexy, and perfect, just like her.

“Thank you for helping me find myself again, Jack. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“Welcome home, Lilly. Welcome home.”

The End
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In another life, Mia DeAngelis would have been a star. In this life, she was doing damage control.

Again.

It was another day, another disaster.

“Aunt Mia, wait up.”

Mia slowed and turned, doing all she could not to say anything until they got to the car. Ever since their move, Ben had been trying her patience. Three days in a new school, and she’d been called by the principal—twice. Today she’d had to leave work to come and pick him up.

“You’re mad,” he said.

Mia glanced down. It wasn’t easy to be ten, and new in school. It wasn’t easy to be ten, period. Mia had thought the rollercoaster tween years wouldn’t be something she had to worry about, since she wasn’t dealing with girl hormones. She couldn’t have been more wrong. Boys had plenty of growing pains; they were just different.

His sandy brown head was bowed; she could see he was sorry. He was always sorry, and it was times like this that Ben still looked like a little boy. Other times, the sheer size of him gave her a glimpse of what he would look like when he was a man.

“Ben, I’m annoyed. This isn’t a great way to start at a new school.” They walked together into the bright afternoon sunlight, the smell of a nearby salt marsh tingeing the air. The whole ordeal made Mia’s heart hurt. She wanted the move to be positive. So far, positive was a stretch. “Do you want to tell me what happened? I’d like to hear your take on it.”

Ben shook his head. “No,” he said. “The principal told you everything.”

Thank goodness, he knew if nothing else, he shouldn’t lie.

“Nothing to add? No excuses for your behavior?”

“Tyler was being a jerk, but I know I shouldn’t have pushed him.” Ben looked up at her, his blue eyes glassy. “The teachers think I’m a troublemaker now, don’t they?”

Mia blew out a breath as she searched for the right words. “You’re not a troublemaker, Benny. And the people at school know you’re settling into a new routine, so I’m guessing you’ll get a little slack.” She reached over and wrapped her arm around his shoulder. “But you know what I always say about first impressions? People remember, and you are the new kid. You’ll have to work at making things better.” He nodded and wiped his eyes, fighting back the tears Mia knew he thought he was too old to cry. “We’ll talk about it later. Do you have homework?” Mia was sure he did, there was just little chance he would actually do it. He was bright, but there was no denying he was a ten-year-old boy. A sometimes very unfocused ten-year-old boy.

“Uh huh. I’m going to work with you?”

“For a couple of hours,” she said. “Nana has her yoga class this afternoon. You can hang in my office or find a table and start your homework while I finish up.”

“Okay.” Ben buckled his seat belt and stared out the window. Something was on his mind, again. “Do you think my mom knew I would be a bad kid and that’s why she went away?”

Mia’s hands gripped the steering wheel as she considered her response. Went away. It was the euphemism she had used when he was younger to avoid telling him what happened, and he still used it when he was upset. Thinking about her sister’s death when Ben was a baby was something had Mia avoided for many years, but as Ben got older the questions came, and there was no way to soften a suicide. “Sweetie, there were many things that pushed your mother do what she did, but you were not one of them.” Mia doubted Sara was thinking about him at all. “And let’s get one thing straight. You aren’t a bad kid. You don’t always think before you act, but you aren’t bad.”

That seemed to satisfy him, at least for the moment. The day was so pretty, Mia almost wished the drive back to campus was longer. She could have used the time to clear her head. Whenever she visited Long Island as a girl, she’d always felt like she fit in, and that Compass Cove was her place. The gentle waves on the beach near her grandparents’ house, the people, the smells… everything felt like home. And now it was.

When her good friend called about the job as an instructional librarian at Jennings College, Mia jumped on it, knowing she could provide Ben with a better environment, better schools, and more opportunities. That Compass Cove and the surrounding areas were beautiful was a bonus.

