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			For my dad, Frank Moon, who believed anything was possible if you believed in yourself.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Very few things shocked Jason Campbell. Building a multibillion-dollar business, he’d met his share of power-hungry narcissists, and he’d never let anger influence his decisions. Until now. Now, he was pissed.

			His parents’ latest scheme beat all. They had always played games with people, manipulated them for their own benefit. That was why he followed his own path and rejected his parents’ influence the minute he left home for college.

			But this time . . . this time was different. They weren’t messing with a business associate or a rival at the club, they were playing with a five-year-old’s life, and Jason wasn’t going to let them win. Not this time.

			He stood in the library of his parents’ home, the warm wood paneling a total contrast to the cold people who were lounging in the leather club chairs nearby. Late afternoon sun streamed in the windows, and Jason felt the pain of his sister’s death even more acutely now that he heard what they were planning to do.

			“You can’t,” he said to his parents. “It’s wrong. Do you know what this would do to Molly?” His sister’s wishes had been clear, the will specific, and Jason knew exactly why Grace didn’t want Molly, his five-year-old niece, with her grandparents. It was the same reason he’d separated himself from the formidable and well-connected Will and Alicia Campbell—his parents were about as nurturing as a pair of pit vipers.

			Molly was to be raised by Grace’s childhood best friend, Meg Rossi. But no matter what Grace may have wanted, that arrangement wasn’t acceptable to his parents, who’d started planning their offensive the minute the will was read. Jason knew he had to stop them.

			“It’s already in the works,” said his mother. With her sleek blond bob and her perfect makeup, she sucked the olive that had been soaking in her third martini right off the toothpick. She looked anything but maternal. “I almost feel bad. She can’t afford a lawyer, so she can’t exactly put up a fight.”

			“Who needs a fight?” His father blew out a stream of cigar smoke. “Nice, neat, done. Molly belongs with us. The girl means nothing. All she wants is the trust fund, anyway. Hell, she’s tried to get at our money before by going through you.”

			“She wasn’t after money. Jesus, Dad.” Jason was so sick of that story. Meg was like a sister to Grace, they were inseparable, and to him, well . . . Memories of Meg came rushing back when he least expected them. Memories of how much she meant to him—of what they meant to each other.He knew she was no fortune hunter, and his father could say whatever he wanted, but it would always be a load of bullshit. He wished he’d had the nerve to tell his father that fifteen years ago. Shaking off the regrets of the past, Jason tried to focus. He had to get back to the issue at hand—his niece and his sister’s wishes

			“Look, Grace knew how she wanted Molly raised. Living here wasn’t part of it.” Jason remembered the long talk he, his sister, and her husband had when Molly was born. They wanted their child to have a normal upbringing, away from the iron gates and servants of the estate. This life had been so toxic that Jason and Grace, both of whom had trust funds that could rival the GNP of a small country, had decided to make their own way in the world. Even their brother Josh, who was still in their parents’ world, worked like a dog to get ahead rather than rely on his inheritance.

			His parents didn’t care, though, and they were going to snatch Molly back into this hellhole and destroy anyone who got in their way. That included his late sister’s best friend, Meg Rossi, who had been making every effort to involve the Campbells in their grandchild’s life since Grace and her husband, Mark, died in that car crash.

			Molly didn’t really know his parents all that well because his sister had limited their contact to holidays and birthdays. Meg had given the Campbells more access to their grandchild than they’d ever had, and her reward was going to be a court fight that could bankrupt her.

			“Darling,” his mother sniffed, “I don’t know what your sister was thinking. We are Molly’s family. Megan shouldn’t have ever been brought into this. Honestly, you’d think she’d be thankful. She’s not married, and she’s a teacher, for God’s sake. They live in a tiny little town house. The child goes to public school. This is not acceptable for anyone with Campbell blood.”

			There had to be a way to stop his niece from becoming a pawn in his parents’ game, but he didn’t see how. They seemed to have every angle covered.

			His analytical brain started working the problem.

			Think.

			“So using your reasoning,” Jason began, “if Meg were married and lived in a McMansion she’d be acceptable?”

			“Well, no . . . ” His mother crossed and then uncrossed her legs while practically twisting her fingers into knots. “We’d still want Molly with us, but I’m sure the courts would view it as a more stable environment than what’s in place now. God knows how many men are there in a given week.”

			A spasm tightened his jaw. Just the way his mother talked about Meg made him want to hit something. Meg may have been single, but he was fairly sure she didn’t have a parade of guys in and out of her place. He remembered the girl she used to be, his first love, with her bright smile and eyes that sparkled when she looked at him.

			That carefree teen was long gone. He hadn’t talked to her in years, but the last time their paths crossed, Jason had noticed that Meg had become more aloof, more cynical. Of course, that could have been the effect he had on her, but he did know she worked hard, made her own way in the world, and obviously Grace entrusted her with the most precious thing in her life. Meg didn’t deserve to have her name being dragged through the mud.

			His parents’ tactics didn’t surprise him, though. They always made the Rossi kids feel like second-class citizens, but Jason envied Meg’s family. While her dad managed the Campbell estate, her mother taught school. Meg and her brother and sister seemed to have everything—stability, love, and the chance to be themselves.

			It was the exact opposite with him and his siblings. There was no nurturing support in his family—unless it came from a string of nannies, and his parents had done such a thorough job establishing their power base in the community, there were few people who were willing to risk getting in their crosshairs. As a result, there weren’t many close friendships, because too much could have gone wrong. There was a lot of feigned cordiality and polite indifference, but, to put it bluntly, people were scared shitless to make a wrong move around any member of his family. His father had ruined more than a few fortunes, and his mother was the queen of her social circle, moving other women around like pieces on a chess board. His parents were made for each other. They were supremely confident and felt fully entitled to do whatever they wanted to whomever they wanted.

			Jason wondered how they slept at night. He also wondered how they managed to raise three kids with morals. Well, maybe two. The jury was still out on his brother.

			“Jay.” His father stretched his arm across the back of the chair. “You and your sister turned your backs on the family, on your legacy, and your brother may be part of the firm, but I don’t know that he’s ever going to settle down long enough to produce an heir. Molly gives us the chance to pass on what it means to be a Campbell. Don’t get in the way of this. You’ll regret it if you do.”

			It took a bit, but when his father’s words registered, he felt his blood pressure start to rise. “Are you threatening me?”

			Puffing on his cigar, his father’s mouth turned up at the corners. “I don’t think I’d call it a threat. Consider it a friendly warning.”

			There was a protracted silence, and Jason was sure his father, always so fucking cocksure of everything, felt that familiar thrill of victory.

			Not this time. “Well, thanks for the warning, Dad, but I’m good.”

			“I guess, but let me explain things to you, boy. You tech guys may be cutting-edge and all, but I could buy that company of yours and still have enough money left over to do it again.”

			That was the long and short of it, right there. It was all about buying and selling. Money. Power. The fact was, Will Campbell probably could have bought his son’s company, but he wouldn’t know what to do with it. Jason had two PhDs from MIT in computer systems and security. His firm designed software and operating systems that kept hackers from breaching banks and investment firms. Firms like his father’s. So while Will could buy Jason’s company and not think twice about the cost, Jason could take down the server at his father’s firm with one well-placed virus. He wouldn’t know what hit him.

			He had to do the same with protecting Molly. There had to be a strategy, something he was missing. Something that could protect his niece and give Meg Rossi the support she needed to fight his parents.

			And then it hit him. Something so simple, he almost laughed. Something his parents would never see coming. The only problem would be Meg. Somehow he had to get her to trust him, and he didn’t know if she would. Ever. He’d broken her heart into a million pieces when she was only sixteen; getting her to put her faith in him wasn’t going to be easy.

			***

			“They’re trying to take her away from me.”

			Megan Rossi twisted her fingers while her sister Caroline rubbed her back. Meg should have known the Campbells wouldn’t respect their daughter’s will. They didn’t respect anything or anyone. And now they wanted Molly, and there was no way to stop them.

			Caroline had come over as soon as Meg was served with the papers petitioning for full custody. Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything she could do. As brilliant as her sister was, Meg needed a lawyer, not an engineer.

			“Do you think they’ll go through with it? I mean, they’ve been threatening for months, but it’s not like you’ve kept Molly from them.”

			Caroline was being logical, but there was nothing logical about what was happening. This was about control. In short, the Campbell family took what they wanted and never thought twice about it.

			Meg had firsthand experience with that. “How am I going to fight this? They probably have ten lawyers on their payroll, each one dirtier than the last. I bet they’ve been gathering information since the day the will was read.”

			Feeling overwhelmed, one tear dropped from her eye, and then another, and soon her sister was hugging her close. The grief was swamping her, the guilt that she wouldn’t even be able to carry out her best friend’s wishes was crushing her soul. Missing Grace was bad enough, but losing Molly now would be unbearable.

			“All Grace wanted was for Molly to be raised in a normal home, not living the life of an heiress. Not being raised by the staff. Their argument is that since I’m not giving her a stable home, her family is better equipped to deal with her.”

			“How are you not stable? You’re a teacher, a great job for a woman with a child, you’re well educated, you took every dime you had to buy your own home so she could have a nice place to live and go to good schools. I don’t get it.”

			“They say they’re worried about how I will provide for her. There’s also been a lot of talk about security.”

			“Security? What kind of security?”

			“The little munchkin has a hefty trust fund. My Home Protect alarm system doesn’t quite equal the security on the estate.”

			“Yeah, well, there were armed guards on the estate. I think that surpasses most home security,” Caroline said.

			Meg nodded. There may have been an occasional pass by the local police, but no armed guards near her place.

			There were other things, too, but what it all boiled down to was that they thought Meg wasn’t good enough to raise their granddaughter. They’d always hated that their precious Grace was best friends with the estate manager’s daughter. They’d tolerated it, thinking the relationship would burn out, but it never did. They weren’t about to let anything continue with Molly, no matter what the will said.

			“I can’t lose her, I just can’t. But there’s nothing to stop them. You know what Mrs. Campbell said the last time Molly was there? That my single lifestyle was troubling them. They’re worried I have strange men in the house.”

			“You? You just started seeing someone after, like, three years—ever since you dumped that banker. What was his name?”

			“Eric.” Eric the asshole. “The point is, they’re even using the fact that I’m thirty and unmarried against me.”

			“So if you had a husband they’d back off?”

			“Maybe. But that’s not happening. Not any time soon.”

			“I don’t know about that,” Caroline said. “Grant would marry you in a heartbeat.”

			Meg sighed. Grant. The adorable and oh-so-sweet phys ed teacher she’d started seeing just a couple of months ago. They’d been friends since she started at Shore Primary School, but recently their relationship was starting to progress to a not-so-casual place. She liked him, but it was still too soon to think about marriage.

			“What am I going to do, Carly?”

			Meg wiped at her eyes, but the tears kept coming and coming. Her sister’s arm stayed securely around her, but there was little anyone could do to console her. Caroline had offered up her savings, but she needed more than money. However absurd it might be for her to admit, she needed the security of a home and family for Molly. Only then might a judge look favorably on her retaining custody.

			Thank God Molly was sleeping better, because the last thing she needed was to see her Aunt Meg so upset. The little girl had been through so much, and Meg had spent the better part of the last eight months seeing Molly through her loss. Settling her into her new home, her new school, and a new routine had been tough enough, but helping her through the grief was heartrending.

			The nightmares had been the worst. For three solid months she had woken up screaming for Mommy and Daddy, and there was no consoling her. However, the past few months had been better, and while Molly still had dreams about her parents, the terror was gone.

			In helping Molly, Meg healed also. She came to accept the loss of the woman who had been a sister of the heart since they were only eight years old. For twenty-two years they’d shared everything, and now Meg had the most precious thing in Grace’s life, but she didn’t have Grace.

			Moving through the grieving process was different when you were helping someone else through it, too.

			“Meg, you know we’ll all do what we can. Mom, Kevin, and I will help you through this.”

			Meg nodded. She was thankful she had her family. Her brother played professional baseball and lived across the country, but she knew when he heard about this he’d be back here with a Louisville Slugger in hand to crack heads. He’d also be the one she’d ask to hire a lawyer.

			But none of this solved the problem she had with her life. She was a teacher who didn’t make the kind of money she needed to fight the Campbells and their lawyers, and she wasn’t married, something that was going to be a factor in any argument in court. If she’d been related to the Campbells it might be different, but she wasn’t. Things hadn’t changed. She was still the house manager’s daughter, nothing more.

			Mr. Campbell had once said that Meg should “learn her place.” Yeah, nothing had changed. That family was still trying to put her in her place.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Meg curled into the corner of her couch and sipped the hot chocolate her sister made before she left. It was a comfort to have had someone else in the house. Someone to talk to. They’d watched some ridiculous reality TV and shared some gossip. It was a perfect way to get her mind off her problems. But now that Caroline had gone, Meg couldn’t stop thinking about Molly and the Campbells.

			What was she going to do? How was she going to fight them?

			Meg looked toward the front window and noticed headlights shining in the driveway. “What now?” It couldn’t be another round of legal papers so soon, could it?

			She saw the shadow of a tall man walking toward the front door and up the steps. And when she flicked on the front porch light, her stomach dropped.

			Through the window she saw the marine blue eyes of Jason Campbell staring back at her. Meg turned away and pressed her back into the door, feeling the burn in her stomach creep up into her throat. Oh. My. God. Jason? Why was he here? Grace said he and his parents didn’t speak. Could he really have taken their side in this nightmare?

			This wasn’t fair. She could have handled another lawyer, but not Jason. Why was it that just when she was starting to relax a little, even if it was for just a few minutes, something forced her to face that she might lose Molly? And now she had to face the guy she never quite forgot.

			The one who had crushed her.

			Meg steadied herself and grasped the doorknob. She could do this. She just had to stay calm. Not let him affect her.

			Right.

			Taking a deep breath, she yanked open the door and exhaled just as quickly. Her reaction to Jason was the same as it had been when she was sixteen. Her pulse picked up, her knees went a little soft, and heat crept into her cheeks. Crap.

			But this wasn’t the skinny teen who’d been her first love. Tall and broad-shouldered now, he’d filled out. Nicely. And even though he was thirty-two, there was a boyishness about him, with his tousled nut-brown hair and a nervous grin that revealed a few crinkles around his eyes.

			God, he’d gotten more handsome.

			He was still that cute nerd, but better. Deep inside, her heart gave her a nudge, reminding her of how much he used to mean to her, how much they’d shared. Conversely, Meg’s brain reminded her that he’d devastated her with his betrayal all those years ago.

			And now he was going to help his family take Molly away from her.

			This wasn’t going to be an easy visit on so many levels.

			“What are you doing here?” she finally asked him.

			He stuffed his hands in his pockets and his eyes darted around the foyer, and Meg felt comforted when she realized he was as nervous as she was. God knew why. He held all the cards.

			“I want to talk about Molly.”

			The knot that formed in her stomach burned, and her nerves frayed even further. This wasn’t a good thing. He was a Campbell, and even though she knew the family wasn’t close, she didn’t trust any of them. Time to get him out of here. “If there’s to be any discussion, you’ll have to call my lawyer.”

			When she started to close the door, Jason caught it and pushed it open. “You don’t have a lawyer, and you’re in trouble.”

			“I . . . I’m hiring one. I don’t want to talk about this with you.” She looked away because the same rush of emotions that had her crying before were threatening again and she couldn’t let him see her cry. The last time Jason saw her cry, she had been sixteen and he’d just broken her heart.

			“Okay, but what if I could help?”

			“How could you possibly help? It’s your family that’s causing the problem.”

			“I have a plan. It’s a little crazy, but try to keep an open mind.”

			“Jason, I really wish you’d go.” No tears, no tears.

			“Not until you hear me out.”

			“Please go.” Oh, shit. She was going to cry. “I don’t want your help. Your family has done enough.”

			“Meg . . .”

			The tears tracked over her cheeks and her voice became low and soft. If he wouldn’t listen, she’d beg. She wasn’t beneath begging. “Please, please leave. I can’t get into this with you.”

			“You don’t really have a choice. Either you listen to me or my parents will take Molly, and I don’t want that any more than you do.”

			***

			Meg snapped her head back and looked up into Jason’s eyes. That had gotten her attention. Maybe he could reason with her now. She was staring at him, every emotion was right there, just like always, cutting through him. Ever since they were kids and he defended her from a playground bully, Jason had always been proprietary and protective where she was concerned, and he guessed if he dug deep enough Meg was a big part of the reason he felt the need to get involved in the situation with Molly.

			He’d gone through all the angles, and what he was about to propose was the only solution. But looking at Meg, seeing her feeling so scared and helpless, the only thing he wanted to do was hold her. The algorithms he was running in his head kept his libido in check, because even in baggy sweats and with a runny nose, Meg exuded more sex appeal than a supermodel, but nothing could squelch the primitive urge he had to comfort her.

			She’d always been a pretty girl—blond, petite—but since the last time he saw her, at his sister’s wedding, Meg had gone from girl-next-door pretty to knockout gorgeous. Still small—she was maybe five-two—every inch of her was now soft and curvy. Her long blond hair was pulled into an off-kilter ponytail, and her eyes . . . they were as green as he remembered, but the sadness, the tears, made Jason even angrier about what was happening.

			He knew what he had to do, but looking at her, he didn’t know if he’d be able to pull this off without a lot of collateral damage.

			“Did you talk to your parents?” she whispered. “Maybe you can convince them.”

			He saw how broken she was by this already, and he knew he couldn’t let it go on. He could fix this. He was probably the only one who could. “I tried. They’re not budging. They want Molly with them and they’re pulling out all the stops to do it.”

			“I’ll fight back. I’ll figure out a way . . .”

			“You can’t fight back on your own.” Jason raked his fingers through his hair. “You need me.”

			“No,” she said firmly. “I don’t need you.”

			“Be reasonable. You do need me, and I have an idea.”

			There was something in Meg’s eyes when she heard him say he had an idea . . . hope maybe? But it was shadowed by the suspicion he knew she felt toward him. He deserved all of it, and more; the trust wasn’t going to come easy.

			“What’s your idea?” she asked.

			This was it. He had to tell her straight out what he wanted to do, and then hope her reaction wasn’t to throw him right out of her house. “We need to get married.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Jason wandered into the empty classroom and looked at the miniaturized world of Megan Rossi. There were tiny desks and chairs. The sink was low, the cupboards were low, and there were reminders everywhere that children occupied the space. In the corner there was a rug and a big armchair that he assumed was used for story time. In the opposite corner was the teacher’s desk. It was piled high with papers, books, and art supplies, and there were a few photos tucked inside a desk blotter. There were pictures of Meg with her siblings, and he remembered good times they all had growing up together. He glanced at one photo of Meg and a big blond guy with a blocky head and no neck. He had one arm around her shoulder, and they looked like they were at a barbecue. Nothing strange or unusual, just people getting together. Normal. Something he didn’t do often enough in his overchoreographed life. He thought about it; this was probably the first time in months he’d been out of his office during the day. That couldn’t be a good thing.

			Jason wondered about the guy in the photo. Was it her boyfriend? Was it serious? He was freaking huge and hopefully the guy didn’t have a temper.

			He felt strange being there, like he was invading her privacy, but this couldn’t wait. He needed to talk to her. After she turned his proposal down flat the other night, he had to find a way to convince her that getting married was the only solution to the problem of Molly’s custody.

			Considering their past, it was a pretty crazy idea. Hell, the last thing he wanted to do was get married; he liked his life the way it was. But even though their history wasn’t sunshine and rainbows, it was a sound idea, and one that could keep his parents from pulling Molly into their ugly little world.

			It was only for a year. Surely they could tolerate each other for a year. He’d already had his lawyer draw up the prenup, and it would give Meg everything she needed to keep his parents from petitioning for custody again when they separated. Then they could both move on with their lives and Jason could relax knowing his sister’s wishes had been honored.

			He heard Meg’s voice come from an open door on the far side of the room. “Where are those markers?” she said, talking to herself.

			Then something crashed to the ground and he couldn’t get back there fast enough. When he rushed through the door of what was a very large closet, he was faced with the finest ass he had ever seen. She was packed into a slim skirt that hugged every glorious curve. The woman was built like a dream.

			Of course, she also seemed to have a death wish, because she was wearing a pair of ridiculously high heels and now stood on a chair, on her toes, reaching for something on the top shelf. What kind of kindergarten teacher dressed like she did? He looked around and saw a box of crayons scattered on the floor, while Meg pitched herself forward, trying to get her hand around another box. Before he could offer to help, she made a furious attempt to grab what she was going for, and that’s when momentum took over.

			The final lunge forward caused an equal tilt back. Her arms windmilled for balance, and her feet slid on the chair. Seeing that Meg was headed for a crash landing, Jason moved quickly and stepped behind her. She squealed as she started to fall, but before it could develop into a full-blown scream, she landed neatly in his arms.

			Her face was pure panic as she recovered from the fall and looked at him. Her breathing caught and her eyes grew wide. Jason smiled, simply because she was so pretty and she felt so damned good in his arms. Okay, maybe he could get used to this.

			“Oh, my God,” she gasped. “What are you doing here?”

			“Rescuing you, it seems. What were you thinking, climbing up there? You have zero balance.” He’d forgotten that Meg was the most accident-prone person he’d ever met. She’d trip over her own feet if she didn’t watch where she was going.

			“I do so have balance,” she blurted out.

			He raised an eyebrow and had no trouble calling her bluff. He’d known her too long not to. “Seriously?”

			“You don’t have to pick on me.” She swatted his arm. “Put me down.”

			He let her down, and she was a little unsteady on her feet, so he kept his arm around her shoulders. “Maybe if you stopped walking around on those stilts, you could stand up better.”

			He looked at her feet as she admired her shoes. They were hot shoes, but she was going to break her neck if she kept wearing them.

			“It doesn’t matter what I wear.” She shrugged. “I fall anyway.”

			Jason grabbed the box from the shelf and followed her back into the classroom. When she wasn’t stumbling, Megan moved like a runway model, fluid and graceful, but remembering what he’d just seen, he reminded himself the woman was a five-car collision waiting to happen. “Where do you want this?”

			“That table is fine.” She motioned to a crescent-shaped table that was surrounded by little chairs on one side and had an adult desk chair on the other. He put the box down, turned to face her, and found she had backed herself against her desk.

			“Why are you here?” she asked, her eyes narrowing.

			“I’m hoping you’ll listen to reason.”

			The oath she muttered under her breath was a little strong for kindergarten-land, and Jason almost laughed when she walked over to the table and unpacked box after box of markers. The anger was just sizzling, and she was damn cute when she was mad. “I’m not getting into this with you. Your idea is ridiculous.”

			“Why is it ridiculous? You need help keeping my parents in check, and I can help you.”

			“Getting married is not help, Jason. It’s absurd. No one will believe for one minute that it’s legitimate.”

			“Why not? We could make up a cover story. It would give you everything you need to keep my parents from getting custody of Molly.”

			“Why this sudden interest in me and Molly? Why do you care?”

			He took a step toward her, and then another. Crowding her was a deliberate attempt to make her uncomfortable and intimidate her, but when Meg folded her arms and gave him a look that could have frozen fire, Jason stopped with the game. “I don’t want my parents messing with Grace’s will. She didn’t want my parents in Molly’s life all that much when she was alive, and she wouldn’t want them to have a hand in raising her. This isn’t about you or me. It’s about my sister and my niece.”

			Meg looked away and then straightened her back before looking him right in the eyes.

			“Okay. But marriage? They’ll have their lawyers all over that. Everyone knows we can’t stand each other.”

			Jason felt a twinge of anger at the comment. “I don’t have a problem with you.”

			“Oh, well . . .” Meg fumbled with her words, and when she took a step away from him, her heels betrayed her once again and she stumbled. Fortunately for her, Jason caught her before she hit the deck. Although after that comment, he almost would have enjoyed watching her land right on that glorious ass of hers.

			“I think,” he said, “that you like me just fine, but you’re still hurt.” Just like me. “We broke up, what? Fourteen years ago?”

			Meg pushed away from him and tugged at her top. “Something like that.”

			“And you don’t want anything to do with me?”

			“I don’t particularly care for you, no.”

			“Well, that actually makes this perfect.” He had to find a bright spot here. Maybe this was it. “If you don’t like me, it will be easier to separate once we decide my parents have been sufficiently reined in.”

			“This has disaster written all over it. There has to be another way.”

			Meg went to the classroom door, poked her head out, and glanced around. Almost as if she was looking to see if anyone was listening. “I’d have to explain things to my family. My mother and sister won’t understand, and forget my brother. I have a boyfriend, and none of my friends will buy what’s happened. I don’t see how this could work.”

			“We’ll have to sell it. Make people believe that since Grace died, we’ve taken comfort in each other.” He stepped closer and took up a golden lock of her hair and let it slide between his fingers. “That our grief brought us back together and . . .” He leaned in and locked his eyes on hers.

			She sighed.

			“That we fell in love.”

			Meg swallowed hard, and Jason stopped himself before he went the final inch and took her mouth with his own. Jesus.

			Both of them stepped back at the same time, and Jason shook off the lust racing through him. Even as he realized how hard this was going to be, he still believed marrying her was the right thing to do. The necessary thing to do.

			“I can’t,” she said, her breaths coming in fits and starts. “I talked to Kevin. He said he’d get me the best attorney. There’s no reason to go through with this.”

			He was sure the last person her brother, Kevin, wanted her married to was him. They were the same age and had been good friends until Meg and Jason broke up. And if it had just been a breakup, everyone would have weathered the storm okay, but when Jason’s father got involved, painting Meg as a gold-digging slut, everyone went crazy. Hell, he went crazy.

			The Rossis packed and moved off the estate, and Jason didn’t see Meg for years. He saw her when his sister married, and then again the other night, but that was all. He would have seen her at Grace’s funeral if he hadn’t been stranded halfway around the world. He still hadn’t forgiven himself for not being there. He didn’t know if he ever would. So maybe protecting Meg, and making sure Molly was secure, was a way for him to make up for being the absentee brother. Maybe it was a way for him to make things up to Meg, as well.

			He had to convince her.

			“Kevin’s intentions are good, Meg, but you’re going to need more than a defense. You have to show them Molly will have a stable family.”

			“How is it stable if it’s a lie? How is it stable if you’re there?”

			“Meg, you know I’m right.”

			“You can’t be right. I can’t just give up my whole life—”

			“We have to. For a little while. For Grace.”

			He knew Meg would do anything for Grace and that bringing his sister into this argument wasn’t fair, but he had to convince her. Mentioning Grace seemed to do it.

			When Meg looked up, her green eyes shimmering, her expression resigned, he knew it would be okay. She nodded and then turned, tripping just a little on the edge of the alphabet rug on the floor and Jason felt himself smile.

			“I’ll come by your house later and we can talk this through,” he said.

			“Okay. We’re having pizza for dinner. You might as well come then. You can spend some time with Molly.”

			“Oh, ah, all right. Can I bring anything?”

			“No.” Meg shook her head. “We’ll eat about six.”

			She’d regrouped, steeling herself against the emotions he knew had to be swirling through her.

			But before he turned to leave, to leave this world of children and get back to work, he looked once more into her eyes, and actually thought about what Meg must have been going through. She’d lost her best friend, was raising a child, and now had to face losing the life she’d built for herself. Even if it was temporary, she must be resentful. Things his family had done had wreaked havoc on the Rossi family in the past, and now, once again, her family was taking a hit for his.

			***

			“Molly, come here and let me do your hair.”

			Jason was due at the house in ten minutes, and she’d just gotten Molly out of her post–soccer practice bath. Of course, the little girl wasn’t interested in doing anything but chasing the cat.

			And Moe Kitty wasn’t interested in being caught.

			“Why doesn’t Moe want to be friends?” Molly asked, shuffling into the room.

			Meg wanted to tell her it was because cats were assholes, kind of like men. They were cute and warm and would cuddle, but they did it on their terms. If they wanted to be left alone, they’d run like hell.

			“Sit still for a second while I braid your hair. Your uncle will be here soon.”

			Meg started working Molly’s long dark hair into a pretty French braid. She was fidgeting, and every noise had the child craning her neck for the cat, but eventually Meg secured the elastic and let her young charge go cat hunting again.

			In the eight months that Molly had been living here, Meg had learned a lot. Mostly that her very predictable life was no longer predictable. She was at the mercy of another person, and it required more than a little patience, especially since Molly was going through some major adjustments. Not that Meg would do anything differently. Taking care of Grace’s daughter was a gift, a way to keep her friend with her forever.

			Meg walked to the kitchen and got herself a glass of water and listened to Molly sing along with one of her favorite videos. Jason was going to be here in a few minutes, and then she’d have to face yet another change in her life.

			There had to be another way. Marrying seemed extreme, but part of her, a very small part, welcomed the idea of having someone else to share this new responsibility. She’d never say that aloud, of course, never give anyone that kind of ammunition, but she now had a new respect for single parents.

			This job was not for sissies.

			Meg glanced out the kitchen window and saw Jason’s Mercedes pull into the driveway. Right on time. That hadn’t changed; Jason planned and scheduled everything, which was what made the proposal so out of left field. There was desperation attached to a move like this, and Jason never acted out of desperation. Even when they were kids, every move he made, whether he was playing hide-and-seek or capture the flag or taking her to bed for the first time, was carefully controlled.

			And that made her wonder what he knew. Was the situation worse than she thought?

			She moved toward the door before he even rang the bell, partly because she didn’t want Molly throwing it open without her there and partly because she was anxious. Anxious to hear what he had to say about how they were supposed to sell this sham of a marriage to people and, she had to admit, anxious to see him. Meg had been head over heels for Jason when she was sixteen, but even if he did still make her girly parts sing, she had to keep her guard up. There was some serious chemistry between them, that hadn’t changed, but she didn’t know if she could ever trust him.

			The bell rang, and Molly just about bowled her over to open the door. Meg stepped to the side as Jason was assaulted by forty pounds of squirming five-year-old.

			“Uncle Jason!” He caught her with his free arm. “Why do you have flowers?”

			He smiled, kissed his niece on the forehead, and stepped inside with Molly clinging to him like a spider monkey. As soon as the door closed, he held the flowers out toward Meg. “For you,” he said. “Thanks for asking me over.”

			Stunned and mildly charmed, Meg took the bouquet and stared at him. What was he up to?

			“Thank you, and you’re welcome. Come on in; I’ll put these in water.”

			As they continued in, he still carrying Molly, the chatter began. “Why did you bring Aunt Meg flowers? Why are you here? Is she your girlfriend? We have a cat. His name is Moe Kitty and he’s nice, but he doesn’t want to wear doll clothes. I like school. My teacher is nice. Kindergarten is soooo easy, and I can count to twenty. Wanna hear? One-two-three-four—”

			“Molly, slow down,” he said. “Do you always talk so much?”

			By this point they were standing in the kitchen, and Meg looked over to see Molly think about his question before answering. “Uh-huh.”

			“Hmmm, well, why don’t we take care of one question at a time, or better, why don’t you tell me about school?”

			He settled her on the top of the kitchen island and planted his hands on either side of her hips to keep her safe. Jason was obviously aware that Molly was kinetic.

			It was then, when Molly was looking up into her uncle’s face and telling him all about her day, that Meg could see the strong family resemblance. They had the same high cheekbones and dark shiny hair, and a similar spray of very light freckles across the bridges of their noses. And then each of them smiled, and Meg felt her heart skip a beat. They both had beautiful smiles that went right to their clear blue eyes.

			Meg fiddled with her flowers before putting them on the kitchen table. She liked the side of Jason she was seeing. The man was a billionaire software developer, so it was nice to see him do something simple, like relate to a child.

			Too bad it wasn’t enough.

			***

			The doorbell rang, and Molly tried to jump off the counter, but fortunately Jason was quicker and caught her. “Pizza’s here!” she called.

			Lowering her to the floor so she didn’t break a bone, he started toward the foyer. “Come on, Squirt. Let’s go get the pie. I’m starved.”

			Meg reached for her wallet, and Jason couldn’t believe she thought he’d let her pay for dinner.

			“I’ve got it,” he said.

			“Really, I can—”

			“Meg, I’ve got it. You’re not paying.”

			He left the room with Molly, and by the time he got back to the kitchen with the pizza, salad, and garlic knots, Meg had the table set. Everything may have looked fine, but she was slamming drawers pretty good, so Jason had a good idea he’d screwed up somehow.

			“I can buy dinner myself,” she murmured.

			He breathed out and sent Molly off to wash her hands, which left him alone with a pissed-off, cornered woman and her wounded pride. “I’m not going to let you pay. You’re a teacher. Be rea—”

			“If you tell me to be fucking reasonable, you’re going to get a garlic knot up your nose.”

			It took everything he had not to smile. He really wanted to, but he figured she’d get more pissed off, and that would earn him two garlic knots up the nose. Doing something out of character, he played it safe. “I’m sorry. I’ll remember for next time.”

			“Okay.” She looked up, frustrated. “I know it seems dumb to you, but I’m still getting my head around all this. It’s hard for me.”

			“You’re independent. I respect that, but the big advantage of being with me is that you don’t have to worry about money. Ever again.”

			Meg sank in a chair and pushed her hair away from her face. “I’m marrying for money. God, I feel a little sick.”

			“Why? I hate to say it, but it’s not uncommon. And I told you, this is about Molly.”

			“Maybe, but I can’t help feeling that your father was right about me.”

			“Don’t ever say that.” Jason leaned forward, his muscles tightening in his neck. The tension shot over and around his head and shoulders. He hated that his father made her feel that way. He hated it back then and hated it more now. “You’re doing this for Molly. I know it’s not what you wanted, but try to see the big picture.”

			“Right. I have to be reasonable. I’m taking one for the team.”

			He scrubbed both hands over his face and sat adjacent to her at the table. “If I could think of another way, I’d go there. But I can’t. Their major point when arguing for custody is going to be your marital status. That they are blood relatives who can provide a traditional family.”

			“Traditional? Your parents? Are they kidding?”

			He chuckled as he agreed. “It’s crazy, I know, but a judge isn’t going to know that they’re completely dysfunctional.”

			Meg dropped her head on her arms, and Jason was trying to figure out how he could make this easier when Molly returned, carrying a very large black cat in her arms. The cat was rigid, with his front and rear legs extended while Molly held him around the middle.

			“Uncle Jason. This is Moe Kitty.”

			“Kitty? He looks like a small panther.” He glanced over at Meg, who was grinning.

			“Yes, he does. And he’s all ours,” Meg said.

			“He used his box,” Molly said. “I cleaned it.”

			Meg shook her head. “Did you wash your hands after?”

			Molly froze and looked back and forth, from one adult to the other. She put the cat down and left the room without saying a word.

			“I guess we got our answer,” Jason said.

			He watched Meg’s mouth turn into a gentle grin. She truly loved the child, and it was obvious Molly returned all the affection. “She’s never boring. Kind of like Grace.”

			That was the truth. His sister was never boring. In fact, when they were teenagers, he never understood how the conservative, preppy Meg got along with his Goth sister. But she did. They were inseparable.

			“Can I ask you something?” Her voice had gotten small again. It did that when she was upset or frightened.

			“Sure. Anything.”

			“Why weren’t you at the funeral? How could you not go?”

			It hit Jason that no one would have thought to tell her what had happened to him. His family would have had no reason to even acknowledge Meg’s presence, much less explain anything, which was why, when the will was read, the family was so blindsided.

			To them, Meg didn’t matter. She never had, and now he was treating her as a pawn in the war he and his sister had started with his parents.

			“I was in Asia, in Taiwan, and I couldn’t get home.”

			Her eyes hardened. “Couldn’t get home? You probably have a fleet of jets at your disposal. It’s not like you had to fly standby.”

			“Not exactly a fleet, but the day Grace died a typhoon hit, and with the flooding, the power outages, and the damage at the airport, I couldn’t fly out. I couldn’t get out for almost a week.”

			“Oh.” She swallowed. “Oh . . . I didn’t . . . There was . . . No one told me.”

			“I figured. I was frantic. I couldn’t do anything, and I knew . . .” He looked her square in the eyes. “I knew there were people here who needed me. But I was stranded.”

			She dropped her eyes, and he knew Meg’s big, sloppy heart felt his pain. It was who she was. And he could see, when she fixed her eyes back on his, that she was thinking about how much she missed Grace. How much they both missed Grace. “That had to have been horrible for you. I mean, you had no one.”

			“I survived.” He kept his gaze on her, didn’t budge. This was too important. “Look, I want Molly to be secure and safe, and I think you’re the best person to raise her. It’s what my sister and Mark wanted. I’m too busy with work, and I wouldn’t know how to deal with a little girl like you do. We’ll get married, and I’ll have everything set up so when we separate you won’t have to worry about anything.”

			“If we’re married, I can see there’d be some safety in numbers, but when we separate, what’s to stop your parents from doing this again? What’s the plan?”

			This was as good a time as any to drop the second part of his idea on her. “Before we get married, we’re going to put her funds in a blind trust, managed by my brother.”

			“A blind trust?”

			“My brother will be the trustee, controlling the investments, and neither of us will have access to it. That should deflect the argument that you’re after the money.”

			“That’s a nice thought, but I doubt it’s going to change Josh’s or anyone else’s mind about me.”

			“True enough, but putting the funds with him is about Molly, and it will shut him up. He’ll do the right thing with the trust.” Jason rubbed a hand on the back of his neck. “He can be an asshole, but I trust him with this.”

			“Okay, then what?”

			“Then we adopt Molly.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The dark wood paneling in the conference room was sort of a cliché. But this whole situation was evolving into just that: a cliché. A struggling woman who needed to be saved by a wealthy man. It nauseated Meg. The lawyer was placing papers in front of her, and Jason, who was trying to be supportive, was right next to her, explaining everything that was happening. He’d already signed everything. Now it was her turn.

			“There are a few different contracts,” he began. Jason’s voice, which was normally deep and steady, was shaky. She was surprised to realize he was nervous about this. “This is a standard prenup. It gives you a percentage of my income, a portfolio, the house, and half of anything we acquire during the marriage . . .”

			Meg nodded. A house, money, things. The Campbells were always about things.

			“The prenup is the document we’ll tell everyone about. No one will think it’s out of the ordinary that one of these was executed, just that it’s so . . .” He stopped midsentence.

			“So what?” Meg leaned toward him.

			“So generous. You’ll do well in the divorce.”

			“Perfect. Just what I’ve always wanted. A fabulous divorce settlement.”

			Meg signed or initialed where she saw the little Post-it notes and instructed herself to keep breathing. After the appointment here, there were errands to do, and then they were going to see the families. Neither side had any idea what was coming.

			Meg felt like she was taking part in a series of emotional ambushes. She ended it with Grant last night, and that was horrible. All she’d said was, “I can’t keep seeing you because I’m getting married.”

			Grant hadn’t accused her of cheating on him, but it’s obvious that’s what he thought. She’d hurt him, and after he brought her home, Meg had cried all night, because he didn’t deserve to feel like a castoff. Once he found out who she was marrying, she’d be branded as an opportunist—throwing over a nice guy for money. The damage to her reputation would be epic.

			But Meg said nothing. She put the what-ifs out of her head and focused on what was in front of her. Take one for the team.

			“This next contract is a separate agreement. It’s a little of everything, including possible custody arrangements,” Jason said. “This is between us.”

			“I don’t understand the need for a second document. What’s in something like this?”

			“It helps if things are spelled out. Especially regarding Molly. It basically says that we’re to function as a family, be faithful, agree to certain conditions.”

			“Conditions? What conditions?”

			“Well, we talked about exclusivity, not seeing other people to keep up appearances. You’ll need to break it off with the man you’re seeing.”

			“I already did.”

			He acknowledged her with a nod. “You should know I haven’t been with anyone steadily for a while.”

			“Okay, but I don’t know why we need paperwork when these conditions, as you call them, are pretty obvious.”

			“It’s good to have things in writing. It protects everyone.”

			Her mind flashed back to his earlier words. “You said something about a house. We have a house?”

			Jason nodded. “We’re going there later. We have an appointment with the interior designer.”

			Meg felt a grin tease the corner of her mouth. “An interior designer?”

			“Yes.” Jason looked up from one of the documents. “She’s excellent. I think you’ll be pleased.”

			“Really? You’ve worked with her before? Because, I don’t know, Jason . . .” Meg waved her hand around. “I’d want to see her portfolio before we make a commitment.”

			“Her portfolio? Meg . . .”

			Meg examined her nails, putting on her best attitude for her soon-to-be husband. She glanced over and saw he was trying to think of something to say, and she’d stunned him speechless. She’d challenged him, and Jason the Magnificent wasn’t used to being challenged.

			“I can assure you that her credentials are impeccable. She did my apartment in the city, my offices . . .”

			Meg couldn’t stand it anymore. She exploded in laughter, which was just what she needed, because if she didn’t laugh at what was happening, she’d have time to think about how her life would never be the same. The life she’d made for herself.

			Jason’s lips pressed tightly together, and his eyes narrowed. Meg willed herself to stop so he didn’t get really pissed. But Jason only shook his head and shot a crooked grin in her direction.

			“I guess I deserved that for being a pretentious ass.”

			“Just a little,” she said, chuckling. “Where is this house of ours?”

			“Cold Spring Harbor.”

			Meg loved Cold Spring Harbor. Sandwiched on the North Shore between two busier towns, it had a beautiful main street and wonderful schools. It was an expensive, exclusive hamlet that felt like a small town. Molly wouldn’t even have to change schools.

			But suddenly, the fear hit. Fear of the changes she was facing, of the loss of her independence. And it wasn’t jitters. Plain and simple, Meg was afraid of losing everything she was. She felt the burn in her eyes and blinked hard, but a tear escaped, rolled off her cheek and plopped on the paper, spreading out, just like everything she was feeling.

			Jason reached for the tissues that were in a pretty wooden box at the center of the large conference table and handed her one. “What’s wrong? Gwyneth is a wonderful designer. You can do whatever you want in the house.”

			Meg sniffled and dabbed at her eyes, but the tears kept coming. “This isn’t about the designer or the house. I don’t know why I’m crying.” Fingering the pen on the table in front of her, Meg took a deep breath. As much as Jason was trying to make this easy, she felt the despair flood her heart. Her life was gone. She’d hurt Grant, she was going to hurt her family. Everything she knew was going to be gone.

			The tears came faster, and Meg hated that she couldn’t control her emotions. She wrapped her arms around herself, and a moment later, Jason’s arms were around her, too. Pulling her in, he pressed her head against him and whispered into her hair. “Please don’t cry, Meg. Please.”

			“Grace didn’t have to live this way. Why do I?”

			“We’ll keep things as simple as possible. Are you going to keep working?”

			She nodded. Sniffled. “I want to. If everyone at school doesn’t hate me.”

			Curled against him, she felt calmer. His hand ran rhythmically up and down her spine, and his warmth took away the chill that had been with her for days. “No one’s going to hate you. I can’t think of anyone who hates you.”

			“Your brother. Your parents. Grant.”

			“Grant was your boyfriend?”

			“Uh-huh. I liked him a lot.” More tears leaked out because she was sick that she might have hurt him, that she might have lost a good man for this “marriage.” “You’re not seeing anyone?”

			“No one serious. Not like you.” His breathing was deep, his heartbeat steady. “We’ll be okay, you know. We always got along.”

			“We’re different people, Jay. Going back isn’t an option.”

			“True. We’ll have to move forward with what we have. Do our best to be friends and make a home for Molly.”

			Meg leaned back and examined his face. He was so handsome, her heart did a little jump every time she looked at him. At first glance, he may have looked like your garden-variety pretty boy, but if you looked closely, there was nothing ordinary about Jason at all. His bone structure was regal, his skin perfect, and his hair soft, but it was when you looked in his eyes that you saw the fire. Inside him was a supercomputer, an intelligence that was logical, focused, and could best be described as a force of nature. It never stopped, and when he was growing up, Jason had had to learn to deal with all the noise in his head. It hadn’t been easy.

			She remembered summer nights when they were teenagers that they would take off to an empty field on the estate. It was fairly secluded and overlooked the beach. They’d lie on their backs and count stars and talk about their dreams. For him, computers were like art. He saw machine language and circuitry like van Gogh saw paints. Meg loved listening to him on those quiet nights. The stars were overhead, the water lapped at the shore, and he shared himself with her. He knew about everything and he talked about what he could do to make the world better. He’d hold her on those nights, his strong arms wrapping around her and protecting her from an outside world that wanted to pull them apart. They were going to save the world together and love each other forever.

			“What are you thinking?” he asked.

			Meg couldn’t tell him, of course, but she could come up with a variation. Something that wasn’t quite the truth, but wasn’t a lie, either. “I was wondering why you aren’t married or at least involved with someone.”

			It was his cue to release her and sit back in the chair. “The company’s gotten huge, and I work all the time, sometimes eighteen hours a day. There’s not a lot of time for anything else. It’s my whole life.”

			“It’s a big enough company that you could delegate some things, couldn’t you?”

			“I guess, but work is really what I’m all about. I never had time for anything more than casual relationships.”

			Casual, Meg thought. As in, “these are women I sleep with.” Nice.

			Clicking the pen, Meg started flipping through the second stack of papers and initialing in the appropriate spaces. There was one section on visitation with Molly, and it looked like after the divorce, he was leaving any visitation schedule to her discretion. “You don’t want something more formal when we have to decide on custody of Molly?”

			“I figured I’d leave that up to you. I trust you.”

			That was good, because with everything that had happened in the past, she was having a hard time trusting him, even though, at this point, Jason was all she had.

			Meg finished signing the papers and set down the pen. It was done. “You’re sure they’re going to back off?”

			“They won’t have a choice once the adoption gets started.”

			“I don’t understand why they’d want a small child at this stage of their lives.”

			Jason stood and held her coat while she slipped her arms in the sleeves. A paralegal gathered the papers, nodded, and left the room. “It’s not like they’d raise her,” he said. “She’d just be in the house.”

			“So why do this? I mean, what’s the benefit . . .”

			Then it hit her. It hit so hard, Meg had to hold the back of the chair to keep herself from falling. “Oh, my God. It’s about the money. They don’t want me to have the money.”

			He hesitated, obviously disgusted at his parents. “Probably. I don’t know what’s going on. It could be more complicated than that.”

			“Complicated? How?” The fact that his parents’ objection to her had to do with money made perfect sense. It always had to do with money.

			“Something my brother said the other day got me wondering if my parents are as wealthy as they appear.”

			“I don’t understand. How could they not have money? There’s so much of it.”

			Jason held the door as they stepped into the hallway and walked toward the elevator. “My parents don’t have any money of their own. My mother hasn’t worked a day in her life, and my father is the CEO of the firm, but he doesn’t really work. He golfs. My brother runs the business, and I’ve gotten some hints that there are problems. Problems caused by my father.”

			“Okay, so all the trust funds you guys have? I’m confused.”

			“My grandfather started an investment firm and became a millionaire multiple times over. Then he branched out into private equity. The company is worth billions. He started setting up the trusts when my dad was born and then when we were born. He set up Molly’s when Grace was six months pregnant because he was dying. All he wanted was for us to be secure, but he still expected us to put in an honest day’s work. Josh, Grace, and I made our own money. I haven’t touched my trust since I left school.”

			“I remember your grandfather. He was a nice man.”

			“I don’t know where the hell my father came from. He’s not happy unless someone else is miserable.”

			Without knowing what made her do it, she reached for his hand, and Jason held on as they stepped into the elevator. The words were just words, but the tone, the sentiment behind them, made her sad for him. Jason was close to his siblings, Grace especially. He must have been feeling her loss in ways Meg couldn’t understand.

			“Meggie.” God, he hadn’t called her that since she was sixteen. Her insides went all soft just hearing it carried in his deep baritone. “I’m not cut out for marriage, not a real one. I work too much, and the way I live my life isn’t conducive to raising a family. I know that. But I will do my best so this isn’t hard for you.”

			She dropped his hand and turned toward him, but the warmth lingered. “That’s such bullshit.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“I’m going to talk to you like an old friend, Jason, so take this the way it’s intended. You decide the kind of life you’re going to lead. No one else. If you want a family, you’ll have one. You’re the smartest person I know. You’d make it work.”

			“Do you think I’m making up my crazy hours?” He wasn’t angry, but once again she’d challenged him, and Jason didn’t like to be challenged. Meg was glad. He needed his buttons pushed.

			“No, I don’t think you’re making anything up, but I think you’re hiding behind work to avoid having a life.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			The house in Cold Spring Harbor was set on three acres of mostly treed land, and Meg was amazed how much she loved it. It was large, built in the 1930s, and Jason called it a farmhouse. Well, Meg had never seen a farmhouse like this. It had six bedrooms and seven bathrooms, and a gourmet kitchen that was bigger than the whole main level of her little Cape. But the best part of the house was the sunroom. It was bright and airy and had two sets of French doors, one leading to the rear patio and garden and the other leading to the side porch. To say the house had charm was not enough.

			Gwyneth, the interior designer Jason had hired, was fantastic. She was larger than life, with flaming orange hair and a British accent. There was nothing pretentious or snotty about her. For her, good design meant making a house a home, and Meg appreciated the way she helped her through the process of choosing colors and fabrics.

			Meg was excited, in some way, to see the house come together, and Gwyneth promised to have sketches to her in a couple of days. Jason had stayed out of the decision making, except when picking colors and fabrics for his bedroom and his office.

			Separate bedrooms. It made her think of the Regency romances she loved to read where the just-married couple, often thrown together by necessity, occupied separate bedrooms. Of course the hero and heroine were wildly attracted to each other and found a way to make the marriage work and lived happily ever after. Meg just didn’t see that happening for her.

			After meeting Gwyneth, they had dinner with her mother and sister, who were shocked when they walked into the restaurant and saw Jason sitting with Meg at the table. To say dinner was difficult would be an understatement. Meg couldn’t shake the feeling that she was betraying her family. Jason was the enemy.

			Although her sister had been too young to completely understand, she could see the hurt in her mother’s eyes. Meg had to face her past with Jason eventually. Face all the pain there. Admit to herself that the man currently saving her hadn’t stood by her, changing her whole family’s life.

			And here he was,taking control of her life. Meg listened as he gave their cover story, and from the looks on their faces, neither Mom nor Caroline bought it.

			Now they were sitting in the car on the way to the Campbells’.

			This was going to be even worse.

			Jason reached across the console and took her hand. “I’ll be right here. If you want, let me do the talking.”

			“I feel like you do that whether I want you to or not.”

			“What? Talking?” He was genuinely shocked. He had done most of the talking with her mother and sister, but mainly because Meg was so upset about the way they sprung this on them, she didn’t know what to say. “I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m sorry.”

			Of course he didn’t. She was being bitchy because she hated the loss of control.

			“No, I’m sorry. I’m nervous. I shouldn’t take it out on you.” They pulled into the long driveway, and he didn’t say a word until they pulled up to the main house and Meg’s stomach dropped. Suddenly, she was freezing, and her heart was racing. Jason must have seen the panic on her face, because he took her hand again.

			“Are you going to be okay?”

			She shook her head frantically. No words came out.

			“If it’s any consolation, I still get a horrible pain in my stomach anytime I have to deal with my parents. You’re in the same boat as any family member right now.”

			“This isn’t funny,” she squeaked out. “Not at all.”

			He reached across her to the glove box and popped it open. “I have something in here that might make it a little better.”

			“What? Xanax? Valium?”

			He laughed and pulled out a small blue box tied with a white bow. It was the little blue box she always dreamed of getting from the man she was going to marry.

			“Is that . . .” Meg found herself looking into Jason’s smiling blue eyes.

			“I was going to give it to you later, but I think you could use it now.”

			Meg was still frozen, staring at him. “You didn’t have to do this. A simple wedding band would have been fine.”

			“You’re going to be my wife; you’ll have diamonds.” Meg opened her mouth, and Jason rested his index finger on her lips. “No. This is my manhood here. It’s my right to give you as many jewels and luxuries as I can afford. People will expect it, and I won’t lie, I find buying things for you very enjoyable.” She still couldn’t move. “Take it, Megan. Open it.”

			She took the box, which was heavy for its size, and pulled the end of the ribbon, all while Jason kept a close eye on what she was doing. Inside the blue box was a black velvet case, which Meg took out, held, and then opened.

			Her heart stopped. On the dark field sat the most beautiful ring she had ever seen. If she’d picked it out herself it couldn’t have been more perfect. It was a cushion cut diamond surrounded by tiny beadlike diamonds and set in a delicate diamond-encrusted band. It was dazzling, but not gaudy or tacky, and Meg felt herself smile, because no matter what the circumstances of their marriage, Jason was trying to give her the dream.

			“I guess you like it?” He took the box and grasped the ring between his fingers.

			“It’s beautiful.”

			“There were bigger diamonds, but I thought this one suited you best.”

			“You picked it out?” She was shocked he didn’t just send one of his people to do it.

			“Yes, I did.” He paused before he confessed the rest to her. “I went to four jewelers before I found this particular ring. Something about it reminds me of you.” He reached toward her and grinned. “Give me your left hand.”

			Meg extended her trembling left hand, and Jason’s larger one encircled it.

			“Megan Rossi,” he whispered against her ear, “will you marry me?”

			She sighed and watched as he slid the ring onto her finger, fulfilling one of her most romantic fantasies. All she could do was nod, touched by the effort he put into this, that he tried to make it special.

			That he asked her to marry him.

			Meg didn’t know what made her do it, but she touched his face with her fingertips, loving the warmth of his skin, and gently kissed his lips. “Thank you.”

			***

			How the hell had she done that?

			With that one kiss, everything in Jason came back to life, everything that died when he lost her. Meg was still staring up at him, not moving, and it appeared there was nothing to lose, so Jason leaned in and kissed her again.

			That was all it took for the heat, that had been building for weeks, to flare between them. His fingers pushed into her hair right before she grabbed a handful of his shirt and pulled him closer, all while his mouth took hers in an erotic dance.

			There was warmth and softness and the scent of her perfume mingled with the taste of chocolate, and he remembered how she always tasted like this. Smelled like this. His response to her was visceral, raw, and when he felt the tip of her tongue touch his lips, he flashed back to feelings he had in the past. She was his. Always. And as he continued to kiss her, Jason wondered what it was about this woman and her kisses that made him forget about everyone else. There was no one else who could take him out at the knees with a touch or a word, and certainly no one he wanted to kiss like this. No one who could make him feel so much.

			Fortunately, for the next year, it didn’t look like he’d have to. When Meg pulled away and their eyes locked, they both knew they were in trouble. There was no way to contain this, no way they were going to be able to keep their hands to themselves. So the question of sex was now right out in the open.

			“Oh, God,” she whispered. “That’s going to be a problem.”

			Jason skimmed his lips over her cheek and kissed the soft skin by the corner of her mouth. “A problem?”

			“Wasn’t there something suggesting we keep things platonic and not have sex in that second agreement? That it would complicate things?”

			“Yeah. I think it’s a stupid idea. My lawyer came up with it, but it will be up to you.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah,” he said.

			“That kiss didn’t feel platonic.” Meg was still breathing hard. Jason was just hard.

			“Nope. Not at all.”

			“We’re in deep trouble then,” she said on a shaky breath.

			He couldn’t disagree with her. This crazy attraction between them was going to be a problem if the plan was to keep things platonic. He wanted her, no doubt about it, but his rational mind shifted back to the moment and told him they had to get out of the car. “We’d better go inside. I just saw the curtain in the dining room move.”

			She dropped her head until her forehead touched his shoulder. “Do we have to?”

			“Come on.” He got out and made his way to the other side of the car, where Meg was still frozen. He opened the door and squatted down in front of her, taking both her hands in his. “It’s like dealing with any bully: Try not to show fear. It only gives the bully more power.”

			“Okay. I’m ready.” She stood and stepped away from the Mercedes.

			She didn’t look ready. She looked like she was going to face a firing squad. He leaned in and touched his lips to her hair. “I’ll be right here. It won’t be like last time.”

			Meg looked up, and he didn’t know if he had made a mistake saying that or not. Until she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him again. She pressed her body into his and threaded her hands through his hair, and Jason found himself lost in the suppleness of her body and mouth. He pulled her closer, loving how she fit against him, loving the feel of her curves under his hands, loving her sweet taste.

			Heaven. Jason had gone to heaven.

			When Meg finally pulled away, she glanced over his shoulder toward the house. What was that all about?

			“That should have everyone talking.” Meg licked her lips and grasped his hand. “Your wicked aunt Nancy was at the window.”

			A chuckle escaped, and he had to love that she was willing to stir the pot. Aunt Nancy was a meaner version of his mother and deserved to be called wicked, if not a lot more. She’d never married, lived off his family’s money and fake lawsuits she’d drummed up, and was as nasty as a rabid dog.

			Jason thought she might just need to get laid, but he couldn’t imagine any man being that desperate.

			But Meg was smiling. She was going to be okay, at least for tonight. He knew the stress would get to her, that she might break at points, but she wasn’t going to show any weakness here.

			And neither was he.

			***

			The maid, Carla, who had been with the family for twenty-five years, opened the door and shook her head. “You sure you want to go in there?”

			“No choice. Have to introduce my bride-to-be.”

			Tears welled up immediately in Carla’s eyes. She’d watched Meg and Jason go from childhood friends to lovers and had been there when the Rossis left the estate.

			She grabbed Meg’s left hand and examined the ring, smiling at her and slapping Jason on the arm. “It’s about time you grew a pair.”

			That shocked Meg a little. Jason and Grace were the favorite Campbells, and Josh as well, until he turned into an asshole while he was at Yale. The staff was very loyal to the kids, protecting them from a lot of their parents’ crappy behavior. She remembered more than once when her own mother had to take the kids trick-or-treating or help with school projects. She never expected to hear anyone say a harsh word to any of them.

			Meg imagined Jason, Grace, and Josh’s upbringing forced all three of them to become self-sufficient, but it also left holes in their childhood. Fortunately, people like Carla, the handyman, Larry, and sometimes Meg’s parents had filled in where they could.

			Jason took her hand. “Ready?”

			“As I’ll ever be.” Meg rubbed a hand across her stomach, trying to quell the nerves.

			“If you’re going to be sick, aim toward my mother’s shoes. They probably cost a fortune.”

			She giggled as he dragged her down the long hallway to the family room. Meg figured she’d have to deal with his mother, father, and wicked aunt Mary, but she wasn’t expecting his brother, Josh. The eldest Campbell sibling was a year older than Jason, better looking, if it was possible, and possessed ten times the arrogance.

			“Well, look who decided to stop by. Slumming, son?” his father said.

			Outright rudeness from the start was something even Meg didn’t expect. Of course, considering that the last time she was in Will Campbell’s presence she was branded a gold-digging slut, nothing should surprise her. Unlike the last time, however, his barb didn’t upset her. Instead, she felt ready for whatever he planned to dish out. Because this time, Jason was standing close by, holding her hand, and rather than crumbling beneath his father’s disdain, as she once had, she found herself feeling amused by his hostility.

			“What brings you both here? Especially you, Megan?” His mother was polite, as always, but there was haughtiness dripping from every word. “Is Molly with you?”

			“It’s just us, we’re here with news,” Jason said. “We’re getting married.”

			“Excuse me?” His mother raised an eyebrow. “Married?”

			Josh stood and walked around them, circling, before heading to the bar in the corner of the room. Meg thought she’d be nervous, but she found herself starting to enjoy the game, and leaned into Jason. His warmth seeped inside her as his arm slipped around her waist.

			“Married, huh?” Josh said. “That’s interesting.”

			“We’re happy.” Jason eyed his brother, and Meg heard the caution in his voice. So far things had been pretty much as she expected. The family was about as warm as a school of barracudas, and she knew that the worst was still to come.

			“Are you pregnant?” his mother asked.

			“No,” Meg said, smiling sweetly at Jason for good measure. “Not yet.”

			“Okay, then why are you marrying her?” His father’s question took Meg a little off guard. Was there no other reason to get married? The man crossed his legs as he accepted a drink from Josh. He took a sip of the amber liquid, and his lip curled as he gave Meg a once-over.

			Everyone had a talent, Meg thought, and Will Campbell’s talent was making her feel like she had no worth whatsoever.

			That’s when Jason launched into their cover story like a practiced con man.

			“We’ve been seeing each other since about a month after Grace died, and things developed.” He looked at Meg and smiled, and she was amazed, and a little nervous, at what a skilled actor he was. She almost believed him. “When you started worrying about Molly, I decided I’d ask Meg to marry me.”

			One of his mother’s eyebrows shot up. “How convenient. You couldn’t have told us this?”

			“I could have,” he said. “But I didn’t want to say anything until I asked Meg. She has good reason to be cautious of me.”

			Feeling the need to play along, Meg squeezed his hand and looked up. It was certainly no hardship to look at him. “Not anymore.”

			Aunt Nancy headed for the doorway. “I can’t listen to any more of this.”

			“Jason, this is so sudden,” his mother said. “What’s the rush?”

			“We just don’t see any reason to wait. Do you?”

			Meg glanced toward the sitting area where Jason’s father and brother were adjacent to each other, conferring. Josh looked up occasionally, and Meg couldn’t help feeling cornered. They knew something was up. Both of them were smart, and no matter how convincing Jason was being, they didn’t buy the story.

			His mother approached and looked her up and down. “I don’t like it, not one bit. I always thought you were trying to get your hooks into my son, Megan, and now you’ve succeeded with him and with my granddaughter.”

			“Oh, I—”

			“There’s nothing you can say to make me believe you aren’t after Jason’s or Molly’s money. You’re a tramp, and I won’t be caught dead at your wedding.”

			Sham or not, the comment made Meg bristle, and while it was tempting to tell Jason’s mother exactly what she thought, Meg forced a smile instead. “That’s a shame, Mrs. Campbell. You’ll miss all the fun.”

			She looked up at Jason and smiled, and the look she drew from Alicia Campbell was pure contempt. And Meg didn’t care. Jason’s parents were toxic. They weren’t a married couple as much as a couple of parasites sucking the life from those around them as well as each other.

			Maybe she should be thankful they didn’t like her. The more she looked at these people and the way they lived their lives, the more she realized that not being liked by Will and Alicia Campbell was a compliment.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			“It’s a beautiful ring.”

			She’d heard the same thing all day, but not once did anyone offer Meg congratulations. It was like everyone knew that she was nothing but a big phony. Which she was, although the kiss she and Jason shared in the car a few nights ago was pretty damn real. So real she could still feel it.

			But what she was seeing now was the confusion on her friend Jill Wyatt’s face. This was a woman she’d worked with for seven years, one of her closest friends. They were hired together and had been through boyfriends and breakups. Jill was the one who’d finally gotten Grant to stop playing the friend card and ask her out for real.

			“I just don’t understand, Meg. What the hell happened?”

			“We’ve known each other forever, and when Grace died . . . well, you know. Things developed.”

			God, she hated lying.

			“But you were dating Grant. I know the two of you were taking it slow, but everyone knew you were together.” Jill paced around the classroom like a nervous cat. “Where has Jason been? And isn’t he the guy you affectionately referred to as Satan on more than one occasion?”

			“Okay, so maybe ‘Satan’ wasn’t fair.” Meg was sitting in a tiny chair at one of the small student tables, picking at M&M’s. “Things changed. It may not be a perfect arrangement, but he loves Molly, and we won’t have to be alone.”

			Jill sat down across from her and glared. “Sweetie, you were never alone.” Jill leaned in and laid her hand over Meg’s. “I was always there for you, but people are worried that you’re not thinking this through. We know losing Grace was like losing a sister.”

			That was painfully true, but what people didn’t understand was that having Jason around did help in some ways. Grace meant as much to him as she did to Meg, and now that they were taking on the raising of Molly together, there was a bond between them, but it was very, very new. “I don’t know what else to say. I hope you’ll come to the wedding.”

			“Of course I’ll be there.” Jill swallowed, looking for a way to show some support, but this was not going to be easy. “Tell me about your dress.”

			Her dress. That was still kind of a mystery.

			“I have an appointment today at a boutique in Cold Spring Harbor.” Meg needed to go for it. She just needed to ask her. “I was kind of hoping you and Charlotte could go with me.”

			Surprisingly, Jill’s face bloomed at the idea. “I’d love to go. What time?”

			“Really?” Relief washed over Meg. Having her friends at her side, supporting her decision—even if they didn’t understand it—meant everything.

			“Of course,” Jill said. “Do you have something in mind?”

			“I want to keep it simple. Especially since the wedding is in three weeks.”

			“Cold Spring Harbor? Are we going to Emma’s? Because if we are, finding something ‘simple’ might be a challenge.”

			Meg nodded. Jason had made the appointment and set up an account at the most expensive bridal boutique outside of New York City.

			“Hmmm . . .” Jill was grinning. “I’m guessing your groom has taken care of everything.”

			“He’s very generous.” That was the truth. Jason didn’t have any problem spending his money on other people. The redecorating of the house was costing tens of thousands of dollars. Jill took her hand and examined the ring once again. “It really is stunning.”

			Going with it, and allowing herself to get a little bit excited, Meg agreed. “If you think this is nice, you should see the house he bought.”

			“I think a field trip is in order.”

			“Where are we going?” Their friend Charlotte Bolt entered the room. Charlotte was the school’s art teacher. She was nearly six feet tall, with striking black hair that she kept tied back in a ponytail. She wore little makeup, but today sported a smudge of aqua paint on her forehead.

			“We’re going bridal gown shopping and then to Meg’s new house.”

			“Seriously? A new house?” Charlotte grabbed a handful of candy and tossed a few in her mouth. “Good times.”

			***

			Emma’s in Cold Spring Harbor was the destination for brides on the North Shore. Situated in an old house in the quaint village, women shopped for dresses, by appointment only, with a bridal consultant. Champagne was served with fresh strawberries and chocolate while brides and their attendants tried on designer gowns. Meg wasn’t as excited about buying a dress as she should be, but it had to be done. The wedding was going to be at an east end winery in Cutchogue in a little more than two weeks, so she had to find a dress today.

			They were greeted when they entered by a perfectly turned-out young man who was manscaped within an inch of his life. He walked them to the private salon, and Meg burst into tears when she saw her mother and sister were waiting for her. The last time she talked to them, her mother hadn’t been sure she could support Meg’s decision and her sister was livid, but when it came down to it, they were the ones she could count on. Her husband-to-be might be a big question mark, but her family, her friends, would save her every time.

			Her mother rose from the sofa and wrapped Meg in a hug.

			“I’m glad you guys are here,” Meg said, so comfortable in her mother’s warmth.

			“I couldn’t miss this, even if I do think it’s going too fast. You’re my baby.” Mom’s hand touched her cheek.

			With everyone settled in, Meg let herself be enveloped by the dream and started to try on dresses.

			***

			Jason didn’t have a lot of close relationships in his life, but Owen Kent and Nate Bayard had been his best friends since the three of them found themselves sitting in the same English class their first day of prep school. They had played hockey together, drank beer behind the field house, and talked about girls. The three of them were now business partners, with each contributing to the success of the operating system Jason developed called Reliance.

			They worked insanely long hours, and as a result were self-made billionaires in their early thirties. Jason felt lucky he had them, for a lot of reasons. He might have been the one who developed the software, but without his friends, it would have stayed in a lab and not made its way into the market. They also knew how to keep him sane, which, in his line of work, was always a challenge.

			The three of them were single, rich, and in no particular hurry to settle down, but here they were, helping Jason move furniture into his new office, and he was a couple of weeks from becoming a marital statistic.

			“This desk is fucking heavy.” Owen positioned the mahogany desktop on the cabinet bases. The three of them had spent the entire afternoon getting the desk together so Jason could have command central at his new house. Meg thought he could delegate parts of his job to others, but what she didn’t understand was his role in supporting client software, and that meant midnight calls to Hong Kong or India or being available when the European markets opened.

			Troubleshooting an issue for a major bank on the spot or dealing with a hacker threat before account numbers were compromised and millions stolen weren’t things that he could save to do between nine and five. It didn’t happen a lot, because the software was pretty much bombproof, but Jason dealt with security problems personally. It was why clients trusted them and why he was so successful. The truth was Reliance was still relatively small. Their numbers were huge, but Jason, Owen, and Nate were very hands-on.

			“It’s a nice room, though,” Nate said. “Damn big house.”

			“Yeah, we needed something so Molly has a place to play.”

			“I cannot believe you’re getting married, man.” Owen dropped onto the leather sofa that had been delivered earlier in the day. “Of all of us, you were the last one I expected to get caught.” Jason just smirked, unable to tell them he was the one who went looking for marriage and essentially coerced Meg into it. He heard the door slam across the house and wondered if Meg mentioned that she was coming here this afternoon. He knew she’d had the appointment for her dress earlier, though. How long did it take to pick out a wedding gown? He heard her voice, heard Molly, and then he heard a peal of laughter and realized his bride-to-be brought friends.

			Nate smiled when he heard the noise. “Ah, the womenfolk are home. We get to meet your mystery girl.”

			Jason cocked his head, but remained silent. He was actually looking forward to the two of them meeting Meg.

			“By the way,” Nate began, “does this room have cave status?”

			“You need a moose head on the wall,” Owen said. “Or better yet, Bambi. That’ll keep the chicks out.”

			“What are you putting on the wall?” Jason turned when he heard her voice, but it was Nate’s quiet reaction that got his attention.

			“Whoa,” his friend whispered.

			Meg stood in the office doorway, gave a little wave, and smiled the sweetest damn smile he’d ever seen. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

			“No, not at all.”

			She took a cautious step into the room, and Jason had to love that both his friends were struck mute at the sight of her. She put a small, shiny bag on a table near the doorway and continued in. Her hair was pulled back on the sides, away from her face, tumbling down her back, and all he could think about was how it felt in his hands the other night when he was kissing her. Her pale blue sweater scooped low in the front, and the slim tan skirt hugged every curve. There were heels, of course, ridiculously high, sexy heels. She was a teacher fantasy, the stuff of every high school boy’s wet dreams.

			It was a good thing her students were only five.

			“What are you doing?” she asked.

			He moved toward her, loving how she fiddled with her ring and feeling oddly happy that she brought people here to see their new home. “Home office setup,” he said, as he took her hand and led her toward his friends, I was high time she met them. “Meg, this is Owen Kent and this is Nate Bayard. We run Reliance together.”

			“It’s nice to meet you both.” She shook their hands, but something in her manner changed. There was a pained expression on her face, a chill, and Jason realized she recognized Nate and Owen’s names. She knew these were friends he’d known since high school and they had no idea who she was.

			Shit.

			Meg glanced down and he could see she was trying to regroup. Talk about an emotional slam. “So,” she finally said, “Is the big-screen TV or in here or the family room?”

			She motioned to the the monitor still in a box on the floor. She was keeping her cool, but avoiding eye contact, telling him that Meg was hurt. Badly. However, she didn’t flinch, didn’t have a meltdown, she just carried on, so he did the same.

			Clearing his throat a little, Jason answered. “That will actually be connected to the computers. Sometimes when I’m working out a problem, the larger image helps me see more of the picture.”

			Her eyes widened, and he loved the shock, but also the admiration he saw. “That’s a computer monitor? Wow. How many monitors will be in here?”

			“One large one and two smaller ones on my desk.”

			“You’re going to glow in the dark from all the radiation.” Her mouth turned up at the corners and she stepped toward him.