Ben was everything. When she became his sole guardian two years ago, her life took a left turn she never would have anticipated. The drunk driver who had mowed down her parents as they left a restaurant in Bethesda had killed her father, and injured her mother. After that, life went into a tailspin.

Finally, knowing things had to change, Mia took advantage of the chance to be close to family again—to give Ben what she knew he craved.

They pulled through the campus gates and Mia wondered if she’d ever stop noticing the elegant beauty of the college. Passing academic buildings and dormitories, remnants of the college’s gilded Gold Coast past were everywhere. Formal and informal gardens, sculptures, and charming outbuildings dotted the grounds. The old stables, which were still in use, dominated a substantial portion of the property. Mia always slowed so she could catch a glimpse of the grazing horses, loving the feel of the place, and extremely grateful that it was their new home. Continuing the drive along the perimeter road, it was just a few minutes before she reached the North Quad, which included her library.

The Miller Library shared this part of campus with the administration building and the student union. Sitting on top of a hill, the views from the large windows, including the ones in Mia’s office, were spectacular. Facing the Long Island Sound, she could see the gentle outline of the Connecticut shore. There was always a soft breeze, and on a warm day the smell of the salt water and the sound of the gulls were a perfect antidote for stress. It was the opposite of the congested city she’d left behind; exactly what she and Ben needed.

It was hard leaving Maryland, simply because it was familiar. But once her dad died, and Mom decided to move south to live near a pack of her friends who had also retired there, Mia didn’t have any good reason to stay. Her mother had grown up in Compass Cove, and Mia cherished the summers she’d spent here visiting her grandparents. Memories of going to the beach every day, eating Italian ices, playing with other kids and experiencing that perfect freedom that only comes during the summers of your childhood helped Mia see that Ben deserved nothing less.

The family house where her mother grew up was in the area known as North Harbor. While moving in with her widowed seventy-nine-year-old grandmother wasn’t the ideal situation for a single, twenty-nine-year-old woman, Mia did love that she had family. And Nana was hardly a typical little old lady. It had taken her a while to adjust to losing Mia’s Grandpa several years earlier, and then her parents’ accident had been another blow, but Nana fought to be happy and learned to love her life again. That included travelling to the most obscure places, working at a bustling indie bookstore, and doing yoga. She was busier in retirement than most people were in their working lives.

Mia adored her. It was Nana who’d really encouraged her to make a move, even before Mia had a job. She figured they had to stick together, especially since she’d been left alone to care for a ten-year-old.

The white Victorian where they lived had blue shutters, a colorful garden, and a big front porch. There was loads of room, inside and out, and it was right near a pretty beach. If Ben could settle himself down, he’d have a slew of playmates, because the neighborhood was crawling with kids.

Of course, if the kid Ben stood up to really was being a bully, Tyler probably deserved a lot more than a shove. Mia glanced at Ben and worry took over. He was tall for his age, with a strong athletic build; the problem with that was that other kids might see him as a challenge. Figuring he was built like his father, Mia also worried about his disposition. She’d never met Ben’s father, but Sara had told her stories. And the stories weren’t good.

As they walked up the main steps in front of the library, Mia knew she needed to find out more. More about the situation, more about what set Ben off.

“So, how did the whole argument start? All the principal could tell me was that you boys were on the playground and there was a lot of yelling and shoving.”

Ben answered in a low voice. “It was dumb. Tyler threw a pass, I intercepted it and he told everyone I broke the rules.”

“Excuse me?”

“No one’s allowed to intercept anything when Tyler Jansen’s the quarterback. We’re supposed to let his team walk over the goal line.” Ben was really angry; he was just going on and on and on, and that’s when the pieces started to click into place. Mia stopped dead on the top step.

“You were playing football?”

The boy froze.

“Ben?”

“It’s fun,” he grumbled.