			Without any thought, Meg let her fingers run down the placket of his shirt. She was so damn sweet, so damned beautiful, and he knew already that he didn’t deserve her. When her pink tongue darted out of her mouth to lick her lips, Jason couldn’t stop his body from reacting. And dammit all if she didn’t know it.

			He found himself chuckling, liking the familiarity between them. It felt like it did when they were younger, when they joked and teased and told each other everything.

			When it was easy.

			“What the hell is this?” Jason turned his head to see Owen and Nate pulling apart the gift bag Meg was carrying when she walked into the office. Leave it to those two boneheads to open someone else’s present. Jason moved toward them and saw Owen unwrap a small picture frame.

			“Man, this is an oldie,” Nate said as he started at whatever was in the frame. Jason thought maybe it was a picture of Molly.

			He guessed wrong. The picture was of him and Meg when they were together in high school, and the image hit him square in the heart. Jason remembered the day vividly. One of her friends had taken the picture when they’d gone upstate for a day of skiing—which meant Meg spent her day sliding down the bunny hill on her ass. At the end of the day, they were sitting together on a bench near the lodge while they waited for the bus to pull up. She had settled with her back against his chest, and Jason remembered his arms being securely around her waist. She had snow crystals in her hair, and she smelled like winter and sunshine. Her face had been turned toward his, and the smile melted his heart.

			“Why don’t I remember this?” Owen’s face was a mix of confusion and disbelief because he didn’t remember going on that ski trip and he didn’t remember ever meeting Meg. This part of Jason’s life was new to them, and they didn’t understand it at all. Owen and Nate looked at Meg, who was fiddling with a scrap of paper she found on the desk, and Jason was reliving the entire nightmare from fourteen years ago, facing every mistake he made. Watching Meg’s stricken expression as Nate and Owen looked at the photo was ripping at him. The laughter coming from the other side of the house gave him an excuse to pull her out of there and try to fix this.

			Jason stepped toward her and took the paper from her hand. “Who came in with you?”

			“Some friends from school. My mom and sister are here, too. They surprised me. Everyone wanted to see the house, so here we are.” The way she said it sounded like an apology, like she’d intruded, and it made Jason feel even worse.

			He nodded, brushing his hand over her shoulder. “Come on. You can introduce me to your friends and I can say hello to your family.”

			Meg drew a breath, still holding on to her composure, but he could tell the old feelings had flooded back. But she didn’t lose control; she wasn’t sixteen anymore, and Meg’s inner strength wasn’t going to let her break.

			Smiling weakly at Nate and Owen, Meg straightened and astounded Jason yet again, being gracious. If it were him, he would have escaped, which proved his inner seventeen-year-old was still alive and kicking. “It was nice to meet you both,” she said pleasantly.

			Owen nodded and Nate smiled, and then Jason started to walk her out of the room. But before he could leave, Owen caught his arm to say what Jason had needed to hear when they were in high school.

			“I had no idea you were such an asshole.”

			“Now you know,” Jason responded.

			Meg was barely moving as they went through the rooms of the main floor. The house rambled—it was one of the things Meg said she loved about it—but at that moment he could see she was trying to stop sixteen-year-old Meg from bursting into tears. “Your friends are nice.”

			“They’re good guys.”

			“I didn’t realize you were in business with people from high school.” Her voice was a little shaky, and he could hear her fighting back the old hurt. He’d been such a moron in school, so much his father’s son, that he’d worried his rich, prep school friends would think he was dating down. So he kept Meg a secret—seeing her at home, stealing kisses and then later sex with her whenever he could. She was so giving, so trusting, she never asked about the nights he wasn’t around because of events at school or days he had hockey games. In truth, he would have loved to have her with him, but he thought about how she’d fit in and he hadn’t listened to his heart. He’d listened to his parents.

			He stopped her in the dining room, turned her toward him, and rested his hands on her shoulders. “I’m sorry about that. I never thought—”

			“Thought what? Were you planning on keeping me a secret again?” Meg wiggled free and looked away.

			“No. I’d like to think I’ve grown up.” He knew she didn’t want to deal with this old baggage between them, but it couldn’t be avoided, not with Nate and Owen being such a big part of his life. She was still fighting back the emotion, and in some ways he wished she’d just let go and have a good hard cry.

			“I don’t know why it still bothers me, but I guess I couldn’t purge it all. I should have been prepared for something like this. But I am a champ at sticking my head in the sand.”

			Jason didn’t like that she was blaming herself for what happened. It was true, she’d been in happy denial about everything until his mother showed her his prom pictures. It had been a cruel act and meant to hurt. He’d taken one of his classmates, a pretty girl named Phoebe, and the next night he was making love to Meg in the boathouse. Right before he left for Princeton, everything went south.

			“I’m sorry. It was supposed to be a nice afternoon for you. Did you get your dress?” He’d reverted back to his more formal self, when all he wanted was to take her up in his arms and try to make up for lost time.

			She nodded. “It’s lovely. Everything will be fine.”

			***

			Once Jason stepped into the kitchen, four pairs of eyes turned in his direction and Molly charged him, launching herself into his arms.

			“We went shopping for fancy dresses!” Molly squealed.

			“I heard that,” he said. “Oh, Meg, Gwyneth dropped off the design sketches for your approval. That big envelope there.”

			He tilted his head toward the table in the corner of the kitchen, and Meg opened the envelope while Jason made a conquest of her friends and family.

			Pulling out the drawings, Meg inspected each one, thinking about this monstrous house that was to become her home. He’d done his best to keep them in the same general area, mostly so Molly wouldn’t have to change schools. But the place had six bedrooms. Six. Each one with its own bathroom.

			It was going to be beautiful, though. Gwyneth had made some incredible color choices. The furniture was gorgeous. Simple, classic, and casual. It was like she’d read Meg’s mind. She wasn’t supposed to be this happy, especially after what just happened. Nothing about this arrangement was going to be easy, but glancing at her fiancé charming four women, including her mother and her very skeptical sister, Meg couldn’t stay mad. Which was the problem she’d had when she was a teenager.

			Glancing back at the sketches, she tried to get her head out of the past. He was trying. First by giving her a beautiful ring, and second by giving her the opportunity to make the house something special. The gesture was appreciated. The problem was that the ugly reminders of their differences, of what had driven them apart in the first place, kept intruding on the fantasy. And Jason was the fantasy. He always had been. But there was so much hurt in the past, allowing herself to believe that the relationship would survive was simply foolish. The men in his study were his best friends, friends who’d known him almost as long as she had, and they’d never even known about her. It wasn’t just that Jason worried about her not fitting in with his friends; he had kept her a secret. That was the moment Meg realized if she didn’t secure her heart, keep the wall in place, she’d be heading for another crash landing. This was going to be a beautiful house, but it would never be a home.

			Charlotte was next to her, grinning before she’d even gotten through the drawings. “You could do worse than him.”

			“I know.” It was true. He wasn’t a bad guy. He was smart, gorgeous, and rich, but he’d never love her. He never had.

			“Are you sure about this? I get the feeling this marriage isn’t what it looks like on the surface.”

			Meg shrugged. “Things are complicated.”

			Charlotte picked up two of the sketches and put them side by side. “This house is going to be beautiful, but these two rooms are interesting.” Charlotte examined the drawings, which were labeled Master 1 and Master 2. “Two master bedrooms? Where will you keep your toothbrush?”

			Meg looked away from the drawings, which were full-color representations of their lie. “Like I said, it’s complicated.”

			***

			It had been a busy day, and Molly had conked out the minute her head hit the pillow. They’d had fun. Even with all her misgivings, Meg had to admit the dress buying expedition had been everything she’d always hoped it would be. Molly’s dress was beautiful, a frothy white confection with yellow flowers embroidered into the bodice. It was adorable, and she couldn’t wait to see her in it.

			Her own dress was the stuff of bridal daydreams. The shop, knowing they had carte blanche from Jason, brought out one expensive dress after another, but there was only one that took her breath away. She hoped it would take his breath away, too.

			Meg’s problem was that every dress conjured up the memory of the kiss from the other night—a kiss that made her feel like a real bride with a groom who truly loved her. Jason’s hands, his warm breath—everything had her wanting him, and that was a big problem. It was bad enough that he’d never entirely left her. Thoughts of him had always drifted in and out of her life, and it was only in the past couple of years that she could seriously consider moving on. There had been other boyfriends, other experiences, but she’d never loved anyone else. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to be in love; it was that no one ever measured up. Even as teenagers, their relationship was magic. At least she thought it was. He thought it was something to be hidden.

			She hated that it still upset her. Putting it behind her would be the best thing, so they could move forward on this plan without complications. Meg would have to be strong, or she’d have to find a way to get the upper hand.

			Doing chores at the end of the day was a way for Meg to unwind. The mindlessness of stacking the dishwasher or putting away toys helped her put the day in order. Wiping down the kitchen counters was the perfect remedy to her carnal thoughts. That was, until she saw the familiar halogen headlamps turn into her driveway.

			Jason. Of course. She was concentrating on getting him out of her head, and here he was. Nothing was easy with him. Nothing. She needed him to go the hell away so she could think about how she was going to deal with all these mixed-up emotions. Meg needed one emotion where Jason was concerned. Indifference would be best, but she’d never pull that off. Getting really pissed off would do, but she didn’t know if that was going to work, either. She liked him too much. She might hate him for what he did to her, but Jason always got to her, without fail.

			The car door thumped closed and, not wanting Molly to wake up, she wiped her hands on a dish towel and walked to the foyer.

			***

			He hadn’t even gotten up the front steps when she pulled open the door and folded her arms. Defensive. Great. Not what he needed tonight. After setting up the home office, he’d had to deal with an emergency that developed at a Hong Kong bank and had barely gotten up from his chair since. He should still have been there, handling things, but he’d wanted to see Meg. He needed to see her.

			Now she stood there, staring at him like he was toxic waste, and all he wanted to do was kiss her brainless.

			Instead, he handed her the envelope of sketches.

			“I thought you might need these if you were going to talk to Gwyneth about any changes.”

			“Thank you. Everything is fine, though. I called before dinner.”

			“Oh, good. You said you got a dress?”

			“Yes, I did. Thank you for arranging everything.”

			“My pleasure. May I come in?”

			Meg took a deep breath, like she was trying to calm herself, and stepped away from the door, carrying the envelope into the house.

			Jason took the hint to follow. He nudged the door shut with his foot. “So, do I get to see it?” he asked.

			“What?”

			“Your dress.” He had no idea why he asked—he knew she’d look gorgeous in a paper bag—but it was a way to make conversation and hopefully get them back to a friendlier place.

			“No. You’re going to have to wait.”

			“Nothing, I don’t get even a hint?”

			She dropped the envelope on the kitchen table and turned to face him.

			She was angry. At him. But in spite of that, just being in her presence sparked his desire. It was nuts, and he didn’t see how they were going to keep things platonic. If this were any other woman, he wouldn’t be reacting this way. He was reacting because it was Meg.

			“My dress is white,” she said. “And it has a little bit of lace.”

			“That’s it? Is there a picture?”

			“Yes, but you can’t see it until the wedding. It’s tradition.”

			“Honey, our marriage is anything but traditional.” He moved closer, leaned in, and whispered in her ear, loving that she sighed. “Show me.”

			“No,” she whispered back. Jason wasn’t going to let the moment get away from him, so he let his mouth travel with a brush of his lips from her ear, over her jaw, and finally he nipped at her neck. “You’re not playing fair,” she said.

			“I’ve never played fair with you. Ever.” He kept nuzzling until he drew another sigh from her. “I’m sorry about what happened today with Owen and Nate.”

			“Everything that happened was a long time ago, but I won’t lie. It hurt to be reminded that I was never good enough.”

			“You were good enough. I wasn’t. If it’s any consolation, my friends think I was a prick. They got a kick out of the picture you brought.”

			“Did they?”

			He nodded. “Why did you bring it?”

			He looked down, and Meg was doing her best not to make eye contact, but he could see the light flush in her cheeks. “I thought you might like it. I don’t know. It will, ah, lend some credibility to the story.”

			Jason stepped back, giving himself some space to look at her face, and that’s when he had his own reality check. She was still hurt; it was right in front of him. All these years and the wounds were still there, still part of her. He was sure she’d moved on in most ways, but the events with his family, having to deal with him again, must have brought it all back to the surface. This was going to be rough.

			Meg looked up at him through the veil of her lashes, and a ball of desire formed at his core.

			God, she is beautiful.

			“Jason?” She might be annoyed and hurt, but Megan could read him like a book, which was what she was doing now. Her voice held the question of what this all meant, of why she still felt things, and for the life of him he didn’t know why he could still get her to respond. She should be keeping her distance. He didn’t deserve her trust, her friendship, but just like the girl he knew before, the Meg who stood in front of him led with her heart.

			Her hips pressed into his, and their fingers wound together, and he figured he was going to die right here in her kitchen when she left a soft kiss at the base of his throat. “I shouldn’t be like this with you. I shouldn’t,” she said. “Why do you do this to me?”

			Holy shit. “Meg. Christ. I don’t know.”

			“I’ve been trying to get good and pissed off at you, and I do, and then you’re here . . . Kiss me now, okay?” It was said in a whisper, and suddenly he could relate to Adam, Prometheus, Odysseus, and all the men who’d been tempted by beautiful women throughout the ages. Megan was his siren song, and he couldn’t resist. He never could, and it had hurt them both.

			But he was so hot and so hard, he didn’t care. Jason was just about to give her what she wanted, what they both wanted, when his phone rang.

			“Don’t answer it,” she cooed.

			He pulled the phone from his pocket and saw his personal assistant was calling. She never called this late unless there was a problem, and considering he’d just been dealing with an emergency, he figured he should answer. “I have to take this; it’s my assistant.”

			He put some distance between them so the blood could return to his brain. “Hello?”

			“Hey, Jason. Just wanted to touch base since you were out of contact all day.” Okay. Not an emergency.

			Harper Poole may have been called an executive assistant, but she was a Harvard MBA who earned a quarter of a million dollars a year to keep his life in order and the company running like clockwork. She spoke three languages, knew everyone from the most elusive five-star chef to the best massage therapist, managed her own staff of six people, and didn’t take Jason’s shit. She worked all hours and, although she’d been offered bigger jobs, she made it clear she liked her work and the benefits Reliance offered.

			“I set up the new home office. Come by tomorrow and I’ll give you the lay of the land and a key to the house.”

			Meg had slipped away and was watching him from the other side of the room. She didn’t look happy. Not at all. Jason would have to explain how Harper would be part of things when they got married, how she might be around the house. A lot, if he was working from home. He depended on her for so many things, but the bottom line was the business wouldn’t be running as smoothly as it did without her. Of course, he doubted he’d tell Meg that he and Harper had slept together. Since he wouldn’t be sleeping with her anymore, it didn’t make sense to upset his fiancée, who, at this moment, was casting daggers at him with her fey green eyes. Yeah, now she looked pissed. No, Meg was insecure enough where he was concerned. And it was completely justified. There was no need to tell her his history with Harper.

			“Jason? Jason, are you still there?”

			“Yeah, sorry.” Damn. From the look on Megan’s face, he was going to have some serious explaining to do.

			“So, how go the wedding plans? I still can’t believe you’re getting married.” Harper’s scornful laugh didn’t make Jason feel any better about introducing her and Meg.

			“Good. The vineyard’s booked, and Meg got her dress today. But get this: She said I can’t see it until the wedding because of tradition.”

			“Tradition? Seriously?”

			He smiled at Meg, hoping she wouldn’t tear him a new one when he got off the phone. “That’s what I said.”

			“Who the fuck does she think she is?” Harper snapped. “You’re paying for everything.”

			Whoa. That stopped him short. “Harper, I was joking.”

			“It’s not funny. She needs to learn her place.”

			Now he was pissed. “That’s not for you to determine.” Her place. He’d heard that over and over from his parents. It wasn’t going to happen again. “I’ll make sure I explain everything in detail tomorrow. Be at the house at one.”

			“Jay.” He heard her voice change, become more deferential. “I’m sorry, I’ll—”

			“Tomorrow. One. See you then.”

			And to think he almost put that on speakerphone. Talk about dodging a bullet. He’d set Harper straight tomorrow. This may not be a love match, but Meg was going to be his wife, regardless of what anyone thought about this marriage, and he wouldn’t let Meg be a target.

			Once he ended the call, he moved to where she was standing by the kitchen sink. “I’m sorry we were interrupted.”

			“You’re giving your assistant a key to the house?”

			“Yeah. When I’m in deep in a project, sometimes working at home is the best option. She goes where I go.”

			“She travels with you?”

			“Usually.”

			“But a key to the house, Jason? Is that really necessary?”

			“Meg, don’t worry. You’ll like Harper.” No, she won’t. “She’s smart and more efficient than ten people.”

			“Wonderful.” Meg sprayed cleaner on the counter and wiped everything down with a paper towel. She was upset. The mood was killed. He didn’t know how they were going to do this. Their attraction ran hot and cold.

			“I should go.” His voice was hoarse, strained because he still wanted her, but he had to go. “It’s late, and I don’t want to wake Molly.”

			Confusion, resentment . . . There were a few other emotions he saw cross her face, but the one that tore at him most was the sadness. That was his doing.

			Wasn’t he just a prince?

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Meg smiled as she surveyed the mess of gifts littering the faculty room tables. She had the best friends. Jill and Charlotte planned a beautiful bridal shower, and every teacher in the school had been there.

			Even the men.

			Even Grant.

			Meg picked up some of the paper and put it in the trash, then admired the silly hat bouquet made with a paper plate and all the bows and ribbons. Everyone was so nice, but more than once she’d heard, “I didn’t know what to get you; you’re marrying a billionaire.”

			And that pretty much summed up how people saw it. Jason was a billionaire—a famous heartthrob of a billionaire whose engagement warranted coverage everywhere from Forbes to People magazine—and Meg was the lucky schoolteacher he was marrying. The girl who hit the husband lottery. Unfortunately, she didn’t feel very lucky. She felt like a phony who was taking advantage of everyone’s generosity.

			Jill came in the room with some big shopping bags to help Meg pack up her presents.

			“You got such nice things!”

			“Everyone was very generous. I appreciate it.”

			“You don’t look so happy, pal. What’s up? Cold feet?”

			“A little, I guess.” Meg nodded. “I mean, it did happen fast, and everyone is so taken with the idea of my marrying him, you know. Like he’s the prince and he’s saving me. It’s not what I’m used to.”

			“Isn’t that what’s happening, though? Isn’t he saving you?”

			Meg’s mouth went dry. Her stomach sank as she thought about the kind of response she could give without completely lying to her friend. How had Jill come to this conclusion? How did she know?

			“What . . . what makes you think he’s saving me?” Meg sat because the sudden wobble in her knees made standing in heels almost impossible. “Why would I need saving?”

			“It took me a bit to figure out. I mean, on the surface, it was perfect. You and him, former sweethearts, consoling each other after Grace’s death . . . It all made sense.”

			“So why are you questioning it?” Why is she questioning it?

			“Because of the timing. It all came about right after the Campbells petitioned for custody.” Jill sat in the chair on Meg’s right and broke a piece off a black and white cookie. “You were a wreck about it, and within a week, you not only have the money to fight them, you’ve taken away their main arguments. You now have a husband and Molly is with family. Amazing.”

			Shit. Why did she have such smart friends? She really needed to find some dumb ones. “I hadn’t thought about it, but that is coincidental.”

			“I call bullshit, Meg. This is a setup to keep the Campbells from challenging the will and getting their paws on Molly. It’s not a bad thing, but it’s pretty drastic.”

			She couldn’t say anything. She’d lied to her family, she’d lied to everyone, but Jill was dead on. Meg had sworn to keep this secret. She had to. If they were found out, they’d lose Molly with no chance of getting her back.

			But when Meg looked up and saw Jill’s eyes, she knew she couldn’t lie. Without a word, she gave a single nod.

			“Oh, Meg,” Jill said. “Was there no other way?”

			“I don’t think so. I tried to think of alternatives, but he posed the only option that would keep them from taking her.”

			“So you’re going to be stuck in a loveless marriage?”

			“Not stuck. It’s only for a year or so.”

			Jill froze with a piece of the black and white cookie touching her lips. “What’s to stop the Campbells from reinitiating the suit after you split up?”

			“We’re adopting Molly. I won’t just be her guardian. Neither will Jason. We’ll be her parents.”

			Jill leaned back in the chair and considered her. “That’s brilliant. Was that Jason’s big idea?”

			“Yup. We signed a prenup and a prearranged custody agreement. Once we get through the adoption, and after a reasonable time, we can call it quits and we won’t have to worry about anyone trying to take her from us.”

			“So it protects the spirit of the will and Molly and—”

			“All I have to do is give up my life.”

			“Aww, honey. You are too good for the rest of us, you know that?”

			“I feel like such a fraud.” Meg’s heart broke thinking about what her colleagues had done for her. “Everyone was so nice giving this shower and the gifts; it’s wrong. I didn’t want to drag the world into this lie.”

			“It’s just me; let everyone else be happy for you.” Jill reached over and wrapped her arms around Meg’s shoulders. “I have to ask: What’s part of this agreement between the two of you? Are you getting any?”

			Meg rolled her eyes. “I don’t know. We’ve had a couple of close calls, but I think we’re going to keep it platonic.”

			“Platonic?”

			“Yes. As in we’ll be friends.”

			Jill sat still, a look on her face that Meg couldn’t quite read, and then she burst out laughing. Not a giggle or a chuckle, but a full-blown bwahahaha belly laugh. The bitch.

			“This is not funny,” Meg said.

			“Oh, yes it is. It’s hysterical. The two of you may have issues, but you’re attracted to each other. There’s no denying that. When I saw you together at the house, there was just something.”

			“No, there wasn’t,” Meg argued.

			Jill popped open a can of diet soda and took a sip. “Yeah, there was.”

			“No, that’s not true. We’re going to keep things friendly. It’s the only way. No emotional messes, no complications.”

			Meg stood and started putting boxes into the bags Jill had brought to the room. She didn’t want to have to answer questions about this or about Jason. The issues between them were too big for her to explain. In some ways, Meg was humiliated by the way she had been treated, and no matter how good a friend Jill was, she wasn’t telling her about it. Jason didn’t want to be married, but more than anything, he didn’t want her.

			“Are you listening to yourself? You can’t help but be emotional, and you don’t need sex for things to get messy. You care about everything. And I think you still care about him, but you aren’t so sure what he feels.”

			“I can’t get emotionally invested in this, Jill. He doesn’t want to be married in the first place. His commitment is to his company, but he’s willing to do this to protect me and Molly. You can’t fault him for that.”

			“I don’t fault him, but this is a pretty big step to take for someone who is such a commitment-phobe.”

			Meg knew that, and it worried her. His whole life—including his friends and social life—was based around his job. Now Meg was going to be part of both, and she didn’t know how this was going to work.

			Jason said he hadn’t ever considered getting married because he didn’t have the right mental focus to be a good husband. Meg thought that was a load of crap. He was a big chicken. Relationships took work, and it meant standing up to his parents. Even this thing with Molly, Jason wasn’t full-on confronting them, he wasn’t going to the judge, no; he was taking a back road to outsmart them. The problem with that was it wasn’t neat and clean. It was going to get messy because Meg’s fragile heart went a little crazy when he was around. There was so much chemistry and so many unresolved issues; it was going to blow up in their faces, and they were going to end up in bed. It wasn’t if, it was when.

			“He doesn’t want me, Jill. He’s trying to do the right thing, but he doesn’t want me. He has this assistant, and I think they had something going at one point. She’s his type, not me.”

			“Wait a second. You think he’s going to marry you but keep things going with someone else? How is that right? You gave up a very nice guy and you’re not going to fool around. Are you?”

			Meg smiled. “No. I’m not. He said we’re going to be faithful, but I don’t know. This woman is in his business night and day. Apparently she’s beautiful, smart, and doesn’t sing bad karaoke on Friday nights.”

			“So she’s boring?” Jill rose and started stacking boxes. “If he can’t see how amazing you are, he’s an idiot.”

			Meg stopped and thought about that. Maybe it was true, but Jason never took the time to understand her, not the way she understood him. “We’re very different. We have different backgrounds and upbringings. Different priorities.”

			“You’re wrong there. You are both completely dedicated to Molly.”

			“Yes, we are.” That was true. Jason was wonderful with his niece, and his only concern in their arrangement was how she would be provided for. He made no mistake with regard to that.

			But with each other, they were all over the place. He wanted her, she knew he did. He kissed her like he did, touched, responded to her like he did, and Meg wanted him just as badly. She’d never stopped wanting him, and every man in her life had always had to measure up to Jason.

			No one ever did.

			***

			Jason sat at the kitchen table in the new house with Owen, Nate, and Harper, hashing out the new sales proposal over takeout Thai and some great local beer. It was a free-for-all kind of exchange and a part of the way they did business that he loved. There was a hierarchy to the company, but they all took ownership of its success.

			He’d spent the first part of the day in meetings at the office in the city, and when they decided they needed to sit down and figure out this problem, they came to the house because no one would look for them there. It was perfect, and with his office just down the hall, they had all the access they needed and none of the interruptions.

			Having pretty much wrapped up the proposal, they were shooting the breeze about Owen’s latest high-octane vacation and Harper’s plan to visit friends in Italy over the winter. Jason usually went to the islands in the winter. He’d find some company and take his boat and cruise someplace warm and tropical, spend a few weeks in the sun. That wasn’t going to happen this year. He’d mentioned it to Meg and was informed they were locked into school holidays. Getting off from work for a short honeymoon had been enough of a challenge for her. She wasn’t going to take any additional days, and Meg felt strongly that Molly shouldn’t be pulled out of school for vacations.

			Even though he thought there was no reason for her to keep working, she wasn’t quitting her job. She could stay home and be a full-time mom, but when he suggested it, she squashed the idea immediately. She said she couldn’t risk giving up the only security she had left.

			Which pissed him off. The whole point of getting married was so she and Molly would be secure. Once the divorce happened, Meg would be set for life. She’d be a millionaire in her own right, and he was going to leave her with this house, which she could sell or keep, whatever she wanted.

			But Meg was all about taking care of herself.

			The group was loud for four people, with one person talking over the other, disagreeing or agreeing about one thing or another. The discussion between Harper and Owen about the Yankees’ playoff chances was so loud, no one realized they had company until Hurricane Molly burst into the room. She had a bag in her hand, and when she saw she couldn’t get to him quick and easy because he was on the far side of the table, Molly dropped to the floor and crawled under, popping up and climbing into his lap.

			She could have gone around, but the kid was direct and never wasted a step. She gave him a big smacking kiss on the cheek, and he felt a smile creep across his face. “Hey there, cutie,” he said. “Have a good day?”

			“Yup, and you should see all Aunt Meg’s presents. The teachers had a party for her.”

			“A party?” Jason looked up and saw Meg and Jill enter the kitchen, hauling bags and boxes.

			He grabbed Molly by the waist and stood, lifting her as he went. When he came around the table, he set his niece on the floor and saw Harper’s scowl.

			“Hey, I didn’t know you’d be here.” He walked to Meg and kissed her on the cheek partly for appearance, but partly because he wanted to. He liked kissing her.

			“I figured I’d drop this stuff off.” Meg surveyed the table full of people, and when her eyes landed on Harper, the temperature in the room dropped ten degrees. They’d never met face-to-face. “I didn’t realize you’d be here. Sorry if we interrupted.”

			“You didn’t; we were done and grabbed dinner. Want some? It’s Thai.” Jason looked around her and smiled. “How are you, Jill? Hungry?”

			“No, thanks,” her friend said. “Meg, I’m going to take off. I’ll see you tomorrow, or call me if you need to, you know, talk.” Jill gave Harper a death stare, hugged Meg and Molly, and left.

			Jason leaned into the counter and watched Meg and Harper check each other out. Finally, Harper rose from the table and stuck out her hand as she moved toward them.

			“It’s nice to finally meet you, Meg. I’m Harper Poole, Reliance’s director of operations and Jason’s assistant.”

			Meg shook her hand. “Megan Rossi. Nice to meet you, too.”

			“Gosh, Jason,” Harper said as she walked around Meg. The contrast between the two women was striking. Meg was petite, curvy, and had a mass of blond hair and big, tilted green eyes. Harper was tall, slender, and had straight dark hair with round hazel eyes. Both women were attractive, but Meg was more bombshell beautiful, while Harper exuded a cool elegance. Basically, oil and water.

			“She’s so cute!” Harper’s enthusiasm was affected, and he could see this wasn’t going to end well. “So, you’re a teacher?”

			Jason had no idea what Harper was up to, but Meg was looking from her to him and he could see she wasn’t happy about the way she was being checked out.

			“Yes, I teach kindergarten.”

			“I don’t know how you handle all those little kids all day. At least you’re not dealing with something hard, though, like math or science. I guess if you’re organized, it’s like a cool babysitting gig.”

			Jason watched Meg’s face harden, and even though he didn’t know what went into her day, he never questioned that what she did was far more involved and important than babysitting. He couldn’t believe Harper thought something so stupid, or that she’d said it out loud.

			“Babysitting?” Meg said. Her voice had gone from soft to lethal. She fixed her gaze on Jason, who pushed away from the counter and came to her. “I think I should go,” she said just to him.

			“No, don’t go.” Jason hadn’t seen her in days. He’d been busy, and they’d been taking care of wedding arrangements over the phone. This would give them time to talk before the wedding and for him to spend time with Molly.

			Harper was poking through one of the bags Meg brought in and came out with something covered with ribbons and bows. “Oh, my God! Is this one of those tacky bridal shower hat bouquets? How cute! You had a shower?”

			Jason was just about to say something when a look from Meg, cool and dangerous, told him she didn’t want help. Based on the fire he saw in her eyes, he was tempted to tell Harper to run.

			“My friends at school threw it for me.” Meg grabbed the hat bouquet from Harper and put it back in the bag. “It was very thoughtful of them.”

			“Of course,” Harper said. She kept eyeing Meg, and Jason hoped Harper had enough sense to rein in her nasty streak, but the way things were going that was too much to hope for. “So this must be a big change for you. Going from a little house to this?” She motioned around the room. “Marrying a billionaire certainly has its perks.”

			Meg folded her arms and advanced toward his assistant, her killer heels clicking on the floor. “You know what I find there’s an abundance of? People who only define Jason by his billions. If anyone took the time to get to know him, they’d know there was more.”

			Jason took a hit right to the heart, while Harper was stunned silent. Owen, Nate, and Molly were still watching the show, eyes wide, from the kitchen table. And Meg was like an angry fairy, responding to Harper without the slightest hesitation. Meg wasn’t intimidated, like Jason thought she’d be, but rather seriously pissed off.

			Harper put up her hands, feigning innocence. “I was referring to the lifestyle.”

			“I’m not marrying the lifestyle, I’m marrying the man,” Meg said, and walked right to Jason, pressing a sweet kiss to his lips. “I’m going to take Molly home. Stop by when you’re done here?”

			Her words dripped with so much invitation, he almost thought he might get laid when he got to her house, but the flash of anger in her eyes told him she was going to rip him a new one. She just wasn’t going to do it here; she was keeping it between them.

			Harper may not have learned tact and discretion, but Meg sure had. She was amazing, and he was starting to feel like a very lucky man. “Give me an hour, okay?”

			“Can’t wait,” she purred, and kissed him again. “Come on, Molly girl. Let’s go home.”

			Molly ran to her side, deliberately avoiding Harper, who was shooting daggers at Meg. Before Jason could recover from the two kisses, they’d said their good-byes and left.

			Holy hell. Who was that woman?

			“You’re going to marry her?” Harper said on a laugh. “Your mother was right. She looks like a stripper.”

			“No, she doesn’t,” Jason said, turning and pointing at her. “And don’t ever say that again.”

			“I don’t think she looks like a stripper,” Nate said to Owen. “Do you?”

			“Nah, she’s hot, and she’s got a great rack, but not a stripper. She’s too short anyway.” Owen popped a piece of shrimp in his mouth.

			“True, too hard to work the pole,” Nate agreed. “But the heels do help.”

			Owen nodded.

			“Stop. Just stop. Shit. She’s going to be my wife in a week. Show some respect.”

			Harper was grinning, her arms folded. Jason was so angry, if she were a man, he’d knock that smug look right off her face.

			“You’d better get used to it. It’s going to happen every time you take her to a function, a dinner party, for cocktails at some new bar.”

			“What’s going to happen? She’s beautiful.”

			“She’s flashy. The wild hair, the body, that face. She’s gorgeous, but she doesn’t belong in your world, Jason.”

			Jason sat on one of the stools at the island, thinking about Harper’s words. Thinking how Meg would feel at the kinds of events that Harper mentioned. He remembered years ago taking Meg to baseball and hockey games where she wore a jersey and screamed her head off for her favorite teams. She was fun and enthusiastic, and that wasn’t the type of world he lived in.

			Last week he talked to her about taking her and Molly to a Giants game and she couldn’t contain her excitement about the idea—until she found out they would be in his company’s luxury suite. Meg wanted to sit in the stands, in the cold.

			This was the same thing he faced in high school, only worse. He wanted Meg to be happy, but he didn’t know how she was going to be part of his life. She was fun and down-to-earth and she didn’t have any love for the pretense that swirled around him. She was different from everyone else, and rather than being worried about it, Jason liked it that way. The only thing he truly hoped was that he had as much nerve as she did. Jason didn’t want to blow this up, but his assistant had to know Meg wasn’t going to let anyone walk all over her.

			“You know,” he began, glaring at Harper, “I underestimated her once, Harper. Just once. I’ll never do it again.” Picking up a folder off the kitchen table, he headed for his office. “Trust me, you shouldn’t underestimate her, either.”

			***

			“She thinks I’m marrying him for his money.” Meg paced around her bedroom, talking to her sister on the phone. “But everyone thinks that.”

			“She sounds like she’s going to be trouble.”

			“More than likely. It seems no matter what the circumstances, there is some woman in his life who hates me.”

			The doorbell rang, and Meg checked out the upstairs window to see Jason’s car in her driveway. Molly poked her head in. “Can I let him in?”

			“Answer the door the way I taught you.” Molly took off, and Meg followed to the top of the stairs to watch her. “He’s here. Early. He must be scared.”

			“That’s different. He didn’t give a rat’s ass what you thought last time.”

			“He has grown up, you know.”

			“Hmmm. So tell me about the Harpy.”

			“Oh, I like that.” The name would be used again. “Well, she’s tall, dark-haired.” Meg bit into a black and white cookie from her shower that afternoon and looked at it, disgusted. “She’s skinny. Perfect.”

			“She’s not perfect. Far from it.” Meg turned toward the door, and there stood her gorgeous, sexy fiancé holding a five-year-old’s hand like it was a piece of glass. He was smiling at her in the way she imagined husbands smiled at their wives when they knew they were in trouble. And it made Meg both happy and sad because she didn’t know what was real between them and what wasn’t.

			“Carly, I’ll call you tomorrow.”

			“Go get him, tiger,” said her sister before ending the call.

			Jason leaned over and whispered something in Molly’s ear, and she took off toward her room. That’s when he stepped inside her bedroom and looked around the space.

			Meg loved her room. It was beautiful and feminine, with soft cream walls, a tan patterned rug, and a lush paisley comforter with shades of blue, tan, and yellow. She had lacy sheets and pillowcases, and having Jason in this space made her wish Molly were already asleep.

			Ack! No. No. No. She had to stop thinking about him and sex and sex with him. God, she was pathetic. Meg popped the last piece of black and white cookie in her mouth and sat on the edge of her bed.

			She wasn’t expecting him to sit next to her. Jason took her hand in his and gave her a kiss. “Harper is not perfect. She is many things, including smart and beautiful, but so are you.” He stopped and licked his lips. “What were you just eating?”

			“A cookie.” Crap, he was going to find her out.

			“What kind of cookie?” Jason leaned in and kissed her again.

			“A black and white.”

			“Those are my favorite.”

			“I know. I brought them home from the shower for you.”

			He smiled. It was such a sweet smile. The bastard.

			“Thank you.”

			“Don’t thank me. I ate them.”

			“All of them?”

			“I was mad at you because of the Harper thing. So I ate the cookies.” There was still one left, but he wasn’t getting it. Now it was on principle.

			“That was adult.” His smile was wide and inviting. Good Lord, he was gorgeous. “They’re all gone?”

			“Pretty much.” Meg stood and walked to her dresser. Should she tell him there was one left? Tease him with it? Meg played with a lipstick and then, when he wasn’t looking at her, made her decision. She took off at a run for the kitchen, flying down the stairs and jumping past the last three steps, but Jason was right behind her. There was no way she was going to outrun him, but she had to eat the last cookie before he got to it. She was so pissed, she couldn’t let him win.

			“Megan, don’t be a brat.”

			She spun when she got to the kitchen door, glad she’d changed into her pajama pants and a T-shirt. “No cookie for you!”

			She’d spread her arms out, gripping the door frame, and Jason did the same, clasping his hands over hers. He pressed into her, and Meg knew if he wanted that cookie she wasn’t going to stop him, but the game, the tease, was such fun.

			“You are a troublemaker.”

			“Maybe, but your assistant is a nasty bitch who hasn’t found her way out of middle school yet.”

			“I think she’s done better than middle school. She has a Harvard MBA.”

			Oh, yeah, it was fun . . . until now. Is he kidding? “I cannot believe you’re defending her.”

			“I’m not. I’m sorry. I’m not defending her. I know she upset you, but that’s just the way she is.”

			“Just the . . . Are you kidding me? Well, ‘the way she is’ is bitchy, and I don’t find that acceptable. So you can forget us becoming BFFs and having long giggly texting sessions about you, ’kay?”

			“Meg . . .”

			She broke away from him and slammed her hand against the refrigerator. “She said I looked like a stripper, Jason. A stripper!”

			He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “You heard that?”

			“She didn’t even wait until I closed the door before she said it. What was it, the boobs, the hair? What?”

			“She shouldn’t have said it. I’m sorry.”

			“I can’t do this. I can’t marry you.”

			“You have to. We’ve talked about this. Think about what Grace wanted. What you want.”

			“But I can’t go through it again. I can’t be made to feel like the slutty girlfriend again.”

			She felt him move up from behind, and his arms came around her, folding across her body. When he did this, it felt like he would love her forever. And Meg melted into it, because that’s what she wanted.

			“I’m sorry about what she said,” he murmured into her hair. “I’m sorry.”

			Meg held on to his arms and wished this were real. He was sorry, she knew that, but there was a sinking feeling inside Meg that, once again, she’d be good enough for Jason, but not good enough for the rest of his life.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Meg heard the whirring of the engine pick up and drop down, indicating the gears had changed again. She was getting used to sitting in the passenger seat of the Mercedes, but tonight was different. Tonight, she was Jason’s wife. Examining the sparkling diamond band on her finger, the reality of the situation flooded her. She was a married woman, something she had wanted for as long as she could remember, but she wasn’t really happy. The promise of someone who would love her unconditionally and be with her forever was the dream. The problem she had was that her groom didn’t love her, and this marriage wasn’t about forever.

			But damn, he was so good-looking, it hurt. Meg turned in her seat and allowed herself to admire the man she’d married. As they zipped down the main road through the villages of Cutchogue and Southold, he kept the music turned low and his eyes on the road. His profile was exquisite. His high cheekbones and deep-set eyes gave his face depth and character, and the short dark hair was always a little mussed, making her want to reach out and touch him. Of course, he caught her looking and the grin he gave her went right to his blue eyes, crinkling the corners and melting her heart.

			Meg smoothed the front of her dress and looked away because she was afraid he’d see what she was feeling, that there was an attraction that went beyond the physical. He was her heart, he always had been. Ever since she’d realized the difference between boys and girls, Meg knew Jason was for her. She’d dreamed of the day she’d wear a beautiful white dress and he would dress in a gorgeous suit and they’d stand before the world and declare their love for each other.

			They’d done that today.

			And it was a lie.

			“Have you been to Greenport?” Jason’s deep voice shook her from her thoughts, and she continued to fiddle with her dress.

			“I’ve never stayed, but I’ve explored the village a little. Where are we staying? That pretty inn on Front Street?”

			“No, we’re going to my boat. It’s docked at the wharf.”

			“Boat?” Meg felt her pulse pick up. “I don’t like boats. You said we were going to Greenport.”

			“We are going to Greenport.”

			“But a boat?”

			“You’ll like my boat,” he said, his smile warm and sweet. Damn. The heat curled up in Meg’s belly, coupled with an ache that became so acute, it surprised even her. This was desire that went far past anything she’d ever felt, and he hadn’t even touched her. It was simply the promise of a touch, a kiss, a gentle whisper, that made her body respond.

			“Jason, really. I mean, why are we even doing this? It’s not like it’s a real marriage; why are we going on a honeymoon?” They turned right, off Front Street, and he pulled the car up by one of the docks. “And I don’t do well on boats. I mean, I’ve been on cruise ships, but those are different—”

			“We’re here.” He leaned on the steering wheel and looked out the windshield. When Meg did the same, she came face-to-face with Jason’s “boat.”

			Oh. My. God. It was a yacht, at least a hundred feet long, with multiple decks, and it was beautiful.

			“Think you can manage on this?”

			“Ummm . . . I think so.” Meg reached out and backhanded his upper arm. “Boat. This is not a boat. A boat is what you use for fishing or waterskiing. This has more square footage than my house.”

			He laughed and got out of the car. While Meg gathered her skirts, she saw Jason scoot around the hood and then gallantly open her door. His hand reached for hers, and Meg, who was still holding on to a boatload of doubt, let it go to live the fairy tale. It was a beautiful fall night, she was wearing an exquisite dress, and her prince was taking her hand. Oh, sure, he was a bit of a nerdy prince, with his glasses and giant brain, but he was hers. For now.

			Once the car door closed and she could see without obstruction, she looked the yacht over fully. Named My Girl, it was the epitome of wealth. Just like his car, his custom-made suit, and her gown, which cost the same as a down payment on a small house. They were all signs of how Jason lived his life. It should have felt more extravagant than it did, but the reality was, other than his most obvious luxuries, Jason led a pretty simple life. When he was working, his favorite snack was peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. He never bought coffee out anywhere because he had perfectly good coffeemakers. He might buy custom suits and shirts, but his favorite thing to wear were his Levi’s. Meg looked down at her left hand and admired the rings he had given to her. There were tens of thousands of dollars on her finger, but he used coupons when they went to the home store to buy things for their house.

			Meg took a step and caught her heel in the space between the planks. Fortunately, Jason was quick and kept her from face-planting on the dock. Meg was hanging on to the lapels of his jacket, and Jason’s arms were firmly around her, holding her close to his chest. When he looked into her face, he raised an eyebrow. “You’re a danger to yourself.”

			“No, the dock isn’t even.”

			“I’ve been watching you for the last month. You’re as big a klutz as you were when you were ten.”

			Meg pushed against him and tried to wiggle away.

			“Oh, no,” he said. “If I let you walk up the gangway, it’s likely you’ll end up in the drink.”

			“You’re being mean. It’s not even twenty feet long. I can walk.”

			“Nope.” As she tried to push away one more time, Meg was held firm and then scooped up into Jason’s arms. “I’ll carry you so you don’t break your neck.”

			“Put me down!”

			“Hell, no. Not only is it dangerous, I’ll lose the chance to cop a feel of your ass. Which I should be allowed to do, since we’re married.”

			“What? Cop a . . . Put me down, Jason!”

			“Those shoes are lethal weapons,” he said, glancing at her feet. They were hard to walk in, but she loved her shoes. Loved them. They were open-toed and sexy and sparkly and completely impractical, but they weren’t dangerous.

			“I love them.” Meg admired her feet, which were sticking up in the air. “I might wear them with my pajamas.”

			That’s when Jason’s hand did a long slow slide along her backside. It was warm and delicious, and he was looking right at her, grinning like he had a secret. Meg looped her arms around his neck and planted a light kiss on his collarbone. Jason drew in a long breath and caught her gaze. God, she wanted him so badly.

			Maybe the wine was making her act like this, maybe it was the fact that she hadn’t had sex in three years, or maybe Meg wanted nothing more than to feel close to someone. But the desire, the burn, was brutal. The feel of his hands on her, his scent, his sweet breath . . . and he was her husband. All hers, and Meg just wanted to enjoy it. Meg wanted him, but this relationship was about keeping things safe and platonic and separate.

			But it was such a beautiful night and they’d had an amazing day, and then he touched her and all Meg’s resolve dissolved. How was a girl supposed to resist a scene like this? Or better, how was she supposed to resist a man like him?

			“I like this cologne,” she whispered.

			“Thank you. Are you drunk?”

			“A little, I think.”

			“You think? I need you to be really sure.”

			They were standing on the gangway, frozen in the same spot as they were when she kissed him. Hoping for more of a reaction, her lips went a little higher and touched his Adam’s apple.

			“What do you want, Meg?”

			Her eyes met his and held, and that’s when she gave herself up. “I want you. I know I’m not supposed to, but I . . . I . . .”

			And that’s when the bubble burst.

			***

			Jason held on to Meg, his erection raging, and the only thing he could think of when she said she wanted him was that he hoped he could hold on long enough to enjoy her a little. Cradling her in his arms, her gown falling around them, her breasts swelling out of the top, he was wondering how long it would take to get her out of her dress. This was a woman who should be naked all the time—gorgeous, round, not afraid of being sexy. He wanted her tangled in his sheets, writhing under him while he enjoyed every inch of her. If a marriage could be based only on sex, he’d never divorce her.

			“God, Meg, are you sure?”

			“Hello there, you two!”

			Meg’s eyes squeezed shut, and Jason looked up to see Harper, hanging over the rail of the top deck. He had no idea what she was doing on board, but he pretty much figured his chance at getting sex vanished. Meg hated Harper, with good reason after what had happened last week. He’d spent three days making sure his fiancée wasn’t going to leave him at the altar. In the end, her loyalty to his sister and Molly kept her from calling the whole thing off.

			They both knew marriage was temporary, but there was no reason to make the arrangement harder than it had to be. And now, Harper was here on their wedding night.

			Fucking perfect.

			Looking back at Meg, who was obviously furious, there wasn’t much he could say. “I am so sorry. I don’t know why she thought to come here.”

			“Are you kidding? You’ve set the precedent, Jason. We may never be alone, and do you know what that means?”

			“We may never have sex?”

			“Bingo! Put me down. Now.”

			He lowered her to her feet, and Meg wobbled a little on her heels before gathering her skirt and making her way up the gangway. She didn’t stop to accept the glass of champagne Harper held out for her. Instead, she turned at Jason.

			“I’m assuming you’ve arranged for me to have everything I need?”

			God, he’d never seen her so pissed off, and he didn’t think that was possible after the scene at her house last week and Harper’s stripper comment. He wanted her even more now, he wanted her to channel all that magnificent fury in the bedroom. But that dream had died the minute Harper stepped on his boat. Meg was giving Harper a death stare, so he didn’t hold up the answer any longer, figuring they needed to be separated. “Clothes and toiletries are in your cabin. The steward can show you there.”

			Meg spun, literally, and her gown whipped around. She caught sight of the steward and followed him into the living quarters, while Jason turned to Harper. His assistant’s eyes were trained toward the passageway that led to the cabins, and her body language told Jason she knew she’d fucked up.

			“Oh, God. I didn’t think.”

			“Thanks.”

			“You keep saying this is a marriage in name only. I just figured we’d make it a working cruise and Meg could relax and get used to the idea. I had some outings planned. I thought we could all be friends.”

			A few weeks ago, when his lawyer had the prenup paperwork delivered to Jason’s office, Harper had been there to accept the package. She had done the same thing with those papers that she did with everything else that came to Jason from an attorney: She read them. It was her job. But in doing her job, she had found out the truth about the marriage.

			He wasn’t worried she would tell anyone; she would take the information to her grave. But the arrangement was even more of a reason for her to dislike Meg and cause problems as a result.

			“Friends? Really? Seems more like you’re running interference. Wait.” Jason put his hands on his hips. “What are you trying to do here?”

			“Do?”

			“No, Harper. No. Stop this now and tell me the truth.”

			Her mouth dropped open and then closed, and then Harper became Harper. The woman with a spine of steel and determination to match. “I was trying to keep you from making a mistake.”

			“I think we’re old enough to make our own decisions.”

			“I’ve been watching the two of you for the last week, and you behave like a couple of oversexed fifteen-year-olds! I can smell the hormones cooking.”

			“It’s not that bad.”

			“Trust me,” she said. “It is.”

			“You don’t have any right to butt into this. We’re both adults.”

			“You need to get a grip, Jason.” Harper stood and paced in a circle. “If you get involved sexually, everything changes. Emotions get involved. It gets messy. And she gets attached. That makes the divorce messy.”

			“I think we can handle it. It’s just sex.”

			“Is it? With me it was just sex.”

			“Shhhh.” The last thing he needed was Meg hearing about his and Harper’s sexual history. The way everything had blown up in his face last week with Harper’s stripper comment, he didn’t need her to know she was the last person he’d had sex with.

			“She doesn’t know?”

			“No, and she isn’t going to.”

			“Jason, for such a smart man, you really are a dumbass sometimes.”

			Jason looked away and thought about how Meg would react to finding out he and Harper burned up the sheets. She’d fucking flip is what she’d do. Meg was many things, but for all of Harper’s calm reasoning, Meg was a ball of fire. She was stubborn, difficult, and exasperating.

			“Jason, keep your hands off of her, or walking away from this marriage will not be an option.”

			“Why do you say that? She’s not stupid. She knows the score.”

			“She’ll get attached. She’s all about emotion and she won’t be able to separate the emotion from the sex.”

			Was that true? Would Meg get too invested in the marriage? He didn’t think so, and everything was laid out plain as day, but he realized he was dealing with a woman whose emotions were as big as his bank book. A very emotional, shoot-from-the-hip woman, and there was a good chance she wouldn’t follow the rules unless he stuck to them. His Meg wasn’t the innocent girl he left fourteen years ago. She was smart, strong, and not afraid of her sexuality. It was an incredible combination—and a dangerous one.

			Their whole marriage arrangement went against everything she believed in, but if there was one thing he knew about Meg, it was that she would sacrifice everything for someone she loved. In this case, she did it for Molly and Grace.

			But Harper was right. He had to keep this relationship out of the bedroom. As much as he wanted to get his hands on the woman who was now his wife, he had to keep his distance. Meg was messy and complicated, and he didn’t want any of those things in his life. So no matter how much he wanted her in his bed—and he did want her—Jason decided he’d keep his distance.

			The breeze from the bay blew across the deck, and Jason caught a whiff of Meg’s perfume. It was still in the air, floating around him, making him light-headed, and his intentions went overboard. He could talk all he wanted about keeping things friendly, but where Meg was concerned, he had no chance.

			None. Zero. Nada. Zip.

			***

			Meg sat on the bed in her cabin and looked out the large window across from her. This was, apparently, the VIP stateroom.

			It was too bad she didn’t feel much like a VIP. With her rumpled wedding dress and her hair falling out of its pins, she looked more the part of the runaway bride, and right then she felt like running away, too. And that wasn’t like her in the least.

			Meg wasn’t a crier and she wasn’t a pushover, but since Jason walked back into her life, she’d become both. He made all the decisions, had infiltrated every part of her life, yet she seemed to be kept distant from his. She almost called this whole thing off last week, and now she wished she had. Other than his partners, Harper was the only other one in his inner circle. Harper, with her straight, dark hair, her perfect size-two figure, and her designer wardrobe. “Harper,” Meg sneered. Even her name was stuck-up.

			Jason had tried to downplay the relationship recently. He’d talked about her less and he’d stopped waving her credentials in Meg’s face. Meg always considered herself smart and well-educated—her master’s was from Columbia Teachers College—but next to Harper’s Harvard MBA, Meg felt like a high school dropout.

			It didn’t help that neither one of them, Jason nor the Harpy, understood her job or why she did it. And that became obvious two days ago when she stopped off at the house before heading to the bank. She’d gotten paid, and for some reason the direct deposit wasn’t made in her account. When Harper got a look at her deposit slip and her paycheck, she laughed. “You actually go to work each day for that?”

			It was a slap in the face, especially since Meg felt she did pretty well. But in Harperland, her salary probably looked like an allowance; after all, it was only “babysitting.”

			The more she thought about it, the angrier she got. She knew for a fact that neither Jason nor Harper would survive for ten minutes with twenty five-year-olds. Forget teaching them anything.

			There was a small dressing table tucked against the wall by the bathroom, and Meg moved to the padded stool, her large skirts swishing around her. Pressing her lips tight, she started to pull the pins from her hair.

			Locks of hair were falling around her face, and her heart ached at the thought of another woman spending time with her husband. She and Jason weren’t a real couple, she knew that, and there was no way to get around the fact that at times they were barely even friends. But it was hard to think about getting close to someone when you knew it wouldn’t last and when there was someone else in the marriage from the very start.

			And damn, as much as she didn’t want it to, it hurt.

			Her hair fell around her shoulders—not straight, not perfectly coiffed and dignified, but a wild mass of curls and waves. She did look like a high-priced stripper, with her boobs popping out of her dress, her crazy hair, and her glittery shoes. What was she thinking?

			More than that, what was Jason thinking? Probably that he’d been right to keep her from his friends all those years ago.

			Bending her arms back, she tried to release her dress, but she realized she couldn’t do it herself. It was crushingly sad, because if she were a real bride, her husband would be undoing those buttons for her.

			Instead, her husband was up on the deck, sipping champagne with Harper.

			“Awesome,” she mumbled, and dropped her head on her arms. “I’m trapped in a designer wedding gown.”

			There was a tap at the door, and before Meg could answer she saw Jason reflected in the vanity mirror. He’d taken off his jacket and tie and rolled up his sleeves. He looked upset. And he looked gorgeous. Totally gorgeous.

			Of course, he had every right to be upset, since he’d just married the Stripper Bride.

			He set a glass of champagne on the table by the window and approached her. “It must have been hard to get your hair down.”

			“Not that bad, but it’s all over the place. I do look like a pole dancer.”

			“No, you don’t.” He sat on the bed. “You look hot, but you don’t look like a pole dancer.”

			“A hooker, then?”

			He laughed and gave her a good once-over. “Nah. Well . . .” He looked at her again. “Maybe a really expensive one.”

			“At least I’m expensive.” Her mouth turned up, thankful she could find something to laugh about at a time like this. She glanced at his reflection and took a tissue to dab at her eyes. “Can you help me unbutton my dress?”

			“Stuck?”

			She nodded, and without hesitation, he moved directly behind her, pushed her hair aside, and started working the buttons.

			“Harper left. She apologizes.”

			Meg had just about died when Jason told her Harper knew the truth about their marriage, because with that knowledge Harper would always have the upper hand. “I know she thinks this is a terrible mistake, but I’ll do my best to stay out of your way.”

			“Meg, don’t worry about what Harper thinks. She has some strong opinions on the arrangement, but intellectually she understands and she knows that we’re adults. She has no say in how we relate to each other.”

			“She thinks I’m after your money.”

			“Most people are, including Harper, which is why she’s suspicious of everyone else. But I know you’re not.”

			“You do?”

			He nodded. “That’s the last one,” he said, and Meg felt the cool air on her bare back. He stared at her in the mirror and then he leaned in and dropped a soft kiss right at the curve of her neck. It felt warm, sensual, full of promise.

			She sighed.

			Damn. She was just too easy.

			He leaned in and kissed her again, his hands pulling her hair to the side, giving him unfettered access. Meg, who at that point was channeling her inner newlywed, tilted her head to the side so he could get more. His hands had inched inside the bodice of her dress and were cupping her breasts, and his mouth was leaving a trail of soft wet kisses on her neck and shoulder.

			Meg let her eyes drift open and she watched him seduce her.

			Their refection was sensual, erotic. The top of her dress had fallen forward, leaving her in a frilly white strapless bra, her diamond necklace, and her dripping diamond earrings. His hands touched her skin with such tenderness, Meg was falling into a trance. She was panting, breathless, and the ache that had formed low in her belly cried out to be quieted and filled.

			Only Jason could do that. Only him.

			“You’re so beautiful, Meg. So beautiful. Like a dream.”

			He changed position and scooted her from the bench to the bed, and then lowered her onto her back. Lying next to her, he continued to touch and kiss her into insanity.

			This was her husband. This was seduction.

			Her eyes were drifting shut, and she waited for the next touch, but instead felt him rise from the bed. Maybe he was getting undressed?

			Bending over her, Jason kissed her. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

			“Morning!” Meg sat up, the cool breeze chilling her hot skin. “What do you mean, morning?”

			“I can’t sleep with you. You’re too important to me, and it could ruin everything.”

			He was being honorable? Now? That was the last straw. This was her honeymoon, and she wanted him. His honorable self-control could go to hell.

			She blinked incredulously. “What was the point of all this?”

			He took a deep breath. “I couldn’t help it. I get close and I want to touch you.”

			“You want? Any thought about what I might want?”

			“We need to be reasonable.”

			There it was again. Fucking reasonable. He wanted reasonable? “Fine, but if you don’t want me to believe that you see me as a cheap slut, don’t treat me like one.”

			He stood there, mouth open like a fish, shocked that there had been no scene, no blowup, just him getting called out.

			“Good night, Jason.”

			He left, and Meg peeled out of her dress before dropping onto the bed. There was a rumble and some movement, and she realized the boat was pulling away from the dock. The steward had told her they were heading north, stopping in Martha’s Vineyard, the Cape, Nantucket, and coastal Maine before turning around to head home.

			This month had been full of stops and starts, and Meg realized that if she was going to come out of this with her heart intact, she had to stop falling prey to Jason’s games and take control of the situation. He liked to flirt and tease, but he never gave too much. He feigned nobility, concern, but Meg figured it was more about power.

			She couldn’t allow it any longer. This was her life, and she’d let her out-of-control emotions get the best of her more than once. Maybe it was time to give Jason a run for his money. He wasn’t the only one who could play games.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Meg awoke to a knock on her door and the sun streaming in the cabin window. “Come in?”

			Who was knocking, and what the hell time was it?

			“Good morning, Mrs. Campbell. I have some breakfast for you.”

			The steward wheeled in a cart covered with goodies. “Mr. Campbell said you have a bit of a sweet tooth, so I brought muffins and pastries, but if you’d like, I can order something else from the galley.”

			Yanking the covers up, she smiled at the choices in front of her. “Is there coffee with all those yummy things?”

			“Yes, ma’am.” He smiled. “Would you like to fix it yourself?”

			“Yes, that’s fine. This is lovely. Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome.” He poured some coffee into a large mug.

			“What’s your name?” The gentleman was in his midforties, maybe, and his accent was all New York.

			“Robert, Mrs. Campbell. Would you like anything else?”

			“No, thank you, Robert.”

			“There’s a button on the phone that you can press should you need anything. Don’t hesitate to ask. We’ll be docking in Martha’s Vineyard in about an hour. Mr. Campbell said it’s a nice day for a bike ride, if you’d like to join him.”

			“Sounds like fun. I’ll be ready.” She sank back into her pillows when he left and wondered whose life she’d hijacked. Breakfast in bed, a steward at her beck and call, a new place every day? Good God, this was not normal. Normal people didn’t live like this.

			Meg picked a chocolate croissant from the basket and took a small bite. It was warm, and the chocolate oozed over her tongue and lip in a sensuous dance of flavors and textures. She finished it and went for something else. She hadn’t realized she was so hungry, but since it had been twelve hours since she’d last eaten, she shouldn’t be surprised.

			Her sleep had been interrupted by some very erotic dreams. Dreams where Jason didn’t stop and walk away, but stayed with her and made love to her until dawn. It was an exquisite dream . . . unrealistic, based on how their wedding night had gone, but totally worth every fitful bit of sleep.

			He knew exactly how to push her buttons, and all she wanted was to be able to return the favor. The bastard always seemed to have the upper hand, and Meg was getting sick of it.

			Be reasonable, he’d say. What did that mean? Hide from your feelings? Pretend things didn’t exist? Think like a machine? No, after last night, Meg had decided that today was the day the teacher was going to give the CEO a little lesson.

			***

			Jason waited on the dock for Meg, knowing everything he did was going to piss her off. He’d really screwed up the night before, and the least he could do was give her a nice few days. A quiet few days. A few days where he kept his hands to himself.

			Meg was like a magnet. The pull toward her was harsh and physical, and what they both needed was a distraction. A bike ride, a nice lunch, some sightseeing, some shopping—that would cheer her up.

			Then he saw her walk down the gangway, looking cuter than should be legal, her blond locks pulled back into a ponytail, wearing a pair of khaki capris with a long-sleeve navy blue T-shirt. It was preppy and conservative and completely at odds with the woman he knew lived in that body.

			She glided toward him all curvy and pretty, looking like she belonged back in a designer gown, dripping with diamonds. Then the toe of her sneaker caught and she pitched forward, landing neatly in his arms.

			So much for keeping his hands off of her. Meg looked over the top of her sunglasses and bit those luscious lips, and if Jason didn’t start thinking about main servers and syslogs, he’d lose control completely. Just looking at this woman, he was dead in the water. Jesus Christ.

			“Sorry,” she laughed, straightening. “I told you the shoes wouldn’t matter.”

			Jason looked at her feet and smiled. She was wearing basic white Nikes, not a stiletto in sight, and she still almost face-planted.

			“You need walking lessons.”

			“Sure you want me to ride a bike? I might hurt someone.”

			He took her elbow and moved along the pier. “You won’t hurt anyone, because I’m driving.”

			“Excuse me?”

			He pointed to their means of transportation for the day. A tandem bike.

			Meg stopped. “Good grief. You really are a control freak.”

			“No,” he said. “But I do fear for your life. You’re my responsibility now, so hop on and don’t forget your helmet.”

			“I’m responsible for myself.” She folded her arms and tossed her head back. The stubbornness was so her, and he’d expected it. “I’m getting my own bike.”

			Meg stormed off and headed down the dock toward the bike rental shack. Jason leaned against a pylon. He could have gone after her, but she needed to do this herself. Fine, she’d figure it out soon enough. All he wanted to do was make things easier for her. But no, everything was a federal case, an issue about her independence. Meg needed to face it—they’d both lost their independence the minute his parents decided to go after Molly.

			Jason looked around, checked his watch, and almost looked in the water, wondering if Meg had tripped and fallen into the bay. Finally, he saw her dragging her ass back up the pier. No bike in sight. Ha!

			“Where’s your bike?”

			“Shut up.”

			“Shut up?” He followed her to a bench where she plopped down and folded her arms. “Is that any way to talk to your new husband?” Jason reached for her hand, but she yanked it away. “No bikes left?” he asked.

			“No. But you knew that. Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“Would you have believed me?”

			Meg leaned her head back on the bench and sighed. Not fighting back was her way of conceding the argument. Jason decided not to press his luck any further and let it all go.

			“It’s so pretty here,” she said.

			“It is. Want to take a ride and check things out?”

			“Okay, but it’s going to make me crazy that I can’t steer.”

			He smiled and stood, taking her hand, and loving the feel of her soft skin, as he led her to the tandem bike. Meg, being Meg, was still sulking because she’d been called on her bullshit.

			He plopped her helmet on her head, and while she strapped hers on, he did the same for his own. Still, she wasn’t talking. Damn, the woman was stubborn. So freaking stubborn. But it was good. Every time he pissed her off, he saw her spirit, her fire, and he liked that. He liked that she could give him a fight.

			“What would you like to do, head to the beach, see the town, shop?”

			“Let’s head toward town,” she said. “I’m sure we’ll figure it out from there.”

			“Okay. Ready?” He was set on his seat, and she was balancing as best she could. Not delaying, Jason pushed off, and Meg picked up her feet and squealed.

			“You could warn me, you know!”

			“I did. Don’t be a baby.”

			“Oh, God. Jeez! Ahhhh.”

			“Calm down! The bike is wobbling.”

			“Turn, turn! Oh, my God. We almost hit that old woman. Did you see that old woman? With the cane?”

			How did he get himself into this? They should have been having a nice enjoyable bike ride, but no, Meg was a crazy person. She screamed again, right in his ear, and he was convinced she wouldn’t survive the afternoon.

			Because it was quite possible he was going to kill her.

			“Jason! Jason! OH MY GOD!”

			“Would you stop it!” Jason steadied the bike once again and maneuvered them onto a smooth patch of road. She settled down when they were off the crowded wharf. They headed up Main Street, pedaling through the village, and the couple of times he glanced back she was looking around and he thought he saw a smile on her face. All he wanted was to make their time together pleasant. It seemed that, finally, he was succeeding.

			They made a decision to tour town after they did some sightseeing, and rode for about forty minutes past white fences and stone walls. The foliage and fall flowers gave a warmth to the scene, and Jason remembered why he liked coming here so much. They pedaled past some beautiful homes with weathered gray shingles and cobbled driveways, and he thought he heard Meg sigh on more than one occasion.

			Jason had planned on taking them on the loop past the West Chop Lighthouse. The road became less treed as they went north, and when they could finally see the water, Meg moved suddenly and they almost pitched off the bike.

			“Stop, stop!”

			He pulled to the side of the road and turned around to see her hop off the bike and nearly break her neck climbing on a split rail fence by a grassy clearing that led to a beach.

			“What the hell? Meg?”

			“Look!” She pointed toward the water, and out in the distant blue he could see what had her so excited. A pod of dolphins was putting on a show, breaching the surface every few seconds. “That’s amazing!” She took her phone from her pocket and took a few photos, and it made Jason happy to see her so happy. It was an improvement from the last month when her moods changed like lightning.

			“You might be able to see them up close if you get up early tomorrow morning. We’ll be cruising to the Cape, and they sometimes swim alongside the boat.”

			“Really? Oh, I’m so getting up in the morning.”

			They watched quietly for a couple of minutes, enjoying the breeze and the sound of the gulls that were circling by the beach. Meg turned and leaned back against the fence before tucking her phone back in her pocket. “Thank you for planning the trip. I’ve never been here before.”

			“You’re welcome. What do you think about my buying a cottage up here?”

			“To live?”

			“Nah, for weekends, vacations.”

			Her eyes brightened a little, excited about the possibility, but there was something tentative, and she hesitated before speaking. “If that’s what you want.”

			“I’m asking what you want. There’s an open house back the way we came if you’d like to stop in.”

			She bit the tip of her thumb and nodded. This was when he felt bad, when he knew she didn’t feel like an equal because of the money. Meg would never ask him for a thing, yet he wished she would.

			“Okay, good. Did you see the house?”

			“I did, but do you need it?”

			Jason smiled and took her hand as they walked back to the bike. “Everything isn’t always about needs, Megan. Sometimes you just want something.”

			***

			He bought a house.

			Jason pulled open the door of the little café on the wharf and held it for Meg, while he thought about the fact that he just dropped millions of dollars on a waterfront “cottage” he might use a half a dozen times a year. He wasn’t sure what made him do it, but watching Meg wander through the rooms, gazing out at the ocean, and seeing her fall in love with everything about the house had him slipping a note to the agent with a very generous offer on the property.

			What he didn’t understand was why.

			The hostess sat them in a booth that looked out at the water, and Meg was leaning close to the window to look at the waterfront. She surveyed the scene, taking in the fishing boats, the tourists, the townies, and a little to the east it was easy to see his boat at the marina, dwarfing everything around it.

			“I like it here,” she said, flashing him a thousand-watt smile. “I’m glad we were able to get away.”

			“Me, too, although I think I’m deaf from your screaming in my ear.”

			Meg laughed, and Jason let her joy just seep into him. After a rocky start, this had turned out to be a nice day. He got to enjoy Meg’s laugh and he bought a house. He bought her a house.

			“So what’ll you two be having?” Jason’s thoughts were interrupted by the waitress, who was somewhere between seventy and a hundred and four. Her name tag said Jilly.

			Meg looked at the menu and smiled up at Jilly. “I’d love a burger. Medium, with cheese, bacon, mayo, and onion. Extra fries and a chocolate milk shake.”

			“Good for you, honey,” Jilly said. “Most women tourists who come in here order salads and eat like birds.”

			“Not me,” Meg said. “I like food too much.”

			The waitress laughed, and Meg continued to chat her up. “How did you know we were tourists?”

			“Well,” Jilly said, “I know a lot of people since I’ve been working here for forty years, and the way you’re taking everything in, you’re definitely tourists. Where are you staying?”

			Meg grinned at Jason, and he answered. “Our boat is docked at the marina. We’re here for the day and heading to the Cape tomorrow.”

			“Yeah? Did you get a good look at the yacht that came in last night? She’s one of the biggest we’ve seen in a long time. Eddie, he works down at the dock, he said it’s some oil tycoon who owns her. Said he’s here with his mistress.”

			Jason was never surprised at the stories people made up, but Meg couldn’t contain her amusement. She cocked a brow in his direction. “His mistress, eh?”

			“Yeah, you know the type. Young, blond, fancy. Someone saw her on the deck this morning. A real looker, apparently.”

			“No sign of the tycoon?” Meg asked, barely controlling herself.

			“Nah, no one caught sight of the old guy.”

			Jason shook his head and put his menu down, subtly letting Jilly know he was ready to order. Once the waitress left the table, Meg burst into giggles.

			“Well, at least I’m a looker. You’re just some old guy.”

			“She must have been talking to Nate and Owen. They always call me the old man.”

			Meg pushed her hair behind her ear. “That’s because you’re too serious. You always have been.”

			“No. I can have fun, but . . .” He hesitated because he hated the thought of appearing weak, but this was Meg; she didn’t judge. She never had. “Growing up in my house kind of sucked the fun out of most things.”

			“I can understand that. You did have a good time today, though, right?” she asked. “I did.”

			He warmed from the inside out and reached across the table and took her hand. It was small and soft and fit into his perfectly.

			Meg laced her fingers with his and gave a little squeeze, letting her eyes meet his. The smile never left her face. It brightened her, and he was glad to see it had returned.

			***

			Meg walked hand in hand with her husband after they returned the bike to the shop where Jason had rented it. The day had been perfect, and while Meg missed Molly terribly, she didn’t want to go back to civilization. She wanted to curl up next to Jason and enjoy the cool breezes and the quiet. It was rare that she experience quiet anymore, but here she was able to focus on her thoughts, not the noise that tended to drown them out.

			When they got to the short gangway that led onto the boat, Meg gasped when Jason didn’t hesitate and lifted her into his arms. “You still haven’t gotten those walking lessons.”

			Meg looped her arms around his neck, loving how secure she felt with him, but not missing an opportunity to tease him.

			“You’re pretty strong for a senior citizen.”

			He chuckled. “I stay in shape. You know, for my young girlfriend.”

			Meg giggled. “Those younger women are insatiable, I hear.”

			Jason stopped when they stepped on the deck, and Meg was done debating with herself and with him. She wanted to make love with him. Consequences be damned. This was her honeymoon, and she wanted to sleep with her husband.

			Meg touched her lips to the corner of his mouth and breathed out, letting the air circle around him while she absorbed his scent. Lightly brushing her lips across his jaw, she felt Jason hold her closer. “Meg, what are you doing?”

			“I’m trying to seduce you.” Her tongue flicked his earlobe and he sucked in a breath. “How am I doing?”

			“Great,” he ground out.