“It’s against the school rules.” It was, too. Contact sports, tag—even hide and seek had been banned in some places—it seemed everything was against school rules nowadays, except maybe hopscotch and pick-up sticks. Mia tended to be overprotective, she knew that. She’d learned it from her own mother. But she was starting to wonder if some of the rules were going too far.

She couldn’t tell Ben that, though.

“We’ve discussed this. You can’t just do whatever you want—”

“It’s a stupid rule,” he snapped. “Football’s fun.”

“Really?” Mia felt her face flush as her temper flared. “How much fun was it today when you nearly got into a fight?”

Ben spun at her, snapping, “I got into a fight because a stupid kid thinks he can pick on me ’cause I’m new.” He threw her a look that was pure arrogance. “I showed him different.”

Obviously, the principal didn’t know what triggered the pushing and shoving, but at this point Mia didn’t know if it mattered. She did wonder how the football detail had been missed.

“We’ll discuss this later.” Mia moved toward the doors and walked into the library lobby. She knew he didn’t understand. He couldn’t. It was her problem, her need to do everything right that sometimes made things hard for him. The problem was she sometimes didn’t know what was right. “But from now on, you will follow the playground rules. Is that clear?”

“You don’t get it.”

“What is there to get? It’s not allowed, you could get badly hurt and, obviously, in trouble. No football!”

“You don’t let me do anything fun.”

“Look, I’ll ask around. I’m sure there are other things… art classes… or maybe you’d like to try tennis?”

The second she said it, Mia knew she’d made a mistake.

“Art classes?” The disdain in his tone said it all. Art classes may have been fine for another kid, but not him.

As they walked into her office, Mia could feel his temper simmering.

“You don’t care what I think,” he growled.

Mia was doing her best to stay calm so the situation didn’t get worse, but he was making it very tough to do so. “Benjamin,” she began calmly. “I’ve had enough of your attitude. We’ll talk about this later.”

But Ben was the one who’d had enough. He threw his backpack across the room, causing Mia to jump as it crashed into a chair and the contents went flying in all directions.

“Hey! What was that all about?”

“I don’t want to play tennis or take art!” he screamed, kicking a notebook that had landed on his foot. He was furious.

“Ben, calm down!”

“No! You don’t listen! When are you going to listen?” And with a final shove at the door, he took off.

By the time Mia composed herself enough to go after him, Ben had disappeared.
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Adam Miller conferred with his assistants and could only shake his head as he looked at his roster. Their first game was three days away, and the offensive line had more holes than a cheap hooker’s panties. The way things were going, he’d be down a quarterback by halftime on Saturday.

“I got almost 1500 pounds on that line, they should be able to block something,” Adam mumbled.

“I don’t know what to tell you,” Drew Griffin, one of the assistants, said. “There’s no way we could have anticipated those two injuries.”

That was true. More than half of their starters from last year’s team had either graduated or were no longer eligible to play. Then two of his veteran offensive lineman got hurt within days of each other. He had to get used to the fact that his team was green, and the best he could hope for was that they would get better with experience.

He flipped the playbook closed and stuffed the pen into his pocket.

“Adam? Looks like we’ve got company.” Joe Rand, his defensive coordinator and best friend, pointed toward the end zone. There, sitting with his legs pulled up, was a kid. Alone.

“Damn.” The last thing Adam wanted to deal with right now was a misplaced kid. He hoped one of the other coaches would make a move to check things out, because there was no reason a kid should be on this part of campus by himself. But no, eight of them stood there, and suddenly not one member of his staff was making eye contact with him. No one even looked up. Great.

“Here, take this for me.” Handing off his binder to Joe, Adam walked down the field.

He guessed the boy was maybe eleven or twelve years old—hard to say, hunched over like that—but when the kid saw him coming, he scrambled to his feet and looked scared shitless. Adam had seen kids react to him in a lot of different ways, but this one was new. The boy shoved his hands in his pockets and when Adam got close enough, he could see the kid had been crying.

“Hey,” Adam said. “You okay?”

“I guess.”

“Lost?”

“Sorta.”

“Sorta?” The kid sure wasn’t giving much.

All Adam got this time was a shrug. He blew out a long breath and extended his hand. “I’m Coach Miller.”

The boy met his eyes and shook his hand. Still nothing.

“You got a name?” More silence.

“Ben DeAngelis.”

Finally something. Maybe he could figure out who owned this kid. “So, Ben, where are you supposed to be?”

Adam realized he’d asked the million-dollar question when Ben looked down and moved his feet uncomfortably.

“With my aunt at the library.”

“Ah. She’s a student?”

“No, sir. She works there.”

“Does she know where you are?”

“No, sir,” Ben whispered.

Adam widened his stance, folded his arms, and stared down at the boy. Intimidation would go a long way with this kid. He was too respectful not to respond to an adult’s request. “What do you think you should do?” He gave Ben some time to think through what he wanted to say. Sure enough, it came eventually.

“Go back to the library.”

“Good answer.” Adam was relieved he wasn’t going to have to pressure the kid, but he had to regroup quickly as Ben turned to walk away. Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen, not when Ben so much as admitted he was lost.

“Whoa.” He reached out and took him by the arm. “Come back to my office and you can call your aunt.”

Ben nodded and the two of them started toward the field house. Kids usually talked up a storm around him, but this kid wasn’t saying much. Maybe a little activity would get him to open up. Adam pointed to two footballs on the sideline. “Go grab those two balls and toss them to me.”

The kid’s eyes lit up and he ran to the side of the field. He picked up the first ball, turned it in his hand a little and threw it to Adam. Not bad.

The second throw was better.

When Ben returned to his side, Adam stopped walking, dropped one football, and handed Ben the other. “Let me show you something. Put your fingers here and here.” He moved the boy’s fingers into position over the laces and Adam marveled at the size of the kid’s hands. He was born to hold a football. “That’s good, but not so tight. You want to have a little space between your hand and the football.”

“Like this?” Ben had made an adjustment and the ball sat perfectly in his hand.

Adam nodded. “Good. Throw it.”

It was poetry in motion. Ben dropped back a couple of steps, planted his feet and threw. The ball took off like a rocket. Damn.

They watched the ball’s flight and Adam grinned at Ben’s stunned expression. “Much better.” Tossing him the other football, Adam said, “Now, do it again.”
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Once he started talking, Ben told Adam a lot about his recent move to Compass Cove. In the fifteen minutes he’d been with him, Adam had gotten an earful from Ben about why he’d run away, the ridiculous school rule about football that was at the root of his problem, and his aunt who wanted him to follow all the rules, no matter what.

That rule following thing sounded pretty boring to him, as did Ben’s aunt. But she was a librarian; he could just picture her, all serious and uptight. It sounded like she needed to let the kid be a kid.

He thought about his own mother, who’d let Adam pursue every dream, even after his father died. He couldn’t imagine being brought up in a bubble. Poor kid.

“So, what did your aunt say when you called?”

Ben took a drink from the water bottle Adam had given him. “That she was glad I found an adult and that I called. She said she’d be here soon.”

Adam had been surprised to hear the kid was only ten. He looked older. “Do you go to school at Jennings Elementary?”

Ben nodded, but didn’t look very happy.

“Don’t like school?”

“School is okay. But like I said, we just moved here from Maryland.”

Adam understood: it wasn’t easy being the new kid. “Give it time.” Adam took a long pull from a bottle of water that he had on his desk, processing the information. “Where did you live in Maryland?”

“Right near Washington.”

“Yeah? I played close to there, in Baltimore. Now I live in Compass Cove, like you.”

“Like you played pro football?”

Adam nodded. He didn’t want to tell the kid it wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.

“That’s so cool.”

A door opened and closed and decidedly female footsteps approached.

“That’s my Aunt Mia.”