			“Yeah?” She kissed his neck, feeling his body tense, knowing she was driving him crazy.

			“Have you thought this through? Are you sure?” They were standing on the deck with the breeze snapping away at the flag on the mast overhead. Gulls circled, and the sounds of the town faded away until it was just the two of them.

			Jason forced her to look at him, and his blue eyes just swallowed her. She was never more sure of anything. “Jason, do you know what I think?”

			“What?” he asked, his eyes never leaving hers.

			“I think you should make love to your wife.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Jason set her down and immediately pulled her close, loving how she felt pressed against him and imagining how she was going to feel under him.

			Meg’s green eyes had gone misty, and there was a tilt at the corner of her mouth that let him know she wasn’t messing with him. She wanted this, and if Jason didn’t think there was something wrong with thanking the Big Guy for some action, he would have been on his knees saying a prayer.

			“Your place or mine, Mr. Campbell?”

			“As long as you’re there and you’re naked, I don’t care where we go.”

			He gripped her hips and pressed against her, knowing Meg felt the hard ridge of his erection coming through his shorts. Her body was heating up, and he was losing control as her scent, the feel of her, got inside him. Something primal and proprietary took over. This was his woman, his, and no one else’s. He kissed her long and hard, his tongue slipping in her mouth, tasting the ice cream cone they’d had on the dock before coming back on board. She was sweet, always so sweet.

			“I need to freshen up,” she said.

			“Use my bathroom. I’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”

			Meg came up on her toes and kissed him again, not at all shy or hesitant. He was relieved that she wanted this as much as he did. He’d missed her over the years. No one ever fit him the way Meg did. No one read his body, his moods, or his signals like her. Even as teenagers, they were good together.

			Over the years he’d been with more experienced women, but no one harnessed her sexuality like Meg. There’d always been this vibe around her, something hot and erotic, something that made men go crazy, and he wondered if that’s why he kept her from his friends.

			He told Robert to hold dinner, but had him get a tray ready with champagne and strawberries that Jason brought to his stateroom. The bathroom door was still closed, and he heard the water running. Jesus, he was nervous. He wanted this to be perfect for her. Partially because she deserved the romance and the attention, but also because he wanted her to keep coming to his bed. She was the only woman he wanted, and since she was married to him, that was a very good thing.

			He took off his shirt and popped the cork on the champagne. He’d gotten one glass poured when he heard the bathroom door open.

			He turned and lost his breath, along with his power of speech. Meg walked into the room and stopped a few steps away.

			She’d shed her clothes and was wearing only a silky pink bra and panties. The thong was nothing more than a scrap of material, and he was sure the bra was too small, because her breasts were spilling out. A sexy surprise was the little jewel that winked at him from her belly button. She was a vision. Sensual, beautiful, hot . . . None of those words adequately described how she looked or her effect on him.

			“Aww, Meg. God.” He reached for her, pulling her close and letting his hands run all over her body. He groaned a little when Meg arched toward him, needing to get closer. Her hands settled on his chest, and she looked up at him half-innocent, half-seductive, inviting him to take what he wanted.

			Slowly, her hands slid up his chest and locked around his neck, and his beautiful wife pulled him down for a kiss, a kiss that seared his brain and sent shock waves through his body.

			“I guess I don’t have to ask you if you’re sure about this,” he said.

			She nodded. “I’m sure. But you’ll have to forgive me for being so aggressive. It’s been a while, and I just want this so much. Even if it’s just while we’re on this trip, I want you.”

			“Okay. How long has it been for you?”

			“Three years. A long time.”

			“Wow, so the man you were seeing . . .”

			“It hadn’t gotten that far. You?”

			“It’s been a few months.” He hoped she stopped talking soon. He really didn’t want her to ask any more questions.

			“Well,” she said, reaching for his fly, “I’ll make you forget all about her.”

			His shorts hit the floor, and Meg settled back on the bed, pulling him down with her. He held himself over her, taking in her gorgeous body, her beautiful face, and the sweet smile that was just for him. Jason knew this wasn’t a real marriage, but if it were, he hoped it would feel just like this.

			***

			Somehow, somewhere, Meg realized that when Jason touched her, there was no way to resist him. She’d tried. She’d told herself all the reasons to keep her distance, just like he had done, but there was some force at work, pulling them together. He gazed up and down her body, flicking the pink gem of her belly button ring, and then let his hands go to work.

			“Don’t move,” he said. “I have a plan.”

			“A plan?”

			“Uh-huh, and it has you screaming out my name several times before this is over.” One hand ran up and down her body, warming her from the inside out. God, she loved when he touched her. She’d always loved when he touched her.

			“A little cocky, are we?”

			“When I put my mind to something, I always do well. I got straight As in school.” He unhooked the front clasp on her bra and pushed it open.

			“I heard something about that.”

			He pulled his hand away and let his eyes wander over her. Meg should have felt exposed as he eased the thong over her legs and tossed it on the floor, but instead she moved her body, pushing herself farther into the down comforter and stretching her arms over her head, giving him even more invitation to touch her. There was power in this, in the way she felt with him, in knowing she could bring him to his knees with a touch. Even with everything that had happened, with the sad history between them, Meg trusted Jason, and whatever was going to happen down the road was going to happen. She’d suffered without him for fourteen years; if she lost him again, she’d survive. Meg always survived.

			“I dream about you. Since I first saw you last month, I’ve dreamed about you every night, but no dream prepared me for the reality of you.”

			Meg couldn’t speak, but brought a hand up to Jason’s face, arched her body up, and kissed him. It wasn’t a deep kiss, but one that let him know she was his, and only his.

			The past, the future, their families, the other people in their lives, nothing mattered in this moment but the two of them.

			His lips grazed her lips again, then her jaw and neck, leaving a trail until he reached her breasts. Jason pulled back and smiled as he passed one hand over each nipple and watched them pebble and peak. Then the torture began when his mouth came down and took one in. Meg sucked in a breath at the sensation and held his head as he pulled her into his mouth. It was heaven, pure heaven, with the heat rising in her core and moving out to all parts of her body.

			He switched to the other side and she gasped again, and a little smile flickered in his eyes.

			“Oh, Jason,” she whispered.

			“Not quite a scream, but that’ll do for one.”

			She giggled and wrapped her arms around him, enjoying the lightness she felt in her heart. When was the last time she had laughed with a partner? Maybe when she was sixteen and lying in his arms in the boathouse while he told her bad jokes? Had it been that long?

			He stretched out above her and stroked the hair away from her face. “I love seeing you like this,” he said.

			Meg smiled and kissed him. “How is that? Naked?”

			“No.” He kissed her again, and she felt his hand stroke her damp center. “I love seeing you happy.”

			“Oh, well if you keep doing that, I’m going to be real happy, real soon.”

			“Yeah?” His grin was wicked and grew wider as he slipped first one finger and then another inside her. “I’m counting on it.”

			Meg couldn’t help it; her body ground against him, and the orgasm ripped through her almost immediately. “Oh . . . oh! Oh, my God.”

			She didn’t know how long it took her to settle exactly, but when she did, he was looking at her again, completely pleased with himself. “You get the most amazing look on your face when you come.”

			Meg stretched her arms around his neck and pulled him in for a kiss. She felt his erection, hot and smooth against her tummy, and all she wanted was for him to be inside her, moving, putting that look he loved on her face again.

			“You should know,” she said while nibbling his ear, “that I had a checkup and there’s nothing for you to worry about. I’m also on the pill.”

			“I’m fine, too,” he said. “But I’ll use protection if you want.”

			“I want to feel you inside me,” she said in his ear. “Just you.”

			Her hands traveled down his smooth back and cupped his rear, urging him forward, and as he nestled between her legs, Meg saw something flicker in his eyes, something familiar, something from long ago that she never thought she’d see again. And as Jason entered her, slowly to allow her to adjust to his size, his face was bliss. Pure bliss.

			They’d been here before, this perfect place where they came together as one and thought of nothing else but each other. The pain of old wounds slipped away, no longer mattered, and as Jason filled her completely, he called her name. And Megan felt bliss of her own.

			***

			Meg stretched when she awoke in Jason’s bed. It was dark outside, and glancing at the clock she saw she’d been asleep for two hours. Sadly, she was alone. When she sat up, everything ached, but it was that lovely ache that came from being on the receiving end of really great sex. Really great sex.

			There was a familiarity and comfort between the two of them that Meg knew she would never have with anyone else. Jason knew her deep down, who she was and who she wanted to be, and that only came when you were with people who knew you when you were young.

			She had worried that making love with him would be awkward or tentative, but it wasn’t. It was fun, playful, and very, very hot—just like it was years ago when they didn’t think about anything but being together. When she didn’t think about anything but being with him. But all the memories were mixed with something new, with maturity and the tenderness that came when you started thinking about your lover and not yourself.

			The anger and hurt flashed for just a moment, and Meg did what she’d been doing for the past few years—she crushed it down. Now, especially, she had to let go of the feelings of anger and sadness she associated with that time in her life and with Jason and his family. Maybe the time together, maybe the intimacy, could help settle things between them. They’d have time to talk it all out, and it was possible, with all that tension diffused, they could go back to being the friends they once were.

			She stretched again, and thought about staying naked in this bed for the rest of the trip. It was like lying on a cloud of silk. Everything was smooth and luxurious, but she missed the feel of Jason’s body. His strong muscles, his smooth skin.

			She looked around the cabin for a T-shirt and found an old one from MIT in his drawer. There was also a plush terry bathrobe that had been left for her. Pulling it on over the T-shirt, Meg ventured out of the stateroom to find Jason.

			Just thinking about him made her girl parts all tingly, and after more orgasms than she could ever remember having in a year, let alone one night, she wanted him again.

			Shaking her head and laughing, Meg thought about herself in the role of nympho after three years of celibacy. He was everything she could want in a lover. Everything she’d never want to give up, but would have to because of their agreement. He didn’t do long-term relationships, because for some reason he’d convinced himself that was best. So she’d enjoy it while she could.

			Wandering through the living area, she saw a light and followed it, finding the galley and Jason sitting at the small table in a pair of baggy sweatpants and nothing else. He had a cup of coffee next to him, his laptop in front of him, and he was totally zoned out.

			“Hey,” she said softly. “Couldn’t sleep?”

			“Hey.” He pulled off his reading glasses and laid them on the table. “I had to take a call about an hour ago.”

			Meg let her fingers comb through the hair at the nape of his neck. “Didn’t I see an office right off your stateroom?”

			He nodded, looping an arm around her waist and pulling her close. “You were sleeping, and I didn’t want to disturb you.”

			With a slight shift of position, Meg was now standing between his knees with both Jason’s arms wrapped around her waist. It was a delicious place to be, snug and secure and close to him, but as much as she wanted to stay right here, she heard her stomach rumble and realized she was starving. Leaning in, Meg kissed him, and he took that as an invitation to pull her into his lap.

			“Are you all rested up?” he asked.

			“Yes, but I’m hungry. We missed dinner.”

			“That we did. It’s a good thing my crew is very efficient. It’s all packed up in the fridge. We just have to heat it up.”

			He kissed her again, and again, and Meg melted into him, thinking she should stand and get them both something to eat before they passed out. Sitting in his lap felt perfect, and she didn’t want him to stop kissing her, but it was time for her to exercise some self-control.

			“Jason, I need food. We both do.”

			“Hmmm. Are you sure?”

			“Positive.” With her hands on his chest, she pushed away, even though it killed her to do it. Once she was free, she moved toward the fridge.

			He smiled and winked at her, and Meg had to put another barrier up around her heart, because this man was lethal. With everyone else he was the computer nerd, a rich and gorgeous one to be sure, but that night he was her personal Prince Charming.

			“So,” she said, opening the refrigerator. “What are you hungry for?”

			“You.”

			His grin was positively wolfish, and Meg held up her index finger in warning. “This isn’t funny anymore. I’m growing weak.”

			“There’s some seafood pasta in a container in there. How about that?”

			“Perfect. Carbs and protein.”

			“Should give you lots of energy.”

			Meg shook her head. “I’m going to be crippled by the time this trip is over.” Examining the different containers, Meg found the one with the pasta and took it out. “Don’t you dare suggest that I get on a bike after what you’ve done to me.”

			“What I’ve done to you?” Rising and coming toward her, Jason grabbed her hips and moved her against the wall. Once his thighs had her locked in place, he took both her wrists and shackled them with one of his hands, extending her arms over her head.

			Goddamn, she thought. Every inch of her was on fire. Every one. Her core was throbbing, and all she could think about was getting him inside her, but if she let it happen again, she would be crippled and she’d faint from hunger.

			When she looked in his eyes, Meg saw something change. The playfulness, the fun, had left him. Instead, something slipped into Jason’s gaze that she’d seen when they made love earlier, that brought her back to a moonlit night in an open field. In that moment, he wasn’t the billionaire, he was the boy she’d loved all those years ago, the boy who, back then, owned her heart.

			Meg wiggled her hands from his grip and brought them to his face, touching his cheeks. He still owned her heart. And he would, forever, but Meg could never let him know. Never let him in. The cost to herself had been too great last time, and now she had Molly to worry about, as well. This had been an intense month, and the last couple of days showed her how easy it was to lose control of her emotions.

			As long as Jason was so guarded, so unwilling to feel anything, she had to resign herself to the fact that this relationship was finite. Meg would be with him, love him in her own way, but she would never again let herself believe he was forever.

			***

			Jason lay awake, Meg curled against him, wondering what the hell he’d gotten himself into. Their night had been amazing, and Meg was the same as she’d always been—warm, giving, completely open—and he knew the gift she gave of herself was more than he really deserved.

			Tilting his head back, he saw the sun coming up through the stateroom window, and he was fairly sure he’d be able to give her something pretty wonderful if he could get her up and out of bed.

			He gave her a nudge, and she groaned, sniffled, and snuggled into his side. He pushed a huge lock of golden hair off her face and tried again. “Let’s go up on the deck. The sun’s coming up.”

			“It’ll come up tomorrow,” she groaned. “Can we watch then?”

			“No, come on.” He gave her a shove. “It’ll be worth it, I promise.”

			Meg opened one eye. “You aren’t kidding?”

			“Nope. Want me to carry you?”

			“Don’t joke about that,” she said. “It’s quite possible I can’t walk.”

			She turned away from him and moaned. “I cannot believe you aren’t letting me sleep.”

			“I haven’t slept. I’m okay.”

			Meg snorted. “You are not a normal human.”

			Jason pulled on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt and laughed. “Maybe not, but I sure did like spending the night looking at you. Come on!” He gave her rear a nice smack, admiring the pretty flower tattoo that adorned her right cheek.

			“Hey!” she squealed.

			“Get up and put on some clothes or I’m carrying you out there naked.”

			“Jason, I’m tired. Can’t you come back to bed? It’s so nice and warm.”

			“Up,” he said. He was enjoying this. Just having the ability to annoy her so thoroughly was worth it.

			He stood by the doorway, and Meg finally gave in and got out of bed. She rifled through his drawers and pulled on some very baggy pajama pants before wrapping herself in the terry robe from the night before, all while sporting a kissable pout. “This is mean.”

			“No, it’s not. Stop whining.”

			“It’s early and cold, and I’m sore.”

			Jason couldn’t take it anymore and scooped her into his arms, because he knew she was going to love this. Happily, she didn’t object and cuddled against him. His whole body warmed from the contact. No other woman got him as hot as Meg. That she was a little crazy was another issue altogether. If nothing else, the next year wouldn’t be boring.

			He couldn’t deny that he liked her. She wasn’t easy, but she was smart to the core, understanding things that flew by the very bookish people he often associated with. She had plenty of knowledge, but Meg had a sense about people that put her ahead of all the intellectuals he knew.

			He loved talking to her because of it. It had always been that way. She’d flown through her honors and AP classes in school, although she was hapless with math. Meg was the person he always wanted to talk to about a problem. She knew how to deal with people, with situations.

			When the custody issue came up, he knew she’d try to work out the problem, but this was a time she’d come up short unless she had some help. He knew it killed her that she wasn’t able to do this on her own, but he’d protect her if it was the last thing he did. His parents wouldn’t be allowed to hurt her again.

			Getting to the forward deck, he deposited his lovely bundle on a chaise made for two and covered them with a blanket he’d grabbed on their way through the living room.

			Again, she curled into him, closing her eyes and taking advantage of his body heat. It gave Jason the chance to look at her in the new morning light. Her skin, reflecting the rosy light, seemed almost translucent, and her long lashes lay dark across her cheeks. She was peaceful, and that was something he didn’t ever see in Meg. She was always on alert, always a mass of kinetic energy. To see her relaxed and calm made him feel even more protective.

			Did he give that to her? Had she just resigned herself to her life for the next year? When they separated, would he be taking it away again?

			He held her while she rested. Then, as expected, a familiar whistling sound came from the starboard side of the boat. Meg’s eyes flew open and looked up at him.

			“Is that what I think it is?”

			“You could go check.”

			Flinging back the blanket, Meg made her way to the rail. He heard her gasp.

			“Oh, my God. This is incredible.”

			He stood next to her, leaning into the rail and seeing the pod of dolphins playing alongside the yacht and enjoying the wake. Her face was pure joy, and when she turned that smile on him, Jason would have moved a mountain for her.

			“Thank you for this. For making me get up to see them.”

			“I knew you wouldn’t want to miss it. It’s pretty spectacular.”

			“Are they always here?”

			“Pretty much. This type of dolphin is very social.”

			“I wish I had my camera.”

			“Yeah?” He walked back to the chaise, reached under, and pulled out a small camera bag with a bow. “This should work for you.”

			She took the bag, and the light in her eyes flashed and settled on him, asking him without words what this was all about.

			Jason didn’t speak, but instead took the camera from the bag and handed it to her. It wasn’t anything fancy, just a small point-and-shoot with a decent telephoto that she could keep in her purse. But something in Meg’s bearing told him he’d hit a home run. He’d bought a multimillion-dollar house, which she’d probably end up with in the divorce, and she was happy, but she got all misty over a simple camera.

			Taking some quick shots of the dolphins, she was all smiles.

			“Thank you,” she said.

			“You’re thanking me now? Half an hour ago you were cursing me for dragging you out of a warm bed.”

			“I was, but this was worth it. And I love my camera.”

			“You’re welcome.”

			Meg dropped her head on his shoulder, and they watched in silence as the dolphins fell back and disappeared behind them in the boat’s wake.

			“Will they be around tomorrow?”

			“Maybe. We might also see some seals. Almost a guarantee at the Cape.”

			“That’s so cool.”

			If it was possible, she burrowed closer, and Jason left a kiss on her head. There was nothing sexual at all about what they were doing right then, but it was so incredibly intimate. Everything about them the past couple of days was that way, in and out of bed. And Jason didn’t know what to do. Harper’s warnings kept ringing in his head, but everything about being with Meg felt so right.

			While they were eating last night in the kitchen, he told her all about the work he was doing for his company. She wanted to know everything and asked a lot of questions about Owen and Nate. For the first time, she didn’t seem bitter, but genuinely curious about their friendship.

			He took her hand, and it was like squeezing an ice cube. “You’re freezing. Let’s get you inside.”

			“I like it here. You’re nice and warm.”

			Looking down, he shook his head. “It’s too cold. You’ve got practically nothing on under the robe, and your feet are bare.”

			He took her hand and pulled her toward the cabin. “A hot shower is what you need.”

			Throwing her arms around his neck, she kissed him right on the mouth. “Are you taking that shower with me?”

			Kissing her again, Jason gave her a little push through the door. “You bet.”

			***

			Meg wondered if there was some law regarding a person being too happy. Because if there was, she’d be in trouble. After a stop at Cape Cod and a day in Nantucket, Meg and Jason spent the end of their trip in the little coastal town of Boothbay Harbor, Maine. They’d spent two whole days walking around town and exploring the area, enjoying the cool fall weather and great food. They left the boat on their last night, staying instead at a gorgeous waterfront inn in an area known as Spruce Point.

			The main building was a big, white house with green shutters and a massive front porch that looked out on the bay, and Meg resolved that this wasn’t the last time she would come here. There was something special here, and she felt like she belonged.

			Of course, if she did come back, she’d have to do so knowing she’d be facing down memories of her time with Jason. This honeymoon had turned out to be everything she ever could have wanted in a wedding trip, but the sadness that was swamping her heart at that moment was crushing.

			It was almost over, and they’d have to go back to being just friends. It was the only way.

			The night was chilly when Meg left Jason asleep in their warm bed and grabbed the soft throw from the couch in their top-floor suite. She wrapped it around her shoulders and stepped out onto the deck, shivering at first from the blast of cold sea air, but then having her breath stolen by the number of stars in the sky overhead.

			She understood why this room was called the Captain's Quarters. The ocean was spread out like a blanket that went on forever. Lights from town were to the north, and to the south there was a flicker from what she guessed was a lighthouse in the distance. She imagined some sea captain standing here and thinking about places he’d seen and people he’d loved. Or maybe his wife would stand here and wait for him to return from sea.

			Meg chuckled. Her romantic heart never stopped working. It believed in love even when there was no reason to think it ever existed.

			Settling herself in one of the Adirondack chairs, she tucked her bare feet under the throw and let the breezes wash over her. The air was clean and fresh and let her think of how she was going to face their separate lives when they returned home.

			Meg had lived a fantasy when she was a teenager, believing she and Jason were meant to be together. The days they’d spent on this vacation showed Meg that her teenage self had been right on some level, but on others, sixteen-year-old Meg couldn’t have been more wrong.

			Jason may have been her soul mate, but he was not about forever, because he would never love her the way she loved him.

			Never. And if Meg had learned anything, she knew she deserved better.

			Leaning back and looking at the stars, Meg sighed. She was so full of shit.

			She loved him. It was deeper and more perfect than anything she’d felt when she was a teenager, but she couldn’t have him. For whatever reason, Jason had decided that he couldn’t do relationships, that he wasn’t that type of guy. And while Meg’s heart was willing to take whatever Jason gave her, her brain said no. She couldn’t take that risk.

			Jason, who was as kind and sweet as the boy she remembered, had also grown into an extraordinary man who was generous and ambitious. But there was no room in his life for her. Their marriage was a means to an end, and he was willing to protect her, help her, and do anything he needed to do to keep Molly with her, but only as long as he had to.

			Then he would be gone, and Meg had to protect herself from that reality.

			God, she hated being reasonable.

			The quiet was broken by the door behind her opening and Jason’s sleepy voice calling her name. “Meg? What are you doing out here?”

			She melted a little at the sight of him when he walked around her chair and stood before her. He looked warm and rumpled from sleep. He’d pulled on a pair of loose sweatpants, but he was bare-chested under the plush terry robe provided by the inn, and his muscles stood out in the soft glow from the lights around the grounds.

			“I’m just thinking,” she said. “We’re heading home tomorrow, and the thought of facing the real world is a little depressing.”

			“It doesn’t have to be depressing.” He pulled an ottoman toward her and straddled it, facing her. “We can still be together.”

			“No, we can’t, and you know it.”

			Her voice cracked when she said it, and he responded by reaching out and taking her hands in his. Jason drew a deep breath and stared at their linked hands, letting the silence of the night and the ocean surround them. Silence that spoke volumes.

			He didn’t argue with her. And that he didn’t put up a fight at all proved once again to Meg that she was doing the right thing.

			“Well,” he said, resigned, “since we only have a little time left, I intend to make the most of it.” He stood and pulled Meg to her feet, letting the blanket fall to the deck and exposing her almost naked body to the chilly air, shocking her system. Lifting her into his arms, he brought her back inside, and once he’d settled her into the soft mattress, Jason sat on the edge of the bed. His fingers gently pushed the hair away from her face as he gazed down at her, his blue eyes sparkling with light and desire. “You’re mine for two more days. No arguments.”

			Meg felt a smile break across her face. There would be no arguments, and she showed him exactly how she felt about his plan when she pulled him down and kissed him. Meg knew that she would be his for a lot longer than two days. She’d be his forever, even if Jason didn’t realize it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Jason cursed as he tried for the third time to tie his bow tie. He hated black-tie functions, but he went because people kept telling him a man in his position was expected to set an example and support charities and causes in the community.

			Jason was more than happy to give money to good causes. He did it all the time, and the charity benefit tonight was for a good cause. He didn’t see how his presence at some stuffy event was going to mean more than a fat check, but he did as his handlers said because if his support of some charity put the company in a good light, he was all for that.

			“Shit,” he said under his breath.

			“You shouldn’t say bad words.” When he looked over, Molly was in the door of his room, the cat in her arms. Meg had taken Molly to her mom’s for dinner, and he didn’t realize they’d gotten home.

			“I apologize. I didn’t know you were there.”

			She dropped the cat and threw herself across his bed. It had been three weeks since the wedding, and he was still adjusting to living with two women, but it hadn’t been as hard as he’d thought it was going to be. He’d learned quickly that he always had to lock the bathroom door, and that he was likely to find stuffed animals or dolls tucked into his bed. But what surprised him most was how much he liked having them around. He liked having a family.

			“Why does it matter if I’m here or not?” Molly asked.

			“Well, I don’t want to set a bad example for you.”

			“Oh. So if I do something bad, it’s okay as long as no one else knows about it?”

			Jason turned and leaned back against his dresser. Molly was on her back, feet kicking and head hanging backward off the bed. Her long brown hair touched the floor. How did he answer this?

			“Molly?” Meg stood at the door, her arms folded and looking like a really sexy girl next door. She was wearing jeans and a pink top, didn’t have on a stitch of makeup, and her hair was down, flowing and curling almost to her waist. When Molly spotted her, she flipped over.

			“You shouldn’t be bothering your uncle. Let’s get you in the bath and ready for bed.”

			“Am I bothering you?” Molly’s face dropped when she asked the question, and he wished Meg wouldn’t put it like that, but he knew she wasn’t all too pleased with him because he’d been out five of every seven nights the last couple of weeks. He was either at work or at some kind of social function, and their honeymoon was a distant memory.

			Once they got back to the real world, he’d seen how easy it would be to fall into a routine with her, so he had pulled back and placed all his focus on his work. He could have brought her to any of the parties or dinners, but Harper’s warning stayed with him. A close relationship would make for a rough divorce. He had to keep things cool so when they separated she wouldn’t be hurt.

			Jason thought about their last night on the yacht. They’d had two fun days in Boothbay Harbor, Maine, and Meg was curled against him after they’d made love.

			“I’m going to miss this,” she’d said.

			“It’s been great, but the real world calls.”

			“I wish we didn’t have to go back.”

			That’s when Jason had realized that things had gotten messy. He didn’t know how a relationship was going to work with Meg when he was back to his normal grind. He didn’t know where she fit. But more than anything, he knew if he let this go on, when it was time to end it, she would be hurt. By keeping his distance now, he’d keep her from being hurt later.

			Jason was hoping he could figure it out, but there were no easy answers. If he wanted her in his life, it was going to get complicated and emotional. So the distance proved safe.

			His niece, however, was waiting for him to answer.

			“Molly, you never bother me,” he finally said. “Now, back to my language . . .” He sat on the bed near her. “I shouldn’t have cursed. Words are powerful, so I’ll be more careful. And to answer your question, your behavior needs to be good even if no one is watching.”

			“Okay.” She nodded and reached out to him. Jason wrapped her in his arms and looked at Meg, who was standing by the door, stone-faced. “Will you come to my soccer game on Sunday?”

			“Sunday? I think I can be there.”

			“Yay!” She bounced off the bed and ran around the room. “I’m going to be the goalie. It’s my turn!”

			“Cool. I’ll be there. Now get ready for your bath.”

			Molly took off out of the room, and when he looked toward Meg, she turned to go as well. The look on her face wasn’t warm or happy or friendly. She looked at him like he was a leper. “Meg, please don’t make her think she’s a bother to me. She’s not.”

			“Okay. I’m sorry.”

			He made another attempt with the tie, and she walked toward him and pushed his hands down. “Like this,” she said, and tied it in a perfect bow.

			“Thank you. You’re good at that.” He checked himself in the mirror and fixed his cufflinks in the French cuffs.

			“I do know a few things. What’s tonight’s event?”

			“Some fund-raiser.”

			“Oh.”

			His phone rang, and he saw it was a business associate. Meg didn’t hesitate and left the room so he could take the call. He felt horrible. He didn’t want to go out, but it was expected of him. Jason thought about Meg, his wife, whom he was leaving at home . . . again.

			***

			Meg left his room and Jason took the phone call. She hated that she was so suspicious, wondering if it was Harper or another woman he might have been escorting that evening. He never wore his wedding ring, and Meg knew he never thought about how much a simple gesture like that would mean to her.

			But Meg had to get the romantic fantasies out of her head. What happened on their fake honeymoon was nothing more than mutual gratification. Both of them scratching an itch. Which was why her jealousy, her hurt feelings, were bothering her so much. She wasn’t supposed to care, but she did.

			She did, because Meg couldn’t help herself where Jason was concerned. She never could, which was why she let him hurt her for so long fourteen years ago. She’d known he was hiding her from his friends, but she’d let it go on because she had loved him so much, didn’t want to risk losing him. She had sacrificed her self-respect and her body for a boy who didn’t respect her.

			She wouldn’t do the same thing now. She wouldn’t let herself be used.

			“Meg?” She heard Jason’s voice and thought he was calling to her. When he continued talking, she realized that he was still on his call, but hearing her name made Meg stop to listen. “No, she’s not coming tonight . . . Yes, she’s anxious to meet everyone, too, but she works, so weeknights are hard . . . She’s a teacher . . . Yeah, I know, I’ve tried to get her to quit, but she won’t, she loves it . . . I know. She makes nothing, but I guess it’s not about money . . . Thanks, Joe, we’d love to have drinks another time.”

			He was hiding her again. She would have loved to go to the benefit, but obviously Jason was keeping her away from his friends and associates. She guessed it had something to do with the comment Harper made about her looking like a stripper. Jason said he didn’t feel that way, but this was one instance where actions spoke louder than words.

			Maybe he was worried she was getting too involved, which she was, but he was in it as much as she was. None of this made sense, until she factored in the Harpy, the stripper comment, and the fact that Jason didn’t want a commitment. He’d been happy to play the new husband and have sex when she was the only woman around, but back in civilization, Meg ceased to exist.

			She went into Molly’s room and pulled pajamas and underwear out of the drawer, thinking the whole time what a mess she’d made of her life. She had a lot of things—a big house, a cottage in Martha’s Vineyard, money—but she didn’t have anyone who really loved her, and she might never have that.

			Thinking about how she’d behaved, how she lived, made Meg ashamed of herself.

			Molly came running into the room with her towel, and Meg refocused her attention on the little girl who needed her. That’s what this was all about. Not Meg and her hopes for a happily-ever-after. It was about giving Molly a future.

			“I’m heading out.”

			Jason stood at the door of Molly’s room, looking handsome and sophisticated in his tux, and her heart broke. But she couldn’t let it show. Not this time. She let her pride go when she was young; this time that was the only thing she had to hang on to.

			“Have a good time,” Meg said as she helped Molly wiggle out of her shirt and jeans.

			“Night, Mol,” he said.

			“Night, Uncle Jason.” Molly didn’t look back as she ran into the bathroom.

			“She’s got a lot of energy,” he said, grinning.

			Meg felt her chin drop. There were so many things sitting on the tip of her tongue, and she knew shooting venom in his direction wouldn’t do anything, but she couldn’t let the comment go. Not completely.

			“She does. Maybe you should stick around sometime to see it.”

			“Meg . . .”

			She checked to make sure Molly was out of earshot. “You don’t even know her, Jason. You want to ignore me, fine. But don’t ignore the child who is going to be your daughter.”

			He said nothing, but hung his head.

			“Enjoy your party.” Meg grabbed Molly’s towel and left him standing there. He didn’t deserve any more of her time.

			***

			Jason stood at the bar, watching the people go by. He’d just been hit on for the third time that night, and he wondered why he wasn’t flattered like he used to be. All three women were stunning and rich and offering their bodies like commodities. He just wasn’t interested.

			Nate came up next to him and ordered them both a Scotch. “Where’s Meg?”

			“Home.” And she shouldn’t be, he thought. She should be here, on my arm, turning the heads of every man in the place. He was an asshole for not bringing her. Three people, all guys in charge of big money someplace, had asked where she was, said that they’d love to meet the woman who pinned him down. And Jason realized that despite what Harper said, Meg would charm these men with her killer bod and thousand-watt smile. She’d do it when she asked about their businesses or their families or jumped in on a conversation about the new point guard on the Knicks. She’d have them eating out of her hand, and then he’d get a slap on the back as they moved on. They’d wonder why they didn’t marry real girls instead of the refined socialites many of them ended up with.

			“I’m an idiot,” he said to Nate.

			“We’re aware of that. Owen and I have wondered, from time to time, if you were dropped on your head as a child.”

			Jason chuckled lightly. “It wouldn’t surprise me. I should have brought her. She’d have made this night so much more interesting.”

			“Who?” Both Nate and Jason turned when Harper’s voice cracked the air. “You don’t mean Meg, do you? She’d be totally unprepared for something like this. Have you seen the people here? It’s like having New York royalty in the house.”

			“I think she would have done fine.” He looked at Harper’s dress; it was elegant. It was also boring. Harper was boring. “She’s smart, funny, and personable. People would love her.”

			“They don’t want personable here. They want dignified.” Harper walked right to him.

			“I don’t believe that.”

			“Jason, be reasonable. She’s not made for something like this. Hell, she’s not made for your life. My God, she’s a freaking teacher!”

			The comment burned him for two reasons. First, he’d heard the words be reasonable come from his own mouth and thought of how condescending he must have sounded. Second, he hated how Harper disparaged Meg’s career. Teaching wasn’t for him, and he knew no one was going to get rich being a teacher, but he respected Meg’s commitment to her students and her craft. She was doing something valuable, and it was only when he saw the hours she put in, the emotional energy she gave to her work, that he understood it was so much more than a job. Unfortunately, he realized he’d never told her that.

			Sick of it, he grabbed Harper by the arm and moved her quickly out of the main reception room. He dropped his hand when they were clear. “You listen to me. I’m not going to let you talk shit about her anymore. You need to learn some respect for the woman I’m married to.”

			“Jesus, what’s gotten into you?” Harper snarled, folding her arms. “Did you get laid and now you feel guilty because you didn’t buy her dinner or something?”

			Who the hell was this person? “One more word, Harper, and I cut you a severance package.”

			That made his assistant freeze. “You don’t mean that. You need me.”

			“I don’t need anyone that much. You’re dispensable. Don’t forget it.”

			Before Harper could say a word, Jason headed toward the door. He was done here. Done with the bullshit, done with the games.

			He was going home.

			***

			The house was dark when his driver pulled through the gate, except for a light upstairs in Meg’s room. Once Jason walked inside, he could see the glow from the kitchen, so that’s where he headed. The house had become a comfort to him over the last few weeks, and the warmth of the place Meg had helped design and decorate made it easy to come home to. As he made his way through the house, Moe Kitty rubbed against his legs to say hello. Molly’s jacket and backpack along with Meg’s tote bag were by the breezeway entrance, ready for school the next day. Little signs of life in the house. Little signs he wasn’t alone.

			He stopped at the kitchen doorway and literally lost his breath. All of his air—gone.

			Meg was at the counter, pouring herself a glass of milk. Jason wasn’t the type to wax poetic, but it was like looking at an angel. She wore a long, white, gauzy nightgown that floated around her body. It wasn’t anything anyone would call sexy, but on her, with the tiny white flowers and the touches of lace, it was positively erotic. There were slits on the sides, just to her knees, that allowed him a glimpse of her shapely legs, the short fluttery sleeves accented her slender arms, and the neckline scooped down to her breasts. The entire thing buttoned all the way down the front, and all Jason wanted to do was open those buttons one at a time and worship her.

			She moved, and as the light fell behind her, her whole body was silhouetted. Jason could see the soft curving outlines of her bottom, her breasts, and he remembered what it felt like to have her under him, to be inside her.

			Down her back, a braid fell almost to her waist, but wisps of hair escaped around her beautiful face, framing it with gold. Jason couldn’t stand it anymore. He moved from the doorway, and that’s when Meg noticed him, gasping a little in surprise and then being caught totally off guard when he came to her, cupped her face with his hands, and kissed her.

			The kiss was desperation, pure and simple. He had to be close to her, had to taste her, and Meg responded, breathing out and giving him her sweet angel’s breath. Everything about her said home. The warmth of her body, the smell of cinnamon and vanilla that seemed to circle around her, the gentleness that went right to her heart—Jason wanted everything she could give him, and he would have sold his soul to give it back to her.

			When he pulled back, her eyes had drifted closed and she sighed, making Jason smile because he loved watching her like this, loved seeing the sweetness and pleasure on her face. His thumbs ran over her cheeks, and when Meg’s lids fluttered open, he saw raw emotion flood her eyes.

			But the happiness was short-lived. She shook her head and stepped away from him.

			“What?”

			“No.”

			“Meg—”

			“No, Jason. I’m not doing this again. I’m not.”

			She walked away and stopped just before leaving the room. “By the way, Harper called right after you left.”

			Shit. “Harper?”

			“Yes, she thought you were picking her up for the fund-raiser, but said she’d get a ride with Nate or Owen.”

			“I can explain—”

			She put up her hand in a halting motion. “You don’t have to explain anything, Jason. I understand perfectly. Good night.”

			He folded his arms on the cold granite countertop and watched her leave the room, wondering how much more he could fuck this up.

			***

			Meg checked on Molly and then went to her room and sat on the window seat that allowed her to gaze into the backyard. It was strategically lit, and the gardens were still filled with mums of every fall color. It was acres of land, most of it wooded, and she did love the quiet here. It gave her time to think, which she had way too much time to do lately.

			In that moment, Meg rubbed her arms, still feeling Jason’s touch and that kiss. Oh, my God, that kiss. Where had it come from? After weeks of nothing, he came at her like a man possessed, and when he kissed her she damn near drowned in it.

			It was exactly what she’d always wanted from him, that desire he couldn’t control, passion that threatened to take them both down. The kiss was different.

			It was almost like he loved her.

			And that was a lie she couldn’t afford to tell herself any longer.

			Meg left the window seat and climbed into her bed, turning off the light and burrowing under the covers. She knew she was going to dream about him; she always did.

			And she hated it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Parent-teacher conferences were not the worst thing Meg had to do, but certainly they weren’t the best. Especially when she had a few parents who thought their children were reincarnations of Albert Einstein. It wasn’t that the children weren’t bright, it was that they were five, and most kids who were five had a lot of growing up to do.

			Sometimes they made mistakes. Lots of them.

			Meg sat in the faculty room, alone, sipping a cup of coffee after having just been reamed out by a set of parents whose child had a serious case of what Meg had dubbed “Center of the Universe Syndrome.” The little girl was bright, but bossy and difficult. She thought she was always right, would interrupt, and, to use a cliché, she didn’t play well with others.

			The parents were raging at Meg for not providing the stimulating environment that little Bella needed. Apparently, Meg was a horrible person who had no business teaching if she couldn’t see that their baby was bored. And misunderstood. And not appreciated by the other children.

			Meg conceded that Bella’s problem was, at five, indeed not her fault. Her parents, however, didn’t want to hear that their child’s issues were more closely linked to how they were raising her.

			Yeah, that didn’t go over well.

			Meg folded her arms on the table and dropped her head. This was the worst day. Her life was crap, she and Jason were barely speaking, Molly was home sick—again—and she’d just insulted two very vocal parents. “Jesus, what was I thinking?”

			There was no one with her, or so she thought, until she felt a large and familiar hand slide across her shoulders. Looking up, she saw the dimpled grin of Grant Nielsen. Good God, she might as well have been staring up at Thor.

			“Hey,” he said. “Heard it was a tough afternoon.”

			“You have no idea. Wait. How did you hear?”

			“I was in the main office when the parents were screaming at Mary that Bella needed to be removed from your class. Apparently you are a disgrace to your profession.”

			“Awesome.”

			“They’re going to the superintendent.”

			“Trying to make me feel better, are you?”

			Grant smiled again, and it went right to his eyes. He was adorable, no doubt about that.

			Meg sat up in her chair and looked at him. He’d taken the seat to her right, and when he was so close, the size of him alone made her aware. She’d always been physically attracted to Grant. He was six-four, blond, and blue-eyed. His body wasn’t lean or graceful, he was just big. Powerful. But as much as she had wanted things to work out with him when they were dating, Meg knew they hadn’t connected the way they should. On paper, he was perfect for her, because he was a wonderful man. In reality, she knew in her heart she’d never love him.

			Initially she’d ended it with him because the Campbells had given her no other choice, but if she was honest with herself, the custody battle just pushed along what was inevitable. Her heart wasn’t in it.

			“How are things going?” he asked. His voice was no longer light, but serious. He was worried.

			“Well, other than parents who hate me, it’s going okay.”

			“Husband’s good?”

			How did she answer this? Except for their short cruise and a brief but intense moment a couple of days ago, their marriage was pretty much nonexistent. She couldn’t tell Grant the relationship had an expiration date, though.

			“He’s home with Molly today. She’s sick.”

			Grant reached out, taking her small hand in his enormous one. “I’m glad he’s not expecting you to do everything.”

			“He’s not. He’s great with Molly.”

			He nodded and then an uncomfortable silence descended. A silence that was laced with questions and told Meg this conversation wasn’t near over.

			“Meg, I wish I knew what happened. I mean . . .” He stopped, drew a breath, and then went on. “We were friends for a long time before we started dating, but you have to know that . . . that I love you, and I don’t understand what drove you to him.”

			Oh, God. She stared up at Grant, surprised. She hadn’t realized he’d been quite that serious about her until now. Not. A. Clue. “You love me?”

			“I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to scare you off. I know you’re cautious. But yeah, I do.”

			“I don’t know what to say. I want to explain it, because you deserve an explanation, but I can’t.” She hesitated. “Please believe me when I tell you, I never wanted to hurt you. Never.”

			“You can tell me any story you want, Meg, explanations don’t matter. What does matter is that you aren’t happy. If you were, I could let this go and chalk it up to shit luck on my part. But you’re not, and I want to fuckin’ kill this guy.”

			“Please don’t say that.” Meg dropped her head because she couldn’t look at him without feeling the most crushing guilt. She cared deeply for Grant, and she didn’t deserve his love or his loyalty because, despite all the problems, she was hopelessly drawn to Jason. There was something there between them, something that kept her foolish heart tied to a marriage that was supposed to mean nothing. Meg knew it was the same stupidity that kept her in denial in high school. The very same, and she fought it every day.

			Grant’s hand cupped her cheek and the guilt tripled. He was so tender and gentle as he brought her face up. There was such hurt in his eyes, such hurt. “Why did you marry him?”

			What could she say? The truth? That Jason offered protection? If she’d told Grant the truth at the outset, he probably would have offered to marry her. Her brother offered the money for a lawyer, and the problem would have most likely gone away.

			But something inside her had made her accept Jason’s proposal, something from long ago that hoped beyond hope that the love she felt for him wasn’t a mistake. She adored Grant, and she had thought she could love him, but the feelings she was having for Jason made everything else seem pale. Still, Grant deserved the truth.

			“It’s very possible the marriage won’t last. His reasons for asking me were about Molly, as were most of my reasons for saying yes.” Meg’s heart filled with sadness as she thought about her reality, but it was hers. She owned it.

			“Most?” Grant said.

			“I love him. I always have. I buried it a long time ago, but it’s still there.”

			God, I said it out loud.

			Grant nodded, possibly understanding, but Meg needed him to understand everything. She took his face in her hands and let herself get lost in the blue of his eyes. It was a different blue than Jason’s. Grant’s eyes were lighter, brighter, like a summer sky. “You are such a good man, and I don’t deserve what you feel for me. I don’t know why I feel this way about Jason, but I do.”

			Grant took hold of her hands, pulled them from his face, then he kissed her gently. “I love you, Meg. I’ll be here for you, however you need me.”

			“Please don’t be nice to me. Please.”

			“I’m your friend, first and always. Don’t forget that.”

			“Thank you,” she whispered.

			“For what it’s worth, I don’t think Campbell deserves you.”

			She couldn’t do anything but nod. Men like Grant were rare, and right now she was feeling like she was the one who didn’t deserve him, even as a friend.

			***

			Jason watched Molly sleep on the couch in his office and he wondered how people who worked at home got anything done. When the call came from her school that she was running a fever, he didn’t let Meg know until he had already picked her up, gone to the pediatrician, and gotten her medication from the pharmacy. He knew it was conference day and it was one day Meg really couldn’t miss. The doctor had taken a culture, but as soon as she’d looked in Molly’s throat she’d known. It was covered with white spots. She was particularly worried about her tonsils, which would have to come out if she had recurring bouts of strep.

			Handling this was one small thing he could do for Meg to show her he was invested in their relationship. One way to try to make up for being a dick and leaving her home from the benefit and for messing up in a million other ways.

			Meg would be home in a little while, and then he could focus on one thing and not five. Molly’s sleep was temporary at best. It seemed she woke up faithfully every half an hour, looking for something to drink or eat, a story, or a hug. He didn’t hear her the last time she woke, and the next thing he knew, she was climbing into his lap. What surprised him was that rather than being annoyed by the interruption, he just focused on the little girl who needed his attention. The warmth of her coursed through him, and his heart swelled knowing she needed him.

			Molly had been at the center of all his decisions for the past two months. Giving her the life she deserved, the life his sister wanted for her, was all he thought about. Well, that and Meg. He thought about Meg all the time.

			The other night, when she pushed him away, had driven home for Jason how much she mattered to him. And how much his happiness depended on her.

			Jason picked up his glass and went to the kitchen, walking in just as Meg came through the back door. His muscles tensed as soon as he saw her face. She’d been crying.

			“What happened?” He went to her immediately, taking her coat and bag, then guiding her to a chair at the table. Whatever it was, he would fix it. He had to fix it. She was still sniffling and looked wrecked. He had no clue what could have gotten her so upset. “Honey, please, tell me what’s wrong.”

			“I’m a horrible person.”

			“No, no you aren’t. Who told you that?”

			“I don’t deserve to be happy,” she cried. “I hurt Grant so badly.”

			Grant. Her ex. If he caused her this kind of pain, Jason was going to cause him some pain of his own. Fucking bastard.

			Wrapping his arms around her, Jason pulled her into his lap and held her. God, it felt good holding her. He hated how upset she was, but having her so close was one more reminder of how much this woman meant to him.

			She was sobbing now, and he guessed this was weeks of guilt and fear and frustration all catching up with her. Not just this one incident, whatever it was. It was hard to hear, and he had to know what had happened to trigger it.

			“Meg, what did he say to you? What’s upset you so much?”

			“He told me . . . he told me . . . he loved me.”

			Jason’s stomach flipped over. Holy shit.

			“He said that to a married woman?”

			Meg pulled back from his shoulder and grabbed a napkin to wipe her eyes. “Who are we kidding? This isn’t a marriage, this is an arrangement to keep Molly and her trust fund out of your parents’ hands.”

			“We knew this going in.”

			“I didn’t realize what was happening. I was so scared about losing Molly, I never realized that I’d feel like a caged animal. That I’d alienate the people close to me. That I would hurt someone.”

			“I’m not following.”

			“I thought, maybe, there’d be something between us. Even a friendship would be okay, but for the last few weeks, since we got home, you’ve been ignoring me. You talk to Nate and Owen or to Harper, and after what happened the other night I’m guessing you’re back to screwing her, too, but I don’t exist in your world.”

			“Whoa. Hold on. Why would you think I’m sleeping with Harper?”

			Meg shrugged. “Aren’t you? The two of you have obviously slept together before. Then the fact that she goes everywhere with you, even parties and dinners, and you leave me home.”

			Damn, he thought. How did she know? “We’re not now and we won’t be. And I’m sorry if I gave you that impression. Try to calm down and tell me exactly what has you so upset.”

			“I feel so alone, Jason. I’m in this by myself.”

			“No, you’re not.”

			“Right.” Meg stood and let out a watery laugh. “I lost my boyfriend, who was one of my best friends, and who I really cared about. My friends are trying to be supportive, but they don’t feel comfortable around me anymore because they don’t understand what happened. Even my own family treats me differently. You still have your same core group of people; I don’t have anyone.”

			Jason had no idea she felt so cut off, so isolated. Her emotions were churning, intense, and he had no response because he’d been keeping his distance as well.

			“This is your house,” she continued. “The furniture, whatever’s here is yours. I lost everything—my home, my friends, my independence—everything. I don’t go out anywhere except school because I’m watching Molly. I’m stuck here while you work till all hours or entertain clients. What Grant told me today just drove it all home. I’m never going to have the marriage I dreamed of, and I may never have children of my own.” Tears flooded her eyes again when she mentioned children, and she rubbed her hand across her chest like she was trying to ease her aching heart. Meg turned her back to him and stared out the kitchen window into their backyard. “It’s hard to look at the life you lost. You don’t have to do that. You didn’t lose anything.”

			He approached and placed his hands on her slumping shoulders. “You aren’t alone. You have me and you have Molly. What do you need me to do?”

			She shook her head, and never in his life had he seen someone so defeated. “Jason, I never had you. Even when you said I did. Fourteen years ago you lied to me, to your friends, and when I thought I was pregnant, you did everything but accuse me of trying to trap you. Your father did that.” She stepped away from him. “Now, I’m just a rescue project and you’re still keeping me hidden from everyone. So the way I see it, I have Molly for now, but the scary thing about that is if we’re found out, if this farce of a marriage is exposed, I’ll lose her, too.”

			Grabbing another napkin and blotting her face again, Meg walked to the back stairs that came directly from the bedroom hallway into the kitchen. She seemed to compose herself a bit. “I’m going to change and then I’ll take Molly into the family room with me to watch a movie. She’s been okay?”

			“A little clingy, but that’s to be expected since she doesn’t feel well. A couple of times she just wanted you.”

			“I’ll be down in a couple of minutes. Has she had her medicine yet?”

			“She got it when she had lunch and is due again in about an hour.”

			“Okay. Thank you for watching her.”

			Thank you? Jason had just been smacked upside the head with an emotional two-by-four, and she was saying thank you? Like he was some fucking babysitter?

			“Meg?” She stopped on the first step and faced him. “You don’t have to thank me for taking care of her. I’m going to be her father.”

			“I know,” she replied. “I just—I know this isn’t your usual thing.”

			“And it’s yours?” He went to her, and even though she was a step up, she still had to look up a little to meet his eyes. “You had a shitty day, and I know it was my fault. I’m sorry, but I’ll say it again: You aren’t in this alone. Not even close.”

			He brushed his fingers over her cheeks, examining every feature and feeling his heart stumble when he locked on her bright green eyes. Her pain was right there, and it was raw. He wanted to kiss her because he didn’t know any other way to soothe her, assure her. But her body language was telling him hands off. “You’re not alone,” He said again.

			“Yeah, I am,” she said, and walked upstairs.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			“Where’s your husband?”

			Meg cringed at the way her brother asked the question. It was their mother’s birthday dinner, and while Jason didn’t really want to go, he promised he’d be there. But here she sat in her family’s favorite Italian restaurant, with Molly on one side of her and an empty chair on the other.

			“He must be stuck at work,” she said, hoping the concern didn’t come through her voice.

			The last couple of weeks had been hell, starting with that damned event and ending with her meltdown in the kitchen. Since they’d been married, Jason was rarely home before midnight. Lately, though, he’d been walking on eggshells around her, and he had been getting home a little earlier each night. He’d had dinner with them a couple of times this week, helped Molly with her homework, and ignored his cell phone.

			She thought maybe he’d thought about what she said. He seemed to be making an effort to be more of a friend to her and a presence for Molly. It was nice having him around at night, and Jason seemed to like being with them.

			When she accused him of having sex with Harper he denied it, but the conclusion that they’d been sleeping together in the first place wasn’t hard to come to. Harper’s body language, her reaction to Meg, everything, screamed, He’s mine.

			Her face must have tipped off her brother that there was something wrong. He was furious she’d married Jason, and would like nothing better than for Meg to leave him.

			“If you want to divorce him, I know a good attorney,” Kevin said. “A few guys on the team have used her, and she’s a barracuda. That prenup won’t stand a chance.”

			“The prenup is extremely generous. Keeping it in place would be fine.”

			Her sister was on Molly’s other side, and they were coloring a place mat together. Caroline was the one who’d inherited all her mother’s control and tact, and she’d been trying so hard not to say anything bad about Jason, especially in front of Molly. Kevin didn’t really care about that. His protective older brother side came out full force.

			She hated this. Kevin and Jason had been close friends growing up, almost as close as she and Grace, but when the breakup came and she turned up pregnant, it all went to hell. Jason was a nerd, but he was an athletic nerd who played hockey well enough to be recruited by some pretty big schools. Her brother, however, was a first-class baseball player all the way, and physically he made Jason look puny.

			Kevin had wanted to beat Jason to a pulp when he let his father go on unchecked about her pregnancy scare. Jason never said a word, never took responsibility, just let his father rage on about how the baby could be anybody’s. Her brother had never forgiven his friend. The two of them hadn’t talked since, and Kevin tried to talk Meg out of marrying Jason right until he walked her down the aisle. No, nothing was going to be easy.

			Meg wanted to forgive him, and she’d started to when they were on their honeymoon. Unfortunately, those few days of closeness were gone. Back in the real world, she was just the girl he screwed in secret.

			 Or wanted to screw in secret. Meg wasn’t letting that happen again.

			She’d gotten a text from him a half an hour ago that said he was on the way, and she ordered his dinner figuring he’d be there in time to eat, but now that was looking doubtful. Nothing new. Once again, he’d let her down.

			But she wished he’d get there just so her brother wouldn’t have any ammunition. He may have been pissed at Jason, but he was taking his anger out on her, and she was getting sick of it. Another crack and she’d rip his head off. Her brother might be a big, tough jock, but he was no match for Meg when her temper flared.

			 But then she looked around the table and sighed. As angry as she was at her brother’s crappy attitude, Meg wasn’t going to ruin her mother’s birthday, so she plastered a smile on her face when their food arrived and pretended like nothing was wrong.

			Molly leaned over her spaghetti and gave a big sniff. “This smells so good,” she said. “Is Uncle Jason coming?”

			“He should be here soon.” She hoped he’d get there soon.

			“He promised me last night. I told him it was ’portant,” Molly said.

			“He promised me, too. I’m guessing something happened at work. Do you need the spaghetti cut, or the meatball?”

			“Nope, I know how to use a knife and fork, but I never cut spaghetti.”

			She attacked her dinner, and Meg swallowed hard, not noticing that her brother, sister, and mother were all staring at her, all of them drawing their own conclusions, and all of them hating Jason even more than they did before. The problem Meg had was that her feelings were the opposite.

			“You can’t keep going like this. Just end it.” Caroline asked. “Or would that make things worse?”

			“I’m thinking worse.” Because then she wouldn’t just be fighting Molly’s grandparents, she’d be fighting with Jason, the man who petitioned to be Molly’s adoptive father, the man Molly would miss incredibly. She couldn’t do that to the child. She just lost her parents; right now she needed stability.

			But then an ugly thought niggled in her brain. What would it do to her in a year or two if they divorced? One set of parents dead, another divorced? The child was going to need therapy for years, and as a teacher Meg should have seen it. She should have known better.

			She should have thought about this. Quick fixes were never good in the long run, and now Molly might pay the price.

			***

			Jason tossed his keys to the valet as he stepped out of his car in the Matteo’s parking lot. He was forty-five minutes late for Mrs. Rossi’s birthday dinner, and he knew Meg was going to be furious. Scratch that—she was going to be upset. She didn’t get mad, but if he did something stupid or inconsiderate, she looked at him like a just-kicked puppy.

			The last few weeks had been a roller coaster. Between his fuckup with the benefit, Harper being a bitch, and Meg’s ex getting her to see everything their marriage was missing, Meg had been through the wringer. He’d been trying to make it up to her a little at a time—being around for dinner, spending time with Molly—but he still didn’t feel like he was doing enough.

			Tonight he’d let her down again.

			And he hated it.

			He walked through the restaurant, dodging waiters with bottles of wine and large trays of food, looking for her tousle of blond hair. Of course, the first thing he saw was Kevin Rossi’s massive back. Great.

			He held a small gift bag for her mother, and when he approached the table, he breathed out when Molly was the one who saw him first. She jumped from her chair and headed right for him. “Uncle Jason! You’re here!”

			“Yes, I am,” he said, guiding her back to the table.

			“You’re very late. We’re eating already and your dinner is getting cold.”

			“I see that.” He was now getting the evil eye from Caroline and Mrs. Rossi. Kevin just sat there, like a wall, and Meg smiled weakly. She was not having a good time.

			“I’m very sorry to be so late. Bad planning on my part.” Passing the bag to her mother, he said, “Happy birthday, Mrs. Rossi.”

			“Thank you,” she said, and put the bag aside. He noticed that Kevin hadn’t said anything. Hadn’t stood, hadn’t done anything. He was just mountain of muscle.

			Seeing the empty chair next to Meg, Jason walked with Molly to the other side and sat down, hoping his wife would say something to him. Anything. Even a sarcastic comment would work.

			But it didn’t happen. Meg had reverted to being reserved and polite, and it was driving him nuts. Jason had come to one very important conclusion: Meg scared the crap out of him. He’d realized it when she told him her ex-boyfriend had made a play for her. Something instinctive took over, and he didn’t know if it had been building since they reconnected or if that incident triggered it. But making Meg happy had become important to him, more important than just about everything.

			It was crazy, but when Meg was in the room, his future was right there, and all he could do to stop from thinking about it was to remind himself of what he and his family had done to her in the past. He’d thought keeping his distance was the best way to stick to the agreement and protect her and Molly. The only thing he’d done, though, was make them unhappy.

			Damn. He sat next to her, and her scent, the light and flowery scent she always wore, crept inside of him and made him think of those days and nights at sea when she was all his.

			He leaned over. “I’m sorry. I really tried to get here sooner.”

			“Is everything all right?” Meg asked.

			“Like I said, bad planning.”

			Looking across the table, Kevin was staring, his eyes lethal.

			“Kevin. Good season?” Way to sound like a pompous ass, Jay.

			To his credit, Kevin said nothing, even though Jason was certain he wanted to curse him out, beat him to death, or both. Meg’s brother turned toward his mother, who was opening the gift Jason had given her. He hoped she liked it.

			When she pulled out the well-worn copy of The Great Gatsby, she looked confused.

			Kevin only half laughed. “You got her a used book?”

			Jason shook his head. Kevin wasn’t stupid, but he was confrontational, and Jason wasn’t going to take the bait. Not this time. “Open it, Mrs. Rossi.”

			When she did, there was a quick intake of breath that told him he’d shocked her a little. Perfect. “This is signed by Fitzgerald.”

			“It’s a signed first edition.” He turned to Meg. “I was waiting for the courier to deliver it. That’s why I was so late.”

			“You waited? For a gift?” Meg asked.

			He nodded, knowing he’d just scored a home run with the women at the table, which wasn’t his intention. He just wanted to do something nice for her mother. Now it felt manipulative, but if it kept everyone from hating him, he’d take it.

			“I admit, I procrastinated. I should have started the search for the book as soon as I remembered you were passionate about Fitzgerald. But the dealer only found it two days ago, and it took a bit to get it here.”

			His mother-in-law fingered the old volume, and a smile turned up the corner of her mouth. “This is incredible, Jason. I’ll cherish it. Thank you for being so thoughtful.”

			“Am I forgiven for being late?”

			Her gaze narrowed, and Jason realized he’d just pushed his luck.

			“For being late, yes.”

			The woman wouldn’t give him an inch, and he could hardly blame her. “Fair enough.”

			Meg took his hand under the table and squeezed, and he felt like he’d just saved the world. Even though he couldn’t be the man she wanted or needed, he didn’t have to be an ass, which he’d been excelling at since the wedding.

			“I should have called you,” he whispered in her ear. “I’m sorry.”

			“It’s okay,” she said. “That was lovely of you to do for her.”

			“I’m glad it got here on time. That’s not an easy book to track down.” That he remembered something so obscure, her love of the great American classic, was a shock in itself. But he’d never forgotten the time Mrs. Rossi helped him with a paper on F. Scott Fitzgerald and kept him from failing English in eleventh grade.

			He held Meg’s hand for a while, loving how it calmed him, how he felt like he belonged to this family, even marginally, even when he didn’t deserve it.

			Once he’d eaten and they’d all had cake, he noticed Molly swaying in her chair. The kid was asleep sitting up, and the wobble to each side was starting to be a concern. Jason was afraid she was going to fall right out of her chair, so he walked over and scooped her up. Settled into his lap, she snuggled right in and fell into a deep sleep.

			“Is she okay?” Meg asked. “She looks pale.”

			“She’s warm,” he said. “How has she been today?”

			“She told me she was tired from school today, but that’s all.” Meg reached out and touched Molly’s forehead with the back of her hand. “She has a fever. I hope it’s not strep again.”

			“She just finished her antibiotics.”

			“That’s why I’m worried.”

			He kissed Molly’s hair and thought about the last time she was sick. The poor girl had been miserable.

			Jason stood, cradling a sleeping Molly, while Meg said good-bye to her family. Her mother looked concerned, but her siblings, Jesus, contempt was all over their faces. Fucking hell. He might not be who they wanted for her, but he wasn’t an ax murderer, for Christ’s sake.

			The little one in his arms wiggled, and he buttoned her sweater so she wouldn’t get a chill while they waited for the valet to bring Meg’s car.

			“I don’t feel good,” Molly mumbled. “My ears hurt.”

			“I know, honey. We’ll get you home and tucked in. Is there anything you want?”

			“Will you read me a story?”

			“Sure,” he said.

			Her eyes opened and her little lip popped out in a pout. “Two stories?”

			“Am I being hustled?” he asked. Molly grinned, and he couldn’t help but smile back. “Two stories, and that’s it. You need to sleep.”

			She nodded, satisfied, and he got her settled into the back of Meg’s car.

			“I’ll see you at home,” Meg said, walking around and getting into the driver’s side. “Could you get some ginger ale?”

			“We’re out?”

			“I forgot to put it on the grocery list.”

			It was the only thing Molly drank when she was sick. That and water. “Sure. Anything else?”

			“No, that’s it.” Meg looked over the car, behind him, a worried look crossing her face. Jason figured her family was lined up, waiting for her to leave. “See you at home.”

			He smiled, trying to reassure her. The next thing he had to do was reassure them.

			Once her car pulled away, Jason felt a hand clamp onto his shoulder. That didn’t take long. When he turned, Jason faced not just Kevin Rossi, but his mother and his sister as well.

			Great.

			“We need to have a conversation.”

			“Okay. Shoot.”

			“Jason,” her mother said. “This has to end. It’s not good for Meg. She’s trapped, and it’s not fair to her.”

			“Not fair?” He folded his arms and glared at the three of them. “I’m sorry I was late, but I work long hours. I make sure Meg has everything she needs, and I’m not unfaithful to her. She and Molly are my whole world right now.” That was the truth. At least he hadn’t told Meg’s mother an outright lie.

			“You need to stop playing at this. You two aren’t really married,” Caroline said. “For God’s sake, you have separate bedrooms!”

			That they did, and he hated it. It may have taken him being figuratively knocked over the head, but he now realized he wanted nothing more than to wake up every morning with Meg curled against him.

			“We’re doing our best. Everything happened fast, and I want to make sure she’s comfortable.”

			“That is such a load of shit,” Kevin said. “You married her because your family couldn’t stand that she had the kid and the trust fund. You’re doing your daddy’s bidding just like always.”

			Jason stared for a moment.

			“What? You think I married her to keep my parents happy?”

			“I think you’ll screw my sister over as soon as you get the chance.”

			Jason let his head get around the accusation. It made him feel a little sick inside that Kevin’s reasoning made sense. They thought that he was in the marriage for his family, not to protect Meg and Molly. To screw her over for his old man. Considering their history, Jason couldn’t fault them.

			But how could he make them understand that they were wrong?

			“My parents hate that we got married. The only thing that shut them up was when we put Molly’s money in a blind trust.”

			“I don’t trust you, Campbell,” Kevin said. “I don’t. Because of your family my father dropped dead from a heart attack. If you do anything to hurt my sister or Molly, I will fucking crush you.”

			“I’m surprised you haven’t already.” Jason tugged at his cuffs thinking about everything the Rossis went through after they left the estate. Mr. Rossi dying just a month later was the blow that left everyone reeling. Logically, Jason knew his family wasn’t directly responsible, but it felt like it. And that alone made him want to make amends. “Look, I’m going to take care of them. You aren’t going to have to crush anyone. Just let us figure it out.” The valet pulled up with his car, and Jason slipped a tip into his hand. “And you have to trust me, because I’m the only thing standing between her and an ugly custody fight.”

			When he got in his car and closed the door, he thought he probably shouldn’t have said what he did. They could have explained away the separate bedrooms, but now they all knew this marriage wasn’t what it appeared to be on the surface. Meg’s family wasn’t the problem, though. They’d protect her and Molly at all costs. It was his family, his parents, who would cause a shitload of trouble if they thought for one second there was a vulnerability.

			Jason pulled away and headed for 7-Eleven to get some ginger ale, because his focus needed to stay on a sick little girl and on Meg, not his parents or the trouble they might cause.

			***

			Meg got Molly settled in bed and went to her room to change into some sweats. It had been the weirdest night.

			It was like the incident with Grant and the challenge from her family flipped Jason’s husband switch. Yes, he was late, but he’d shown up with an incredibly thoughtful gift for her mother, said all the right things, and was the perfect dad to Molly.

			The sound of the garage door opening told her he was home, and for some strange reason, that calmed her, made her happy, and she wished it didn’t. Meg needed to remember how much it hurt when he ignored her. How abandoned she felt when they got home from their honeymoon.

			But where Jason was concerned nothing made sense.

			Even with all the things he’d done, she’d lost control of her heart. Again.

			Heading back to Molly’s room, Meg tried not to think about what she was going to do about him. She was falling for him, there was no doubt in her mind about that. What she wanted to do was figure out a way to stop herself.

			“Is Uncle Jason back? He was going to read to me.”

			“He just got home. Do you want anything?”

			“I’m thirsty.”

			“Then it’s a good thing I brought you this.” Jason walked into her room with her favorite pink cold cup filled with ginger ale and ice. “So where are these books I’m reading?”

			Molly bent over and rifled through the basket next to her bed, examining each book.

			“How is her fever?” Jason asked Meg.

			“A little over a hundred. While you’re reading I have to report my absence.”

			“From school? Why?”

			“I can’t leave her all day with the house staff.”

			“I’ll stay home and work here. I can set Molly up on my office couch like last time, and the housekeeper will be here all day. It will be fine.”

			“Are you sure?” Meg looked at Molly and then back at him. “We can take turns, you know.”

			“It’s easier for me. I can work here. No one checks up on me, and I don’t have to worry about my students tying up the substitute.”

			Meg smiled and chewed on her fingernail while looking at him. “You don’t mind?”

			He smiled into her eyes. “I’m positive. Let me help.”

			“Okay. I really don’t want to miss since I was out for the honeymoon, and if you need anything I’m a call or text away.”

			“Uncle Jason, I have the books I want.”

			Meg looked and saw the two books Jason promised her had turned into six. “That’s a big pile.”

			He grinned. “I bet she doesn’t last through one.”

			“You have fun.”

			“I intend to.”

			***

			Meg started out of the room, but turned and stood by the doorway, watching as Jason folded his frame into Molly’s bed. He rested his back against the headboard and settled her into the crook of his arm. It was a picture full of contradictions, and she wished she had a camera.

			He’d shed his tie and rolled up the sleeves of his light blue shirt, and his dark gray trousers hugged his thighs—physically, he was testosterone personified. That is, until you saw the doll across his lap, or heard him do silly character voices, or check a child’s forehead for fever.

			He was big and handsome and brilliant, but he also had a soft side that turned Meg’s heart to mush. Watching him like this with Molly made her see that this was not the guy she knew fourteen years ago. He’d grown up and become a man, and a thought niggled through Meg’s brain that what she was feeling wasn’t the same as it had been before. These feelings were new ones, grown-up ones. Meg was falling for the man Jason had become.

			Jason looked up and caught her watching them. He stopped for a second, met her eyes, and that’s when Meg saw it: a curious longing, something he wanted to say but couldn’t. Just as quickly, it was gone. Not a word passed between them, and he went back to reading Lilly’s Purple Plastic Purse to Molly.

			It was a perfect moment. One perfect moment of understanding that would have to stay with her..

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Jason was making himself a cup of coffee, a bad habit this late at night, when Owen came in the back door. It was almost nine o’clock, and his friend looked like he still had hours of energy. He had his messenger bag over his shoulder, which meant he had things to go over with Jason. It was another night of work.

			Since Meg’s meltdown a couple of weeks ago, he’d been thinking about what she’d said, and she was right: Nothing had really changed for him. His friends and business associates came and went, but Meg didn’t see anyone, and he hadn’t thought about it much because he didn’t know anything about her life before they were married.

			“Hey,” Owen said. Grabbing a mug from the cupboard, he popped a coffee pod in the brewer and pressed the button. “I swear I could mainline caffeine and it wouldn’t do a goddamn thing.”

			“That’s because you’re as hyperactive as a six-year-old boy with a sugar high,” Jason said. “Why are you here?”

			Owen froze and looked up. “I was going to go over the quarterlies with you before the divisional meetings next week. Bad time?”

			“I was going to watch TV with Meg for a while, but I guess we can do this.”

			“TV? Really? You don’t watch TV.”

			“Meg’s favorite show is on tonight. She’s feeling a little disconnected, so I thought I’d keep her company, you know?”

			Owen stirred a ridiculous amount of sugar into his coffee and narrowed his eyes at Jason. “You want to talk about it, dude? ’Cause this is not like you.”

			Jason drew a deep breath. Meg’s words had been on an endless loop in his head, and talking to Owen about it had to be better than feeling like he couldn’t do anything.

			“She came home from work one day and she was a fucking mess. Apparently, her ex-boyfriend told her he loved her, and Meg started thinking about everything that’s gone south since she married me.”

			“Thinking is never good. Could you take her to bed and make her stop thinking?”

			Jason thought about that, but sex wasn’t the answer. Getting to know her, spending time with her, was. So that’s what he was trying to do. It took him a second to see that Owen was grinning like a drunk frat boy.

			“It’s not funny. Her friends have stopped talking to her pretty much, her family is rarely around—we were with them a couple of nights ago, but it’s tense. She doesn’t go out anywhere, and I’m always working. She’s all alone and taking care of a five-year-old.”

			“But Meg went into the marriage knowing your life is controlled chaos, right?” Owen folded his arms across his chest. “Or is there something else you want to tell me?”

			Oh, shit. He knew. And based on the look in his eyes, Jason figured he knew everything, “Do I need to tell you, or did Harper do it for me?”

			His friend chuckled. “She did, by accident. I had no idea you had knight in shining armor tendencies.”

			“I thought I was doing it for my sister and Molly, but . . . ”

			“But it’s about Meg, too.” Owen had nailed it. “So what’s the problem, exactly? Other than the ex-boyfriend.”

			Jason leaned his back against the marble kitchen island. “I never thought about what a change it would be for her. Then her ex makes a dick move and tells her he loves her, and she sees the marriage she didn’t get, the kids she won’t have . . .”