Adam braced himself. He told himself she was probably a perfectly nice woman, and that he shouldn’t judge, and that she—she—Adam swallowed hard when the librarian entered his office.

Oh. Damn.

This woman blew every librarian stereotype right out the freaking window. She was gorgeous. And she was young.

Her hair was a mane of loose brown curls, the same color as the toffee candy he used to find on his grandfather’s desk. It was pulled loosely off her face, tumbling almost to her waist, and long, dark lashes surrounded her big brown eyes. Adam had to shake off his reaction before he could say something coherent. There had to be something wrong with this. Wasn’t there some librarian rulebook that kept attractive off the grid?

She swept into the room and went right to Ben.

“Oh Benny, thank God.” Her arms wrapped around the boy and Ben hugged his aunt’s middle.

While the reunion took place, Adam adjusted to the real Aunt Mia. She was beautiful like an angel would be beautiful, soft and gentle. There seemed to be an aura that surrounded her.

Shit. What the… he had to get a hold of himself. It was enough that the sudden surge of blood to his groin was something he hadn’t experienced since he was in his twenties, but auras? What the fuck?

Still, he couldn’t deny that something about her made his heart pound, and the rush in his ears was freaking him out. Thank God her focus was on her nephew, and not him. Adam didn’t need her to see how affected he was.

“I’m sorry,” Ben said.

“Me too. But don’t you ever run off like that again. I’ve been worried sick!”

Ben nodded and Mia finally glanced at Adam. She smiled and extended her hand. “I’m Mia DeAngelis. Thank you so much for taking charge of Ben, Mr.…”

“Coach.” Shit.

“Mr. Coach?”

“I mean Miller.” Damn, he thought. She was standing there, grinning, probably thinking he was an idiot. Jesus, he thought. When did he ever react this way around a woman? “Adam Miller,” he said as he took her outstretched hand. “Please call me Adam.”

“He has the same name as your library,” Ben said. “Is it named after you, Coach?”

“Ben, Miller is a fairly common name—” Mia began.

“My grandfather,” Adam interrupted. “The Miller Library is named for my grandfather.”

“Oh. Well,” she said awkwardly. “I stand—um—corrected.” Immediately her back stiffened and Mia looked away, keeping her hand firmly on Ben’s shoulder.

An uncomfortable silence descended, the chill going right through him. Adam had blown this first impression big time. Mentioning his family was obviously a mistake. What a way to sound like a pretentious ass.

Then, as Adam began to gather his wits, Mia blinked those soft brown eyes, made a little noise in her throat and his vision clouded again. Just like that.

What the hell was going on?

Nodding deferentially in Adam’s direction, Mia pointed Ben toward the door. “Thank you again. We’ll get out of your way.”

Damn. Where was she going? “You’re leaving?” he said quickly.

“Is that a problem?” She stopped, confused, her twitching hands telling him she was nervous. Think fast.

“No, no… of course not. It’s just…” Recover, man. You have to recover. “I’m done here. Let me walk you out.”

She nodded, but Adam could see she was being polite. He watched her twist her hands and noticed her left ring finger was bare. With any other woman, he’d think the nerves were a sign she was interested. But given her earlier reaction, he figured the nerves were about his family name. Then again, maybe she just didn’t like him. He looked at her again and what struck him was how innocent she looked, how young. Maybe she was thirty. Maybe.

The silence between them was once again uncomfortable, and before he could stop himself, Adam stepped on another landmine.

“Ben’s got a great arm,” Adam said as they walked toward the parking lot. Football wasn’t the best choice of subject, but he really wanted to know what Mia had against football. “He could play quarterback right now with the way he throws.”

“Football, again?” Her already icy manner cooled about another ten degrees. Wow.

Okay, maybe he was wrong about her not fitting the stereotype. The woman may not look like the blue-haired librarian of his nightmares, but she sure acted like her. “What’s wrong with football?” He shouldn’t have baited her, but he couldn’t stop himself.