			“Her life passed before her eyes and she was all alone.”

			“I never even thought about it. I was so fucking self-centered, it never occurred to me how my brilliant idea to get married would affect her.”

			“I still can’t believe the ex told her he loved her. That’s ballsy.”

			“That’s what I think. Fucking bastard. She’s my wife. Mine.” Owen smirked, and Jason started pacing. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

			“Jesus, man, you are fucking gone over this girl. You’re jealous.”

			Jealous? He didn’t get jealous. Jealousy would indicate that he had something to lose.

			Christ.

			He did have something to lose; he could lose her. “I’ve always been gone over her,” he confessed. “But I always hurt her. Every time.”

			There was silence while the two sucked down their coffee, and Jason pulled the cookie jar from its spot against the wall and pulled off the top. There were peanut butter cookies today. Made by Meg.

			Owen took a cookie, and when he bit into it, his eyes rolled back in his head. Meg’s cookies had that effect on people. “God, that’s good,” he groaned. “Maybe you need to talk to the ex-boyfriend. Have a sit-down and explain things to him.”

			“I hear he’s six-four and at least two-thirty. A gym teacher.”

			“Shit. Why do they need such a big guy for little kids? Isn’t that overkill?” Owen was on his second cookie when Meg walked in the room.

			Jason had gotten used to her routines in the time they’d lived together. After dinner, she got Molly bathed and ready for bed. Molly had her story, which Jason had been reading to her with more frequency, and then Meg worked out and showered before watching TV for an hour, often with a pile of papers in her lap. She never stopped.

			Gliding into the room, she was wearing one of her pretty white nightgowns, which was, unfortunately, covered by her ugly pink bathrobe. But just thinking about that white gown, which was sheer, light, and more than likely trimmed with delicate lace, had Jason fantasizing about all the ways he could get her out of it.

			But then he looked in her eyes and he could see she was still emotionally wiped, and it twisted Jason’s gut.

			“Hi, Owen.”

			“Hey, Meg.”

			She pulled the milk from the fridge and poured herself a glass. “You guys working late tonight?”

			Owen looked at Jason and then back at Meg, who took a cookie for herself. “You know, I think I’m going to go home. We can go over these numbers tomorrow.”

			“You’re not staying?” Meg asked. “Why?”

			“I’m beat,” Owen said.

			Meg squinted, and Jason knew she was on to them. “Owen, you’re never tired. You have little caffeine pumps embedded in your skin.”

			Picking up his battered bag, Owen planted a kiss on Meg’s forehead and smiled. “I’m going home, gorgeous. Thanks for the cookies.”

			When he left the house, Meg turned to Jason. “He knows. You told him I’m a crazy woman.”

			“No, I told him your ex-boyfriend upset you.”

			“That was weeks ago.”

			“I know. That’s why it’s better Owen went home.” They stood in silence, and Jason thought about everything he had coming up in the next few weeks and how he could arrange to be home more. There were a couple of late nights ahead with the divisional meetings that had been scheduled for months, and there was an event in the city that he was originally going to go to alone, but it might be a nice night out for Meg. It should have been a no-brainer; he was a married man, and showing up at these black-tie events alone, caused more problems than he wanted to deal with. The benefit would be a perfect debut for his beautiful wife.

			“A week from Saturday there’s a fund-raiser at the Met, black-tie; it’ll be lousy with celebrities.”

			“Need me to take your tux to the cleaners?”

			He took her hands and leaned in so he could look in her eyes. “No, we have people to do that. I want to know if you’ll accompany me to the benefit, Mrs. Campbell?”

			“Really? Why?”

			“Because I want you with me.”

			“Black-tie? I’d have to get a dress.”

			“We’ll go shopping. You should probably get a few gowns. The holidays are coming, and there are other events we’ll be expected to attend.” Suddenly, Jason realized he was looking forward to taking her shopping and to parties. He couldn’t wait to show her off.

			“Is this to make me feel better?”

			“Yes. I didn’t think about everything you must be going through, and I should have. I’m sorry.”

			“I don’t need to be placated.”

			“I know. I want you to know that I heard you. I’ll do whatever I can to make you happy.” For a second, he thought she might rip his head off, but instead Meg nodded and looked up at him. “I expect I’m going to mess up, but I will try.”

			There was a hint of relief in her eyes, but they had a long way to go if they were going to make this work between them.

			“I want to talk to Grant, though,” he said. “I can’t have him upsetting you the way he did. I get that he has feelings for you, and that he was blindsided, but you’re married. To me.”

			“You’re sounding a little possessive.”

			“I guess I am. I’ve missed you, and I know I screwed this up, but I want to get you to forgive me.” He slid his arms around her waist and pulled her in. She let him, and Jason saw that as a small victory. “Is Molly asleep?”

			“Uh-huh. You don’t need to talk to Grant.”

			Her hands were resting on his forearms, and just her touch made his blood hum. Restraining himself, he kissed her temple. “Then tell Grant to back the fuck off or he’s going to have to deal with your husband.”

			Unexpectedly, he saw her grin. “Okay. You gonna try to beat him up?”

			“Don’t question my machismo, woman. Those big guys move like freight trains. I can take him.”

			Meg giggled and laid her head on his chest, allowing herself to be held, and it was the best feeling Jason had had in weeks. He didn’t know what he was going to do about everything happening between them, but for now he could take care of her and make sure she never felt alone.

			***

			An hour later, Jason gently moved the papers from Meg’s lap and placed them in the folder on the den coffee table. His pretty wife was sound asleep, having drifted off about fifteen minutes after her show started. Jason considered waking her, but he liked that she was curled against him, her head resting on his chest.

			Fiddling with a lock of her hair, Jason didn’t want to move, because he loved having her so close, so safe. Her warmth, her softness, chased away the stress of his day. There was nothing better.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Meg changed into her costume right after lunch while the class moms were helping the children get ready for the Halloween parade. It was an annual event at her school, and after the parade there would be a special Halloween story and snack, and then the little darlings would get on the bus to go home. For more sugar-laden fun.

			Molly only had a half day, so the housekeeper was going to get her dressed up so she could come participate in the parade with Meg’s class.

			Glancing at herself in the mirror, Meg smiled. She always did something fun, and this year was no exception. As she put on her lipstick, she wondered what the kids would say about their teacher playing Little Bo Peep.

			Her costume was awesome. The pink and white dress fell all the way to her ankles, and the skirt was puffed out by multiple petticoats of tulle and lace. She wore an apron and had stashed her shepherd’s crook in the classroom closet. The sweetheart neckline was pretty but not scandalous, and the final touch was a bonnet on her head. She’d left her hair down, and the curls fell around her shoulders. Meg tilted her head and approved. She looked just like she’d stepped out of a Mother Goose book.

			When she walked into her classroom, the kids fell silent, until one little boy, named Jackson, spoke.

			“Whoa,” he said. “Who are you?”

			They’d just done a poetry unit that incorporated nursery rhymes, and Meg was going to take advantage of the situation. She went to the closet, took out her shepherd’s crook, and faced her class.

			“Let’s see if you can guess.”

			The kids crowded around, and she checked out their costumes. There were some cowboys, police officers, more than a few princesses, a dog, a couple of fierce-looking ninjas, cats, and mice—she really loved Halloween.

			Meg put on her best sad face and stuck her lip out in a pout. “I’ve lost my sheep!”

			“LITTLE BO PEEP!” the class shouted.

			“Excellent!” At least they remembered.

			“Mrs. Campbell,” one of the princesses said, “we have visitors.”

			Meg turned toward the classroom door and was more than a little shocked to see Jason standing there with Molly. Her little girl had her fingers to her lips, and her eyes were laughing as she looked at her soon-to-be mom. Jason’s face was something else altogether. If she were dressed as Little Red Riding Hood, he’d have been perfect as the Big Bad Wolf.

			He’d obviously come from work, having picked up Molly on his way here. His charcoal gray suit made him every inch the successful CEO, but he’d relaxed the look with his open collar and loosened tie. The grin on his face was positively kissable, and Meg wished she could drag him to a closet to do just that.

			Just as she was really getting involved in her carnal thoughts about her husband, Meg felt a tug at her skirt.

			Glancing down, she saw the tiniest member of her class, Pia, almost being swallowed by her giant skirt. The child was dressed as a flower, wearing a green shirt and leggings with white petals encircling her perfect little face.

			“Who is that, Mrs. Campbell?”

			Meg realized there were twenty pairs of students’ eyes and all the moms’ staring at her. Time for her to stop fantasizing and introduce her husband.

			She waved Jason and Molly into the room and addressed her students. “Boys and girls, this is Mr. Campbell and my little girl, Molly. She’s going to walk with our class in the parade.”

			The students gathered around Molly, who was dressed like a fairy, and they swept her up in the excitement of the day. Jason leaned into the door frame, his expression something between boy next door and sexiest man alive, and it was all for Meg.

			“What are you doing here?” she asked.

			“Molly and I hatched a plan. I came home early so I could bring her here, and I figured we could take her trick-or-treating together.”

			Looking up at him, Meg wondered if the happiness she felt in her heart showed on her face. “The two of you came up with this?”

			“Yes, we did. What do you think?”

			“I like it. I was going to take her to my mom’s neighborhood later. It’s easy to get around.”

			“That makes sense.” Jason fingered the ribbon on her puffy white sleeve, and his eyes looked her up and down. “This is some costume. Who are you?”

			“Bo Peep.” She swished her skirts flirtatiously and watched his eyes flash. “Do you like it?”

			“It’s beautiful. Just like you.”

			Meg bit her lower lip, letting herself enjoy his words, his gaze. What was making her heart squeeze, however, was the fact that he wanted to see her world. He was here.

			There was a peal of laughter from a group of little girls who had taken Molly as one of their own, and Jason looked over. “It’s chaos here. How do you get them all to do the same thing at the same time?”

			Meg grinned. “Magic.” She turned toward the group and clapped her hands in rhythm. Two long claps and three quick ones, and she could see Jason was stunned when the children stopped everything and copied what she’d done. She had their full attention, and her husband was impressed.

			The kids were smiling and happy, and she was just about to give instructions for lining up when her entire class started squealing and pointing behind her.

			Meg turned, and coming at her was a very large pirate. Grant. He stalked into the room and snarled at the kids. Jason had his back to the wall by the door, and Grant had walked right by him. Her husband had folded his arms, and his face was stone cold and expressionless. He was not happy.

			“Ahoy, mateys!” Pirate Grant growled. “Me pirate ship is docked offshore, and we’ve been told to bring this maid back to Mother Gooseland.”

			Grant caught Meg’s eye and grinned. Damn. What was he up to? “Come along, lass,” he said. In one quick move he scooped her into his arms, and the kids cheered. They wouldn’t have done that if they could read the look on Jason’s face, which had gone from amused to lethal in a split second.

			The situation was bad. Grant’s behavior wasn’t acceptable, and yet, on the inside, Meg’s heart did a happy dance.

			Jason was jealous. Her husband was wonderfully, dangerously jealous, and there was nothing that could have given her more hope than the way his arm shot across the doorway, blocking Grant from leaving the room.

			“You should put her down now.” Jason’s voice was low and steady. No-nonsense. Grant looked at him, then at her. Meg nodded.

			“You should put me down.”

			Grant didn’t take another step and lowered her to the floor. Jason stepped toward her and set his left hand on her back before extending his right hand to the pirate, who looked more confused than fierce.

			“Jason Campbell. Meg’s husband.” Grant shook his hand, glanced at her, and then mumbled something before he left the room. Meg wasn’t sure what he’d said. The only person she could focus on was the man she’d married.

			He wasn’t intimidated by Grant’s size. In fact, she was starting to see that not much intimidated Jason. The secure feeling that washed over her was something she never expected. He really was going to protect her, and protect Molly. He wasn’t a big, burly guy, but he was a man, and he was a man who defended the people he loved.

			Kathy, her classroom assistant, had the children lined up, and all Meg could do was look at her husband. His handsomeness took on something new, something stronger. A calm settled in Meg’s heart, and she knew everything was going to be okay; she knew she wasn’t alone.

			The announcement came for the kindergartners to head outside, and Kathy, who was dressed as a black cat, led the class out of the room.

			Meg and Jason stood alone in the classroom for a few seconds, the quiet descending as the children got farther and farther away from the room.

			His hand was still on the small of her back, the warmth of it seeping through her costume and deep into her core. Turning, Meg reached out, and Jason did the same. They held each other, just held each other, in the empty classroom.

			“I think I hate that guy,” Jason said.

			“You made that pretty clear.”

			“I don’t want his hands on you. Ever.”

			“I think he got that, too.”

			He brought his head back, and Meg saw something spark in his eyes, something that was both happy and sad. Wanting to soothe him, she stroked her hand over his cheek.

			“What is it?”

			“I’m glad I came here today. Glad I got to see you with your students.” He swallowed hard. “Those kids just adore you.”

			Meg gave him a little peck on the lips, happy beyond words that he was there, that her world mattered to him. “I love them, too, each and every one.”

			He looked at her, his eyes filled with emotion. “No wonder Grace named you as Molly’s guardian.”

			“Why do you say that?”

			He examined her face. Meg saw pain in his eyes and she wanted to make it better, find some way to give him what he needed. “You’re always giving of yourself, Meg, and you love so much. I don’t know if I can do that. I don’t know if I have it in me.”

			Meg hugged him again, hoping that he would see in himself what she had always seen. “You do. It’s in there. It’s always been in there.”

			***

			Jason saw Meg’s car pull into the driveway from his office window, and he was glad she was home. After the way his visit to her school had unfolded, they had a lot to talk about. He’d watched the Halloween parade and loved seeing how happy Molly was with the other kids, and he got more than a few dirty looks from Meg’s ex-boyfriend. But that was well worth it. He wanted to make sure the asshole knew Meg was not on the market and he should keep his hands off.

			He didn’t think it would be an intense afternoon, but the short time he and Meg were alone in her classroom had knocked the wind out of him. When he saw Nielsen pick her up the way he did, Jason’s vision burned red. The rage he felt, the jealousy, that another man was touching his Meg floored him. He’d always been protective of her, but this was totally different.

			Jason had thought about all the possibilities for this relationship. Or at least he’d thought he had. He hadn’t counted on making the mistake of falling completely and totally in love with his wife, but that’s exactly what happened. As soon as they started spending time together—having dinner, going to movies, watching TV—as soon as he let his guard down, she had crawled inside him and taken up residence in his heart.

			He’d resigned himself to the fact that no one would ever replace what they’d shared when they were younger. She was special, his girl, but the feelings that had been developing from the minute they said I do were more than Jason bargained for. He didn’t know if he could handle it, didn’t know if he could be who she needed him to be.

			It’s not like his parents gave him a lot of hope. He assumed they loved each other once, but now they existed in this poisonous bubble with no joy, no affection, and he didn’t want to do that to Meg. Meg without joy would be a crime.

			“Hey.” Her voice broke the silence in the room like a breeze. He turned in his chair, and there she was—sweet, smiling, perfect, and for the time being she was his. She’d left Bo Peep behind and was back in her work clothes, a pair of black pants and a gray turtleneck sweater. She looked happy, and if he thought about it, other than during the shit he’d put her through, Meg always looked happy.

			“Hey, how was the rest of the day?”

			She walked toward him and sat on the edge of the desk. “It was quick. The kids had a ball and were nicely sugared up when they went home.”

			“You looked like you were having fun, too.”

			Meg licked her lips, and much to Jason’s surprise, she settled into his lap, wrapping both arms around his neck.

			“You know what made me happy?” She kissed him gently. “Having you there.” Another kiss. “Listening to the class moms talk about how hot my husband is.” A deeper kiss this time, and her tongue touched the seam of his lips, sending a shock right to his groin. Christ.

			“I’m hot, huh?” She leaned in and smiled against his mouth. By this time she’d pressed her body right to his. He could feel every lush curve, every hollow. Jason’s brain was starting to shut down just from being so close to her.

			“You are very hot,” she said. “Especially when you’re jealous.”

			“I wanted to fucking kill that meathead.”

			“I know.” She nipped at his earlobe, and Jason wondered how he could be considered a sane man for not doing everything humanly possible to keep this woman in his bed. She nuzzled his hair and whispered in his ear, her breath like a warm touch. “My hero.”

			The last kiss was hungry, demanding, and Jason went with her to a place that he knew they would have a hard time coming back from. He wanted her. He wanted to be everything to her. To love her, to protect her, to be the man she needed. He didn’t know if he could.

			“Have faith in us,” Meg said, her eyes exploring his like she was reading his mind, yet still looking for an answer.

			Jason held her close, knowing they were on the brink of something wonderful or tragic.

			He wanted it to be wonderful. Meg deserved wonderful.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			Meg sat on the bed in the master suite of Jason’s luxury Manhattan apartment, dressed for a black-tie benefit that she was certain would show her for the fraud she was.

			Her dress was gorgeous, black silk chiffon with sequin embellishments on the top and the bottom all floaty and soft, moving around her like a mysterious cloud; her hair and makeup had been professionally done. But she wanted nothing more than to be in sweats with a beer.

			That wasn’t an option, though. In a few minutes, about twenty-five of Jason’s business associates would be coming in the door for drinks before the benefit, and she was expected to be the executive wife. To mingle and make small talk. She just hoped she didn’t screw up.

			There was a light tapping on the door, and Jason poked his head in. “You ready? They want us to sample the hors d’oeuvres before the guests arrive.”

			“Okay.” Not that she could eat. She was sure her stomach would revolt and she’d be in the bathroom. Once she stood, wobbling on her four-inch heels, she went to the dresser to dab on some perfume. Jason came up behind her and ran his hands over her bare shoulders and down her arms, locking eyes with her reflection in the mirror.

			“I have no doubt you will be the most beautiful woman there tonight.” Leaning in, he kissed her neck, just below her ear, and Meg thought about the past week, when they kissed and touched each other whenever they got the chance. Molly caught them once and was totally disgusted. She made her objection known, complete with the requisite “ewww,” and nothing could have made Meg happier. She felt like a newlywed, stupidly in love and swamped with desire. Her body was a raw nerve ending when he touched her, and there was something in him, something that was telling her that he wanted this to work between them. He may have been hesitant or unsure, but he wanted it.

			“Is the room comfortable for you?”

			“Very, but . . .” She trailed off, wondering if she should be direct or more coy. She went for coy, since it had been working for her so far.

			She looked at their reflection in the mirror; it was intimate. Now directly behind her, Jason’s arms moved around her middle and pulled her snugly against his body. His large hands opened and spread out on her belly, pressing her so close, she could feel his erection against the small of her back.

			God, this was torture.

			“Is there something you need?”

			Meg decided against the coy games. For the first time in her life, she’d tell Jason exactly what she wanted. It wouldn’t be easy—there was risk involved even though they’d gotten closer. But Meg put her faith in him. “I need you. I don’t want us to have separate bedrooms anymore.”

			“Really?” His eyes were on hers and he hadn’t moved a muscle. If he hated the idea, now would be the time to let go. He didn’t.

			“Yes, but you have to promise me that you won’t give up on us.”

			“I don’t want to.” He turned her in his arms, and Meg tilted her head to see him full-face. He was doing the same, examining her features, drawing in what he saw.

			It didn’t take long for him to focus in on her mouth, and even less time for him to kiss her. His lips were sure and firm as they moved over hers, testing and teasing. But what she was most aware of were his hands. His hands, which were large, but gentle, made her feel safe. One was threaded through her hair, the other was resting on the small of her back, and Meg melted into him. Sheathed in the gauzy, sequined material, which flowed over her like water, she was completely aware of her body and how it was responding to him, how his touch, his kiss, made her burn. The guests coming, the benefit, nothing mattered as much as Jason and how she felt when he held her. In those moments, Meg drifted away and said a secret prayer that he could finally love her the way she loved him. The way she’d always loved him.

			“God, I want to take you to bed right now, but people are going to be here soon.”

			“We’ll have all night.” She stepped back from him, missing the warmth of his body, but if she didn’t right then, she wasn’t going to.

			“And tomorrow. I have no intention of letting you out of bed tomorrow, either.”

			Meg giggled. “So what do we have to do with the food?”

			“Sample it. Make sure we approve what the caterer has prepared for the guests.” He smiled and then gave her a quick peck.

			“What if we don’t like the food?”

			“What?” She could see it was something he’d never considered.

			“What if the food is awful?” she asked.

			“I guess,” he said, “I’d have to run to the store and get chips and salsa.”

			“You could really splurge and get some peanuts, too.”

			Jason took her hand, and for the first time since they were married Meg felt like they were in this together. The whole better-or-worse thing made sense, and it wasn’t just the physical attraction, either. The way he held her hand, looked at her, talked to her—there was another force at work, and Meg had decided to believe in this man and in her feelings for him.

			“There’s just one thing,” he said. “Harper called a little while ago.”

			Meg felt a pinch behind her eyes at the mention of the Harpy. “Did she want to make sure we had an ample supply of small children for her to consume?”

			That stopped him right in his tracks. He closed his eyes and shook his head, but couldn’t help grinning. “Don’t say that when people get here, okay?”

			“Whatever you say.”

			“Okay, well . . . Harper told me she ran into my mother at the club and, ah, she extended an invitation to them.”

			Meg stopped this time, right before she entered the living room. “I’m confused. You can’t possibly mean that she extended an invitation to them to come here without checking with you first, do you?”

			“I do. I’m sorry to drop this on you. I know it’s not right, and I gave her hell for it, but this is an opportunity to show my parents and Harper that we can’t be pulled apart.”

			Meg tried to wrap her head around the bombshell and took three deep breaths before responding. This was going to be fine. She had to have faith. Another deep breath. “Okay. Is there anything else?”

			“My brother’s coming. With Harper.”

			The burn in Meg’s stomach was her blind hatred of Harper Poole. “Of course he is. What a perfect couple.” Meg didn’t like Josh Campbell. She never had. He was a bully, just like his father. This whole night had suddenly gotten more complicated.

			The caterer was set up in the gourmet kitchen, preparing an array of elegant finger food. Meg, suddenly hungry, surveyed the choices. “This is quite a spread. Do you entertain a lot?”

			“No, but I wanted people to meet you.”

			“What?” He wanted what?

			“This party is for you, Meg. No more hiding.”

			Those few words, telling her the party was for her, that he wanted to show her off, took away the ache from past wounds, took away the fear that she wouldn’t be accepted. His simple gesture helped her see that nothing was like it was before. He wanted to be with her, and Meg had no idea that being wanted could make her feel so powerful.

			***

			Jason watched Meg circulate among his friends, and if he was worried, he shouldn’t have been. Owen’s and Nate’s dates had taken her in, and she seemed to be having a good time. Seeing her like this, in the elegant space with New York in the background, made him think about the years behind them, the years when he’d hidden her because he thought she wouldn’t fit in.

			For someone so smart, he was a fucking idiot.

			If she was the least bit uncomfortable, you couldn’t see it. Everything about her was poised and confident, and she was so beautiful, with her long, loose curls and goddess face. Jason wasn’t focusing on anything but her.

			Nate came up next to him and handed Jason a neat Glenlivet. “Catherine likes Meg. It’s nice for her to have someone to talk to at these things. She said something about all of us going out to dinner. You in?”

			Jason nodded. “As long as Meg’s there, so am I.”

			Nate sipped his drink. “I know you guys were having a rough time of it, but it seems better. Is it?”

			“It’s getting there. It has to. I know I’m not what she needs, but the thought of losing her makes my stomach knot.”

			“Leaving out the obvious—that she’s hot and an absolute doll—she seems to understand you.”

			“She sees right inside me, Nate. She’s always been able to see everything.”

			The door buzzed, and when his housekeeper opened it, his mother swept in, followed by his father, brother, and Harper. He glanced at Meg, who looked like she’d just been thrown to the wolves. The second she made eye contact with him, they moved toward each other. Strength in numbers, he thought. Once they came together in the middle of the room, he took her hand.

			“Stick close and don’t let anything they say get to you. Smile. Just smile.”

			“Okay.”

			“You’re better than them, keep that in your head.”

			He heard Meg choke on a nervous laugh. “Right.”

			Pulling her to the side of the room, out of the crowd of people, Jason took her face in his hands, more certain of what he was saying than ever before. “You have always been better than them. Don’t let my family scare it out of you.”

			Meg dropped her eyes, unsure around his family, and he could see that she was still letting all the old intimidation play on her confidence.

			“Meg, don’t let them make you feel like you don’t belong. They are in our home. I’m right here with you.”

			She looked up, her eyes hard, scared. “You’ll stay with me?”

			Jason saw from the look on her face that that was the question that had been weighing on her all this time—would he stay? Would he be there when times got hard, when they were challenged, as they were going to be, by both their families?

			Would he stay?

			He rested his hand on her cheek and made sure her eyes were on his. “I’m not going anywhere.”

			There were a few seconds of quiet, complete quiet, where she kept focused on him. Then, without a word, Meg took the hand he had on her face and held it tight. Then she kissed him.

			Jason didn’t realize he was holding his breath until he exhaled, and Meg beamed at him. It was the sweetest, most beautiful thing he’d seen all day, because it said she believed him. “I had to do something or you were going to pass out.”

			He kissed her again, and only stopped because someone tapped him on the shoulder.

			“Not saying hello to your family, darling?” His mother looked exquisite, as always, everything as smooth and glistening as a sheet of ice. Jason leaned in and kissed her cheek, never letting go of Meg’s hand.

			“Megan,” his mother said as she reached out and fingered the sleeve of her gown. “You look lovely. What an exquisite dress.”

			“Thank you, Mrs. Campbell. We’re so happy you and Mr. Campbell could come.”

			She sniffed in that dismissive way she did with the staff on the estate and glared at Meg. “Not that we’ve ever been invited to anything here, still, it would have been nice if we’d been invited by my son’s wife and not one of his underlings.”

			Jason watched Harper parch at the use of the word underlings at the same time Meg choked out a laugh. It was certainly time Harper got a little dose of her own medicine. She’d been rude, pretentious, and intrusive since the wedding. She was his friend and he cared about her, but Meg was his wife, and Harper needed a reality check. His mother was appeased for the moment and relaxed a little more when one of the waiters brought her a dirty martini.

			She downed half the drink while his father was glad-handing some hedge fund guy. They didn’t relate to each other. Didn’t talk at all, and this was what Jason was afraid of. He didn’t want to be like them.

			But watching Meg, he realized that he could choose not to hurt her. He could choose the way they lived and loved. He could decide.

			“You certainly clean up nicely, Megan, but next time no oversight with us, or I will be annoyed, and you do not want me annoyed.”

			His mother walked away before Jason could respond, and he looked down at Meg, who, for some reason, was smiling.

			“Are you all right?” he asked.

			“Fine. She was nicer than I expected.”

			“Nicer?” Jason couldn’t imagine how anything his mother said could have been construed as nice.

			Meg took both his hands and kissed him. “She expected me to call her. To act like a wife. She’s a complete bitch, to be sure, but she’s accepted that I’m in your life.”

			That’s when Jason saw the full scope of his mistake all those years ago. If he’d just stuck by her, if he hadn’t been such a coward, they would have been okay. He didn’t know if they would have stayed together, but he wouldn’t have hurt her so badly, he wouldn’t have abandoned her when she most needed him.

			Meg was the braver of the two of them . . . he saw that now. She was the one willing to take a chance, put her faith in people, and see the good in things even when there didn’t seem to be any.

			Jason looked across the room at his parents, and his father waved him over. The familiar dread that usually hit when he had to deal with them didn’t come this time, and he glanced down and saw that his hands were still tangled with Meg’s. The rings he had given her never left her finger, and he thought about that. Thought what it meant to be tied to someone—to commit. He rarely wore his wedding ring, hadn’t thought it was important, but that was going to change. Right now.

			He grasped Meg’s hand and pulled her back to his bedroom.

			“Impatient?” she asked, the smile on her face saying she was ready if he was.

			“Don’t start; just looking at you makes me hot.” He opened the wooden jewelry box on his dresser and took out his wedding ring, holding it out to her.

			“I don’t understand.” Meg took the ring, looked at it, and frowned. “What do you want me to do with it?”

			He took two steps forward so he was less than an inch away from her, crowding her space, and using all his willpower to keep his hands off her body. Jason offered his left hand. “Put it on me.”

			“What?”

			There was no space between them, no air, just their heat, desire, and this thing they were trying to figure out. Jason didn’t know what it all meant, but for once he wasn’t going to question it or try to make sense of it. He was just going to go with his gut.

			“Put the ring on my finger, Megan.”

			Looking up at him, Meg took his hand and slipped the platinum band on his ring finger. Both of them stood still as statues for what seemed like forever, wondering about the significance of what just happened. Jason leaned in and softly kissed her temple, letting his lips linger there, tasting her skin, and wondering how he was going to let her go when this was all over. Then he wondered why he had to.

			“We should get back,” she said, holding his hand and keeping him close. “People will wonder what happened to us.”

			“Let them wonder.” He took his time nipping her skin as he worked his way down her jaw to her neck, kissing the spot right where her pulse beat rapidly. God, she was beautiful. Everything about her was soft, warm, and completely female. Jason couldn’t get enough of her, much the same way he wanted her constantly when he was eighteen. As he was taking sips of her lips, Meg’s hands came to his face. When he opened his eyes, she was looking at him with all her heart.

			“My girl, you’ve always been my girl.”

			“What?”

			Jason snapped out of the daze he’d been in, drunk on her scent and feel, and wondered what the hell he’d said. “I—what—did I say something stupid?”

			She giggled. “No, you said something about the boat, I think.”

			“You two should be putting on this show for company.”

			His brother, Josh, leaned into the door frame, drink in hand and shit-ass grin on his face. Meg stiffened in Jason’s arms. Josh had mastered the art of making people uncomfortable. It’s how he kept things in his control.

			“Get lost, Josh.”

			“What, and miss all this? I hope your prenup is ironclad, or she’s going to take you for everything.”

			Jason had his hands on Meg’s shoulders. Her back was to Josh, and she was staring at the studs in Jason’s shirt, not moving, barely breathing. “Why don’t you go back to the party?” he said in her ear. “I’ll be out as soon as my brother and I come to an understanding.”

			Meg looked up and locked eyes with him. She was upset, that was obvious, but there was a sprinkle of doubt in there, the worry that his brother’s words would destroy what they had started to rebuild.

			She stepped away and walked to the door, glancing back only once. Josh grinned and shook his head. The snide, snotty kid he used to be hadn’t changed, he’d just gotten taller.

			“A bunch of us are taking bets on how long it takes for her to get pregnant to get a bigger piece of the pie.” Josh had mastered the arrogant son-of-a-bitch attitude that served him so well in business, but he wasn’t amoral and Jason had to wonder if Josh’s bravado was covering for something else.

			“There are worse things than her being pregnant.” That he felt that way, that he’d changed that much, made Jason feel like he wasn’t such a lost cause after all. If Meg told him she was pregnant tomorrow, he’d be thrilled.

			Josh came all the way into the room and looked around. “Why aren’t you staying in the master?”

			Jason couldn’t say a word for fear of giving up their secret. Which was a nonissue now that he fully intended to stay with her tonight and every night if she’d let him.

			“I am,” he lied, knowing it wouldn’t be a lie for long. “We redecorated, so that’s why my stuff is in here.”

			“I’m not buying it,” Josh said.

			“Believe what you want.”

			“She’s using you, Jay. She wants money or power. Something.”

			“It’s nothing for you to be concerned about.”

			“I can’t figure this all out, but I will. There’s something not right about you two. It’s too perfect.”

			“Maybe you should let me worry about Meg and you keep Molly’s money safe. I’m happy. She makes me happy. It’s nice to see a marriage doesn’t have to be toxic like Mom and Dad’s.”

			“There’s no such thing as a happy marriage, brother. There are advantageous marriages, profitable ones, and necessary ones, but not happy. Which one is yours?”

			***

			Meg took a sip of her wine and bit into the scallop wrapped in bacon. It was succulent, flavorful, and while she’d had something like this before, the version being served here was nothing like the kind found in the frozen food section of the local discount club.

			Harper slithered up beside her, and Meg looked around for something else to eat. If she was eating, she wasn’t talking. But if she was eating, she wouldn’t fit into a size two like the Harpy. Damn calories.

			Why did Harper have to be so gorgeous? The woman was tall, dark-haired, and looked like she stepped out of a Ralph Lauren ad, wearing her black evening gown like it was made for her. Meg loved her own dress, but she knew Harper wore the clothes better, fit into the whole charity benefit scene better—Harper belonged here, sipping champagne and eating canapés.

			Meg felt like she should be at the local bar having a beer and some wings, especially after the way Josh looked at her.

			“Your dress is gorgeous,” Harper said. “It’s so hard to wear couture when you’re short.”

			Meg glanced over and hated Harper in all her tall, gorgeous, Ivy League perfection, but she wasn’t going to let her get off a shot without returning fire. If she wanted to make this a middle school fight, that was fine. “I’m sure you’re right,” Meg said. “I had such a hard time finding dresses to fit my body. Everything is designed for women who are tall, skinny, and flat-chested.” Glancing up and down Harper’s body, Meg shrugged. “I bet everything fits you perfectly.”

			Harper turned her head and snarled. Literally snarled at Meg. “He’s not going to stay with you, you know. You don’t belong in his world, you didn’t when you were in high school and you don’t now.”

			“Maybe not, but you know what? I had a life before I married Jason, and if it doesn’t work out, I’ll have a life again without him. You, on the other hand, depend on him for your life. Don’t depend on a man for your life, Harper. It’ll end badly.”

			Meg saw Jason on the other side of the living room, and she started to move toward him, needing to be with him.

			“Are you telling me I should get a life?” Harper’s voice was incredulous.

			Meg looked long and hard at the woman. She was a picture of elegance, but she didn’t have anything that was her own, and Meg suddenly felt sorrier for her than she did for herself.

			“I guess I am.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			The limo left the museum, and before the driver made the turn to cross Central Park, Meg’s head had dropped onto Jason’s shoulder and she’d settled in to sleep.

			It had been an amazing night. Meg had been amazing.

			Aside from being so beautiful that everyone in the room stopped to stare at her, it seemed she made a decision to stop letting others define her. The insecurity about what people thought about her profession, the worry about not being from money, all of it vanished. He wasn’t sure exactly what changed, but something had, and the woman who emerged was one he never wanted to lose. Never.

			The high point of the night came when the director of the charity congratulated Jason on his marriage. When he asked about Meg, who was talking to a hot A-list actress that minute, Jason mentioned she was a teacher.

			That was all it took. Within minutes she was holding court with the director of the arts charity, the head of children’s programs at the museum, and a couple of benefactors who wanted her opinion about programs, arts education, learning styles, and anything else that had to do with kids. She was no longer “just a teacher.”

			Something that had come up was a pilot program they wanted to test in her district, but every student would need access to a tablet. The schools were a mixed bag of students, from upper middle class to the homeless. Meg loved each and every one of them, and on some days he thought she loved the neediest ones the most.

			To pilot the program in all the elementary schools, they would need about two thousand iPads. It would cost a million bucks, and because of budget cuts, the district didn’t have the money.

			But Jason did.

			Meg stirred and snuggled closer.

			He had an idea and wanted to talk to her about it. “Are you awake?”

			“Mmm-hmmm. Just resting my eyes.”

			“I want to ask you something.”

			“Okay.”

			“How would I go about donating iPads to your school?”

			Meg sat up and looked him square in the face. “What? Why?”

			“All the elementary schools, actually. I want to outfit every classroom with a cart of thirty tablets. That’s enough, right?”

			“Oh, my God. Jason, are you serious?”

			“Yeah. The kids need them, so why not? The teachers could do some great work with them, and you could do that pilot program with the museum.”