Mia slowed, straightened her back, and turned to him with narrowed eyes. Now she was on the defensive. “From where I’m standing, pretty much everything.”

“He told me you don’t want him to play,” Adam said, recounting what Ben told him before she arrived.

He knew a lot of moms were nervous about contact sports. Sure, there were risks. Anything worth doing had some risk associated with it, but at Ben’s level they were small. Now, though, as he watched her face tighten, he knew he’d pissed her off. Mia started to say something and then stopped, allowing him to continue. Like an idiot, he did.

“It’s good exercise and a great way to channel a kid’s energy.”

“It’s dangerous.”

Adam looked away for a second, blew out a breath, and then looked back at her. “When a player is properly trained, and has the right equipment, at his age it’s as safe as riding a bike.”

“A bike? Are you kidding?” Yeah, she was mad. “I wonder if all the players with permanent brain damage, or their families, might disagree with you.”

“That’s not the same thing,” he grumbled.

“No? Well, is playing tackle football on a playground with no equipment, no coaching, and no supervision safe? Is it? Is that as safe as ‘riding a bike’?”

“I don’t have a bike either,” Ben shot out, but just as quickly, he snapped his mouth shut. The kid realized too late that after running away, and scaring her so bad, he shouldn’t have said anything.

“Oh, don’t start.” Her temper flared, and Adam liked seeing her lose a little bit of that control. “I didn’t want you riding around our old neighborhood. I don’t have a problem with you riding a bike here.”

“Then why don’t I have one?”

“What? A bike?” She stopped at a very sensible small car. “Oh, gee… I don’t know,” she snipped. “Getting us settled in a whole new place has taken up a lot of my time, but once we get you one I’m thinking I’ll need a degree in engineering to figure out how to put it together.”

Adam grinned. He shouldn’t do this. He shouldn’t. It wasn’t any of his business, but he couldn’t just pass up an opportunity to look at her for an entire afternoon. “I could give you a hand.”

“What? Oh, no. Truly, that’s not necessary…”

“Really?” Ben’s smile flashed like a thousand-watt bulb. Gorgeous aunt or not, that sealed it. Adam wanted to help the kid out and there was no way a bike was coming home in that compact.

“It’s no trouble,” Adam said. “We have a game Saturday, but Sunday I’m free. We could grab lunch and go bike shopping. There are a couple of good shops in town.”

“I don’t know…” Mia held her keys in a death grip while she examined him very carefully. Based on her expression, she didn’t know what to make of what was going on between them any more than he did. God, she was something. Beautiful and smart.

Adam smiled. “It’ll be fun. I’ll show you around.”

“Please, Aunt Mia?” When she looked at her nephew, Adam knew she was going to cave. Mia’s shoulders relaxed, her eyes brightened—her whole demeanor softened. Ben’s sad look was obviously her weakness. She might try to act tough, but the woman was mush where the kid was concerned, and Adam felt his opinion of her click up a couple of notches.

“Okay,” she sighed. Adam almost felt bad as he watched a defeated Mia fish a piece of paper and a pen out of her purse and proceed to scribble some information before he could even offer to let her add the information to his phone. “Here’s our address. And if you need to get in touch with me, calling the library would be your best bet. But here’s my cell number, too. I don’t get great reception on campus.” She handed him the slip of paper and he smiled, hoping to crack the veneer.

“Twelve-thirty okay?”

“Fine.” Mia swallowed hard and opened the rear passenger door.

As Ben got in, Adam reached out and gave him a fist bump. “Later, Ben.”

“See ya, Coach.”

The back door shut and Adam looked over. “Nice meeting you, Mia.”

She barely said good-bye, mumbling something as she got into her car, and he walked toward his truck. Man, she was tough, but Adam smiled anyway. Saturday’s game was probably going to be a bloodbath, but Sunday was definitely looking up.
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