			“It’s going to cost millions.” She was still gazing at him, her face saying she didn’t quite believe him.

			“About a million and a half, with carts and cases for two thousand tablets.” He stroked her cheek with his index finger, marveling at the softness of her skin. “I should probably up the amount, though. I’ll need to set up in-service training for the teachers, and I should make sure each of them has their own iPad. Do your classrooms have interactive whiteboards? I didn’t look when I was there last week.”

			She nodded, and then a smile bloomed and Jason’s heart filled. He made her happy. That’s all he wanted—to make her happy.

			Meg tossed her arms around his neck and kissed him. “It’s so generous. I don’t know what to say, how to thank you.”

			“It’s only money, Meg. What you do with it is the important thing.”

			She leaned in and kissed him again, and Jason knew right then that while letting her go was the right thing to do when the marriage was over, the collateral damage that he’d thought would be only on her side was going to be on his as well. Maybe more so, because when she and Molly left, the light would leave his life. Meg, on the other hand, would take that light wherever she went.

			This wasn’t about the agreement anymore. He loved her and he couldn’t let her go without completely losing himself.

			“I’ll get all the details about the purchase on Monday. Find out who I have to talk to in order to get this moving. If it looks like it’s going to get bogged down in red tape, I need to know right away.”

			She nodded. “I love it when you get all CEO on me.”

			He felt himself grin and get very, very hard. “Yeah?”

			“Uh-huh. I like a man who’s in charge.”

			Jason ran his hands over her shoulders and saw her eyes spark. That was all he needed. Dropping the privacy glass, he addressed the chauffeur. “Take a ride around the city. At least an hour.”

			He put up the glass and turned to her. Meg was sitting back in the seat, her legs crossed and the fingers of her left hand playing with her hair. Her wedding rings glinted in the light, and he’d never seen any woman more desirable, more gorgeous, than his wife.

			Jason always thought great sex was about variety, that having different women brought excitement to the bedroom. Now he knew, gazing at the bombshell he was married to, that excitement came from getting to know everything about one partner, about finding out what made one woman, and only one woman, beg you to take her to bed.

			He had that chance with Meg. Sitting next to her, he leaned over and kissed her. Her mouth opened for him immediately, and his tongue invaded the sweet space. There was warmth and wetness, and she gave, just gave everything without question. Their tongues tangled and the taste of her became part of him. Everything about her, her softness, her scent, her taste, became part of him.

			Reaching down, he slipped his hand under her gown and ran it slowly up her leg, stopping at the soft globe of her ass. Holy God, she felt so good. So soft, so smooth. Moving his hand between her legs, he fingered the scrap of material and found her warm center, and that’s when Jason almost broke, thinking about taking her right in the backseat of the car.

			But he knew that wasn’t what this was about. This ride in the limo was wanton and reckless, and maybe a little dirty. It was about fun, and teasing each other to distraction. Of course, the way she arched against his hand when he touched her, and the way her tongue played over her lips, this could get a lot dirty. But it wasn’t only about sex—it was about trust.

			“Touch me, Jason,” she said. “Touch me everywhere.”

			That’s what he wanted more than anything, her trust.

			“Oh, baby, you can count on it.”

			***

			When they pulled up in front of the apartment building, Meg was limp in Jason’s arms. God, what that man did to her. What he was still promising to do to her was probably illegal in twenty states.

			His hands were like magic, tender, patient, and skilled, and his kisses took her places she’d never be able to go without him. She’d been worried that everything she was feeling was based in physical attraction. She wanted to believe she was savvier than that, but she wondered if her emotions had mixed with her hormones.

			She opened her eyes and took a good long look at the man she’d married. It wasn’t her hormones talking, it was her heart. He was the one for her—the only one who could make her feel whole, who was her other half.

			Jason was her soul mate.

			A few weeks ago, she’d wondered how she’d ever continue to live with him, with his work and his moods and his entourage. Now that he’d let down his guard, she saw the eighteen-year-old boy paired with the man he’d grown into, and she didn’t know how she’d live without him.

			Meg came to the realization that she was hopelessly in love with her husband, and it was a bit sad because she didn’t know if he could ever let himself feel the same way about her. She saw glimmers of feeling, and gestures like wearing his wedding ring gave her hope, but until he finally broke and let himself love her completely, it would only be half a marriage. And if she’d learned anything over the past couple of months, it was that she didn’t have to settle for anything. Her life was up to her.

			How this went, how it ended, was also up to her.

			“Come on. We promised to call Molly if it wasn’t too late.”

			Meg slid out of the car and into Jason’s waiting arms. “I hope she’s still up,” he said.

			“She’s with my sister and my mother. Trust me, she’s still up. They’re probably having English muffins and jam while watching endless Disney movies.”

			“English muffins and jam?”

			Meg smiled and held on to his arm as they walked into the lobby of the building. He nodded to the doorman, who smiled as they walked by. “English muffins are kind of a sleepover tradition in my family. When Carly and I slept over with my grandmother, we’d always have them. It was a special thing. I don’t know. You must think it’s stupid.”

			He grinned and pushed the button for the elevator. “No, I love it. Traditions like that are important. I used to go to my grandfather’s office a few times a year, and we always went to a special place for lunch. Mario’s. It was in Little Italy, and they had the best spaghetti and meatballs.” He stepped into the elevator with her and pressed the button for their floor. “It’s good your mom will give her that. She’s not getting it from my parents.”

			Meg rested her head on his upper arm, and when she did, she caught sight of herself in the elevator mirror. Her hair was all over the place, her lips were swollen, her face flushed. “Oh, my God!”

			“What?” Jason wouldn’t care. He got her this way, but her reflection told her what other people saw.

			“Look at me! I’m a mess! I look like . . . like . . .”

			“Like you just had great sex?”

			“Yes! Oh, my God!”

			Turning her so her back was to the mirror, he kissed her collarbone. “You’re going to have lots more great sex before the night’s over.”

			“Oh, Jesus. Why can’t I control myself?”

			“You want to control yourself?” Jason ran the back of his hand over her cheek. “Why would you want to do that?”

			“I don’t, but look at me.”

			“I am,” he said on a breath. “I can’t get enough of you. God, Meg, I need to be inside you.”

			She nodded, powerless to do anything but agree. She wanted him, too; even after having multiple orgasms in the limo, she wanted him again. It was crazy.

			The door slid open, and they moved into the foyer and then into the apartment. One light burned in the living room, and the place was spotless, like there had never been a party. Jason dropped his tux jacket over a chair and pulled off his tie before reaching into his pocket and taking out his cell. His movements were smooth and graceful, which was unusual for a man who was so big. He pressed some buttons on the phone and smiled at her. “Hi, Mrs. Rossi, it’s Jason. We wanted to say good night to Molly.” There was a pause. “The event was very nice, and Meg was a hit.” Another pause, and he smiled at her. “She looked gorgeous, but you knew that. I’ll show you a picture when I see you. Thank you.”

			The small talk with her mother was new, but Jason had been doing more to win over her family since her mother’s birthday. When they’d gone there on Halloween, her mother had commented on how well they were getting along and how wonderful he was with Molly.

			“He’s different,” her mother had said.

			And he was.

			“Hey, Molly girl! How’s Grandma Meryl’s house? Good . . . Uh-huh . . . Right . . . English muffins—gotcha.” He shot a knowing grin at Meg. “Oh, you want to talk to Mommy?”

			Meg stopped in her tracks. Mommy?

			Jason passed the phone into her trembling hand. “Did she really ask for Mommy?”

			“She did,” he said, right before he touched his lips to her temple. “She’s making a transition.”

			Meg nodded, shaken, because as much as she wanted Molly to accept the fact that she was going to be her mother, she never wanted Molly to lose Grace. She took the phone. “Hi, honey. Are you having fun? Yes . . . I had a very nice time . . . There were a lot of people there, uh-huh . . . You’re going to bed now? Okay, sweetie. I love you, too . . . Night.”

			Meg dropped into a chair when the call ended, and Jason knelt before her. “You okay?”

			“That was so strange. Why do I feel like I’m betraying Grace? God, Jason, I don’t want her to forget her mother.”

			“She won’t, because we’ll keep Grace and Mark alive for her. She’ll always know they are part of her life and we will be, too.”

			“I know this is normal and I loved hearing it, but it also felt wrong somehow.”

			“Don’t do this to yourself. As I told you, I know why Grace picked you. You have such a capacity for love, Meg. I wish I hadn’t been too stupid to see it when we were younger, but I see it now. Your heart is so big, so full. Molly is lucky to have you.”

			Meg reached out and locked her arms around Jason’s neck. “She’s lucky to have both of us. I thought I could do this alone, but she needs you, too. And it’s not only about custody. She needs you.” Keeping her arms firmly around him, Meg leaned in and kissed him. “I need you.”

			He didn’t say anything, not at first, but Jason took her hands from around his neck, stood, and brought her with him. Once she was standing, now without her heels, she had to look up to see that he was gazing at her with so much feeling, so much emotion, she almost believed he felt the same way she did.

			“Meg, I don’t want to let you down. I’m afraid that I will, but I want to give you everything, absolutely everything.”

			His mouth covered hers, and he started to turn her toward the bedroom. It was a dance . . . a true and beautiful dance that had Meg hoping he was finally learning to trust his feelings.

			“Have faith, Jason.”

			“I have faith in you,” he said. “Just not in myself.”

			“Then I’ll have enough for both of us.”

			***

			It had been too long since he’d been with her like this, and the anticipation of making love to her was building to an explosive point. Jason took in the floral scent of her hair, felt the curve of her back, and relished how her body pressed into his so tenderly. She reached up and wound her arms around his neck and rested her head on his chest. They moved slowly, as if there were really music, and eventually she looked up. Her eyes were softer now, more liquid.

			“What?” he asked.

			Her hand came around and stroked his jaw. There was so much he wanted to say to her—how much she meant to him, how much he needed her—but it would all have to wait. He lowered his mouth and captured hers in a slow, deep kiss. Soon their tongues were winding in another dance, and the heat between them was almost unbearable. Jason swept her into his arms and sat on the big chair by the windows overlooking the park with Megan securely in his lap. Meg seemed unaware that they’d moved. Her fingers ran through his hair and gripped his head. He left her mouth in favor of kissing her throat, and her soft purr of approval warmed his blood a little more. With one hand he supported her back while the other traveled up the length of her leg. Her scent, her taste, clouded his brain.

			He kissed her again. It was a hungry kiss, one filled with passion and longing, but tempered by gentleness. He took small sips of her lips, then probed deeper with his tongue. Meg melted at his touch and responded eagerly. She wrapped her arms around his neck, and as the soft folds of her dress rode up, Jason grasped her bottom and pulled her closer. His hands moved over the soft skin that had been the focus of his attention in the limo.

			When he pulled away for a breath, she left a trail of kisses over his neck. “You are a very bad girl, Megan Campbell.”

			“And you love it,” she whispered while she nipped at his ear. She was right, he did love it. Meg may have been unsure around the people in his life, but in the bedroom, she knew exactly what she was doing. And what she was doing was making him crazy.

			Eventually, her dress frustrated him and he unzipped it, let her stand, and watched as it puddled around her feet. Jason almost passed out because all the blood left his brain. Meg was standing before him like a goddess wearing nothing but a black lace thong. “I’m not going to survive this,” Jason groaned. “But what a way to go.”

			“You’re a big, tough guy; I’m sure you can take it.” Wiggling so she straddled his lap, she made her own observation. “You have too many clothes on,” she cooed. Her fingers played with the studs on his shirt, and one by one she released them. Her hands spread across his hard chest, slid over his shoulders, and pushed the shirt behind him. “That’s a little better, and definitely more fair, considering.”

			He smiled. “I think we should close the door so no one gets an eyeful.” And an eyeful they would get, of Meg.

			Nibbling his ear, she mumbled, “Whatever. I just want you naked.”

			“Hang on,” he said. She was positively wanton and he loved it, but one of them had to use common sense. Jason clutched her bottom with both hands and lifted her like she weighed nothing. Meg wrapped her legs around his waist and held on.

			She nuzzled his neck as he carried her to the bed, laying her down gently and then closing the door. Her scent still reminded him of wildflowers, but now it was tinged with the hot smell of their bodies.

			She didn’t stay on her back for long. Just as he was about to undress, she was on her knees unbuckling his belt and pushing down his pants, running her hands over his ass and his thighs, pushing down his briefs. She slid her hands over him and kissed his chest. “God, you’re so beautiful, Jason.”

			He ran his fingers through her hair and held her head so she looked up at him. Guilt swamped him. He shouldn’t have a second chance with her. Everything about her was warm and soft and giving, and he’d done nothing in this life but take and leave wreckage. “Meg, tell me you forgive me.”

			“Forgive you?”

			He had to say it, he had to face this once and for all.

			“For not standing by you. For letting my father hurt you. I know I hurt you, too. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry for everything.”

			Meg’s hands stopped moving but stayed flat on his chest, her eyes locked on his. She probed, looked deeply, and then his beautiful girl leaned into him, and saved him. Meg ran her fingers into his hair and kissed him—three times. She kissed him with forgiveness, with promise, and with all the love in her heart.

			“Thank you for that,” she said. “Thank you.”

			The fire in his belly cooled to a subtle warmth as he touched his forehead to hers. His apology brought his mind back to the reason he’d wanted to be with her tonight. Jason wanted her to know how he felt, how much he loved her. He couldn’t bring the words to the surface, but he could show her, he could get her to feel what he felt. He stared into her eyes. Behind the bright green he saw the love that she’d stored up over the past fourteen years. The months they’d been together had made the emotions more intense, more vital for each of them. His breath was ragged as he kissed her soft, sweet lips and touched her beautiful face.

			“God, what have I done to deserve you?” he gasped.

			She pulled him onto the bed and Jason kissed her again and again, until the fire between them returned and Jason stretched out above her. Their bodies, their skin, belonged together. He raised himself so he could see her and shuddered. Quite simply, she was a dream. Her body was delicate and rounded. Feminine. No muscles, no bones, no signs of hard workouts, just beautiful skin, a small waist, soft curves. Her breasts were full and begging to be touched. He couldn’t speak and knew all she could hear was his heavy breathing. His lips moved over her neck and shoulder, and his fingertips grazed slowly over her naked body.

			All he could think about was the heat. The warmth where their bodies touched, the hot pulse he felt between her legs. She moaned as Jason’s hands found the most sensitive places, the secret places he’d discovered when they were only learning about each other. He kissed her until she couldn’t think, touched her until she went limp, and let his mouth skim over the sweet skin he hadn’t tasted for months. And as she started to peak, she begged him to take her, to come inside her and be a part of her.

			When he entered her and heard his name slip from her lips, felt her legs and arms wrap around him, Jason lost control. He filled her so perfectly that she seemed to melt into him. There was never a choice for either one of them. When Jason and Megan were together, it was like some cosmic balance was restored. Mistakes were in the past, and only the future mattered. Her movements brought him to the edge of reason. Grabbing her hips and lifting them higher, he thrust into her deeply, with such power and possessiveness that Meg cried out a little with each movement. She pulled him closer until finally they both surged and tensed, their cries echoing each other. Their eyes were locked as the climax ripped through them with a fury neither one expected.

			Jason collapsed, knowing he’d given Meg every ounce of himself. He moved slightly, rolling her so she rested, nestled in his arms. He felt her staggered breathing and her tiny, damp body. “Meg?” He stroked her hair. “Are you all right?”

			She tilted her face toward his, and the pure joy shining in her face gave him his answer. “I love you,” she said. “I’ve always loved you.”

			Hearing her words, having her curl up next to him and slip her arms around him, Jason felt as if he’d been delivered.

			***

			“What’s your favorite flavor?” she asked him. They sat cuddled in bed, eating ice cream at three o’clock in the morning.

			“Vanilla, same as always. Why?”

			“I thought maybe it changed. You were always so predictable. When we’d go out, you’d always get a plain scoop of vanilla while I wolfed down a sundae.”

			“You eat ice cream like it’s a religious experience,” he joked. Her eyes narrowed, and he grinned while digging his spoon into the container for another taste of chocolate chip.

			Settling in to the crook of his arm, she took another spoonful from the pint of rocky road in her hand. “I guess there’s something mildly sacred about chocolate.”

			He laughed, and Meg felt the hairs on the back of her neck stir. Then nothing. Just the whisper of warm breath as he pressed his lips into the curve between her neck and shoulder.

			“It’s better than I remember it,” he said.

			“What?”

			“Making love to you. It’s better now. I realized that when we were on the boat.”

			“Do you think so?” she asked. She pulled at the collar of the oversize shirt that kept slipping off her shoulders.

			“Uh-huh. It’s probably because we aren’t afraid of being caught.” He laughed again.

			“Possibly. I think it’s because we’ve grown up. Gotten past the baggage,” Meg said.

			His arms tightened, and she heard him inhale sharply. “Do you think about what would have happened if we hadn’t split up back then?”

			She peered over her shoulder and thought about his question, wondering if he’d missed her at all when he’d gone away to school. She’d always thought he hadn’t cared, but the way he talked about it now made her wonder what was true. His jaw was set and his eyes downcast. “I used to think about you all the time. But I don’t think we would have stayed together. We weren’t ready,” she said.

			He kissed her forehead, swung his long legs to the side, and sat up. “I thought about you a lot, too. But you’re probably right.”

			Crawling into his lap, Meg rested her head on Jason’s shoulder. She wanted him to understand what she was feeling, because everything had changed between them. This life they’d started to build was fragile, and if they were going to have a future, the past had to be buried. But at the same time, he needed to understand who she’d become. “I was miserable after you left and I hated you, but I had to learn to live without you, Jason. You’d been part of my life since I was eight years old and, yes, the way we ended things was hard, but we couldn’t have stayed together.”

			“I didn’t know how much you mattered to me until I lost you. Maybe that’s what I needed.”

			“Maybe you did.”

			“I never knew what you saw in me, anyway. I was a complete geek.”

			“You weren’t a geek.” Meg looked back and grinned at him. “Okay, maybe you were a little bit of a geek, but I always loved that big brain of yours.” She was happy to get all this out in the open, but sad for what they’d put each other through. “We both made a lot of mistakes. I expected too much.”

			Jason’s arms squeezed her tighter. “Don’t. All you ever gave me was love. Don’t blame yourself because I didn’t know how to return it.”

			“But—”

			He cut her off. “No. I should have treated you better. You deserved that.”

			Jason took the ice cream, which was starting to melt, from her and put both their dishes on the night table. The ache in his chest was more palpable now, more like guilt, and it wasn’t because they’d had a hellish breakup, but because he had made her feel like she wasn’t good enough for him. He didn’t know how she’d ever forgive him for that, but it appeared she had. Which made Jason the luckiest bastard on the planet.

			“This thing between us is starting to feel real.” Meg’s head dropped back against his shoulder.

			“I know,” he said.

			***

			Meg turned in Jason’s arms, thinking about his words, and allowing what he’d said to sink in and heal the old wounds. Her lips touched his collarbone, and she tasted the sweat from earlier. Immediately, all she could think about was being close to him again. Loving him. Meg knelt and straddled his lap, kissing him slowly, deeply, and without any break. She felt him harden immediately, and a smile forced itself across her lips.

			“You don’t play fair,” he grumbled.

			“Do you want me to stop?” Her tongue was leaving a wet path on his chest. Meg was planning on moving down his body until she felt Jason’s hands on each side of her hips. He picked her up slightly and lowered her onto his erection, filling her so completely, Meg thought she would orgasm immediately. But she moved, set the pace, and the pleasure was all over his face, so Meg held on, keeping her arms around him, enjoying the waves that were rising and falling in both of them.

			Now he was moving, too, matching her, capturing her mouth with his and bringing new intensity to their lovemaking.

			The look in his eyes was half-crazed and he didn’t hold anything back, moving and holding her so close, she could feel his heartbeat, feel his breathing.

			Everything.

			Meg felt everything as he shattered her again.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Harper raced into the kitchen at seven o’clock in the morning looking like a friggin’ supermodel. Crap. She should have looked like a disaster, but she didn’t. Even in jeans and a T-shirt and minus her makeup, Harper looked amazing. If Meg hadn’t disliked her so much already, this morning would have put her over the edge.

			“Where’s Jay?” Harper asked, frantic.

			“He’s still asleep. Why?” Meg knew he was asleep because that’s how she’d left him thirty minutes ago.

			When they’d gotten back from the city, Jason had walked into Meg’s room and started moving all her things into his room. Closets were rearranged, bathrooms, everything. They hated sleeping without each other, and Jason was adamant that he wanted Meg in his bed.

			And want her he did. Every night. And he found a way to convince her even when she was tired, but Meg was hardly complaining. The sex was incredible, and she was as insatiable as he was. Last night she’d been sound asleep when he came to bed. He spooned against her, and Meg felt him naked and hard against her back. She wiggled her bottom and welcomed him without a second thought. He slipped into her warmth, moving gently, and after they’d both come, he held her as they went to sleep.

			It was gentle, loving, and perfect.

			Their lovemaking had as many moods as they did. Sometimes it was hot, wild. Other times slow and romantic. And other times it was just fun, and they laughed and teased each other to distraction. The only thing Meg could want more was for her husband to be able to tell her he loved her as much as she loved him. For now, however, Meg had to be happy that he was showing it.

			It took her a second to catch Harper going toward the back stairs. “Where are you going?”

			“To get him. I need him.”

			“Harper, he was up late. Can it wait?”

			“Wait? No, it can’t fucking wait! Greek Isles Banking has had a security breach. Account numbers, balances, personal information, have all been compromised.”

			Meg felt her mouth dry up. Reliance was never hacked. Security was never compromised. Jason made sure of this. It was the thing that drove him to exhaustion most of the time.

			“Oh, shit,” she whispered. “I’ll get him.”

			“Meg, this isn’t some game,” Harper snapped. “This is work. I should handle it.”

			“Harper, I know it’s serious.”

			“This isn’t the time for you to be jealous.” As soon as she said it, Harper stepped back and seemed to realize this is what had gotten her on Jason’s bad side. He and Meg kept no secrets, and where Harper was involved there was full disclosure.

			Meg pushed past her and went upstairs, her mind spinning as she thought about what she’d say. This company was his life, something he built. What was she going to say? Kicking off her shoes at the top of the stairs, she walked down the hallway to their bedroom.

			Cracking the door she saw Jason on his stomach, spread-eagle on the bed, snoring. The muscles of his bare back and arms rippled when he moved, and Meg had to pull herself back to the task at hand.

			Tiptoeing into the room, she sat on the edge of the bed and reached out, touching his warm, smooth skin. She was rewarded with a snore that sounded like something out of Looney Tunes, all loud and gurgly. It was adorable and a little scary—just knowing she thought it was adorable told Meg how far gone she was over him.

			“Jason?” She gave him a little push, and he snored again. “Jason? Harper’s here, she needs you for something.”

			He opened one sleepy eye and grinned at her. “The hell with that. Get naked and get in here with me.”

			His hand shot out, and with one quick movement he grabbed her wrist and pulled her down next to him. Damn.

			“God, you’re hot,” he said, kissing her neck. “The things I want to do with you . . . I think we need more make-up sex.”

			“No, because then we’d have to fight first and I don’t want to fight. And as far as what you want to do to me, make a list. You have to get up.” She could think of a few things to put on that list.

			“I am up. Very up. I’ve been up for weeks. Whenever you’re around, I’m in agony.” He nipped at her neck again. “A list, huh?”

			“Jason, stop.” Meg pushed off and rolled away from him. “Harper’s here and she needs to see you.”

			“It’s seven in the morning. Why is she fucking here?”

			“It’s important. A bank had a security breach.”

			As quickly as he’d grabbed her, Jason was up, out of bed, and grabbing for a pair of jeans. Meg knew this was urgent, but she couldn’t resist propping herself up on the bed to enjoy the view.

			“Details,” he said, pulling on his pants and quickly yanking a T-shirt over his head.

			“Greek Isles Banking. Account numbers and personal information. Harper’s in the kitchen. Go to your office, I’ll bring breakfast.”

			He hit the door at a run, but turned and came back to where Meg was still sitting on the bed. Her heart surged a little when he cupped her cheeks in his hands and planted a soft kiss on her lips. It wasn’t deep or lingering, but it held sweetness and affection and . . . possibilities.

			“I’m going to make that list, and we’re going to do every sordid thing I can think of,” he said. “And I’m sorry again about last night.”

			They’d had a fight the night before, over Harper and how there never seemed to be a minute without her. Even when Jason wasn’t working, she was there. She used his office and computers, and it drove Meg nuts. But Jason had apologized, said he was going to set boundaries, and they’d made love until he was sure she wasn’t mad anymore. But Harper’s visit today was legitimately important, and Meg wasn’t going to let her personal feelings interfere with his work.

			Meg brushed his hair away from his face. “I can’t wait. I’m sure you’ll be very imaginative. Now, you go be your brilliant self and deal with the bank. We’ll talk later.”

			He kissed her again, and she took a breath before following him out. But just as she started down the stairs, she saw Molly skipping toward her. Her dark hair had escaped its braid overnight, and she looked like a crazed fairy.

			“Hey, cutie. I laid out your clothes. Go get dressed and meet me in the kitchen for breakfast.”

			Molly nodded, but Meg wasn’t going to get off so easily. “Is everything okay? I heard you two fighting.”

			Meg sat on the top step and patted the space beside her. How was she going to explain this to a five-year-old? Molly sat and looked up with worried blue eyes that deserved an honest answer.

			“You know, Uncle Jason and I, we got married pretty quickly, and we’re trying to figure this whole thing out.”

			“You got married for me?”

			Shit, how did she know that? Meg was always surprised by the little girl’s perceptiveness.

			“That’s part of it, yeah. But we do care about each other. Both of us were used to doing things on our own and now we have to get used to having another person in our lives. We’re going to make mistakes, but it will be okay.”

			“You’re not mad anymore?”

			Meg looped her arm around Molly’s shoulder. “Not at all. In fact, Uncle Jason and Harper are dealing with a problem, and I’m going to make them something to eat. Get dressed and come downstairs and I’ll get you something, too. Then I’ll take you to school.”

			“Harper’s here? Why?”

			“Because she’s helping Uncle Jason solve a problem. It’s okay.”

			Molly got up and hugged Meg before wordlessly heading down the hall. The quiet acceptance spoke volumes. Molly trusted them to keep her safe and to make her feel loved. It was one of the most incredible and frightening things Meg had ever experienced.

			This is what mattered in the end. If you could be there for a small child, make a difference, show them love and care, your life was complete.

			That also went for adults. There was no room for her caution if she wanted to be happy; she had to be willing to risk everything, and that meant showing the man in her life what he meant to her. It meant accepting Jason’s faults and problems, his personality quirks and his crazy life. More than anything, it meant accepting the people close to him, including Harper. Meg knew Jason wasn’t perfect; God knew she wasn’t, either. But together things were pretty wonderful with them. Quirks and all.

			***

			“Conference call is waiting, and I pulled the syslog. It’s up on the big screen. Nothing unusual, but I don’t always spot what you do.” Harper was nothing if not efficient, and the two of them made a good team. As long as she learned her place with Meg, they’d continue to make a good team. Jason pulled on his headset, adjusted the mic, and pressed the flashing number on the multiline phone.

			“Niko, talk to me.”

			And that started Jason’s day.

			***

			Nine hours later, he looked at the numbers scrolling across the screen and he cringed. The problems were cascading, taking down parts of the system, locking him out of others, and wreaking havoc with all the information. He wanted to recommend a shutdown of the servers, but that would throw the bank’s customers into a frenzy.

			He picked up one of the sandwiches Meg had left for him and Harper. He hadn’t thought about eating until his stomach made so much noise he couldn’t concentrate.

			Settling in his big leather desk chair, he thought about his gorgeous wife. He was so damn lucky, he hoped he could muster up enough sense not to run her off. He really didn’t think he could live without her, and that realization, that epiphany, was what had set him off the night before.

			Their history was one thing, but it was the here and now that threatened what they wanted to build. Mistakes were only a problem when a person kept making the same ones over and over. Jason was done making the same mistakes with Meg. He glanced over; Harper was sitting in a large armchair, working on her laptop, intent on something that was flashing on her screen. He needed her to understand that things couldn’t stay the same between them. Meg had changed everything.

			“I love her, Harper.” Just saying it to another person made it more real. “I think I always have.”

			Everything in the room went very still, and Jason didn’t know what he should expect. Rage? Acceptance? The remains of her coffee over his head? Anything could happen, but she had to know; they had to stop pretending.

			Harper closed her laptop and looked at him with an expression he could only describe as blank. There was nothing, and that made him more uncomfortable than her temper.

			“Do you want me to congratulate you?”

			“No, I want you to understand. She’s been integral to my life since I was a kid and they moved onto the estate. My first best friend, my first love, she’s my first everything. I won’t lose her again.”

			There was more silence from Harper’s side of the room, and when she finally said something, it was the last thing he expected to hear. “Then I guess you need to grow a major pair and let her know that you want her in your life. That you aren’t just looking to get laid or for some arm candy, but that she’s your partner. Forever.”

			“That sounds like a country song.” He chuckled, but Harper wasn’t laughing.

			“You need to commit to her, Jay. Granted, she’s not the kind of woman I would have envisioned with you, but I’m starting to see that I don’t know you nearly as well as I thought I did.”

			“I never meant to lead you on. The sex between us—”

			“Was just sex. I don’t want to marry you, and I’m not wounded. Well . . .” She thought for a second. “Maybe a little bit. You should have told me the truth about her so I could have stepped back. She fucking hates me, and with good reason.”

			There was a beeping that had both of them turning their attention to one of the large screens on the wall. They’d been monitoring the bank’s systems all day, and they still had no idea about the origins of the attacks. Jason punched a few keys and shut it down before any damage could be done.

			“I’m missing something,” he said. “Goddamnit! What am I missing? I feel like someone’s just messing with us to see what he can do.”

			“It’s probably something obvious.” Meg’s voice was soft, sweet, and sexy, and he was never so glad to see her. Just knowing she was there, in his corner, helped quiet the noise in his head.

			“Probably, but what?”

			Harper stepped forward, and Jason watched his wife take up position behind his chair, making sure his assistant was kept out.

			“We’ve looked at every angle. The security techs have closed the circle, but we’re still getting attacks.”

			“I wish I could help, but the closest I’ve been to any kind of circle was today at story time.”

			Harper made a little sound in her throat, and Jason hoped Meg didn’t catch the derisiveness. The look Meg shot in her direction told him she did.

			“Of course, I’m only a lowly kindergarten teacher, but pretty much everything has more than one side, right?”

			“Pretty much.” Jason didn’t know where this line of reasoning was headed.

			“So if it’s not coming from one side, maybe it’s coming from another.”

			Harper folded her arms and cocked her hip. “You think the attacks are coming from the inside? Everyone who works with the servers has top security clearance. Their credentials are impeccable, and access is restricted. The only person who has access to everything is the president of the bank.”

			“What was it that Sherlock Holmes said? ‘There is nothing more deceptive than an obvious fact.’”

			Jason gazed up at Meg and knew she could have decided to spend her life running some Fortune 500 company or curing cancer. The woman was brilliant.

			“I’m going to take Molly to dance. I’ll pick up pizza on the way home. Is that okay?”

			Jason nodded. “Perfect. Thanks.”

			“Harper, will you still be here at dinnertime?” The sweetness was oozing out of her, and Jason had to stifle the laugh; Meg was really forcing it, but at the same time, he appreciated that she was trying to understand about his work.

			“Uh, maybe. It depends.”

			Meg smiled as she left the room, and for the first time since they got together, she seemed happy and confident. Maybe it was knowing he wanted her so much. Maybe it was the relief from the pressure of the custody battle. The adoption proceedings were moving along as planned, and in a few months there would be no question about where Molly lived. That’s when he knew they’d have to make decisions, and the way he felt today about her, he didn’t want her to leave. Ever. However, he was aware of the fact that there were ten thousand ways for him to screw this up. This wasn’t going to be easy, because Jason knew that even though Meg loved him, she’d be cautious. She had every right to be, and her mistrust of all things Campbell, her wariness about his lifestyle, might be enough for her to put on the brakes.

			His phone rang. The caller ID told him it was the CEO of Greek Isles, and Jason expected, since it was eleven thirty at night in Crete, that he was pretty pissed off.

			Time to face the music and maybe look into Meg’s idea that this could be an inside job. He didn’t care what kind of credentials people had. Just knowing how his family treated people made Jason believe people were capable of anything.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Meg wanted nothing more than to spend some time alone with Jason. But by ten thirty, she’d cleaned up the kitchen, helped Molly with her homework, her bath, and her nighttime reading, and she was tired. But Harper was still in the house, and there was no sign that the security problem would be solved any time soon.

			The last thing Meg had done before heading to bed was bring them each a steaming mug of coffee.

			Now it was the middle of the night and she was lying awake, wondering what was going on downstairs. She hadn’t heard any voices in the last hour and she wondered if his promise this morning, of talking through what they were feeling, was what he really wanted to do or if it was just him coming out of a deep sleep.

			Tossing back the covers, Meg intended to find out. She couldn’t keep living like this. Wondering what he felt, what he wanted, was driving her crazy.

			Leaving her bedroom, she knew immediately he was still up. A light shone up from the stairway landing, and Jason was always flipping off switches when he came to bed. Heading downstairs, she didn’t know what she would find. Was Harper still there? Were they still doing damage control?

			There was a dim light coming from the study, what she’d come to learn was the glow of all the monitors. It was a little eerie, but other than that, there wasn’t a sound.

			She poked her head in and saw Jason sound asleep on the couch. He was on his back, one hand dragging on the floor clutching his headset, and there was no sign of Harper. But Jason looked absolutely wiped.

			Padding across the room, Meg sat on the edge of the sofa and leaned in. He was so handsome that looking at him made her heart hurt. He had the same boyish qualities he’d had when he was younger—not much of a beard, and the shock of dark hair that wasn’t always easy to control hadn’t changed—but he wasn’t lean and wiry anymore; his body was all man, big, broad, and strong.

			“Jason,” she whispered. “You need to come to bed.”

			Meg stroked her hand over his face, and he turned into it. “Meg.” He opened his eyes and smiled. “God, I could wake up looking at you for the rest of my life. So beautiful.”

			His hand came up and grasped hers, winding his fingers around and bringing it to his lips for a kiss.

			“We should get you to bed.”

			He sat up, and this time his fingers combed through Meg’s hair. “You were right about the hacker.”

			“What? I was?”

			“It was someone on the inside. He masked the pathway, but once we started looking we were able to pinpoint the source of the breach.”

			“I’m glad. That’s . . . that’s good—”

			Her words were cut off by his mouth taking hers in a perfect, sweet kiss.

			“Thank you for your help. We were so fixated on an outside attack, we didn’t look for anyone on the inside.” Still touching her face, holding her in place, he smiled. “We never got to talk.”

			Meg felt suddenly shy and unnerved by the heat building between them. His smile, his touch, everything about him made her feel a little dizzy. This was beyond desire, beyond controllable. This attraction was going to explode in fifty different ways, and all Meg hoped was that her heart survived, because there was no way for her to resist him. No matter what her brain told her to do, Meg loved him, and she’d do whatever he asked.

			His fingers slipped around one of the ribbons on her nightgown, twisted it, and held. “I love these white gowns you wear to bed. You look so pretty and sweet, and all I want to do is open these buttons one at a time . . .” His voice trailed off, and Meg looked down to see he was doing exactly that. Opening the buttons. With each move of his hand, he stroked one breast, then the other, slowly, deliberately driving her crazy until she felt her skin grow cool because he’d pushed the entire top of her nightgown around her waist, holding her arms in place and leaving her open to him.

			“Hold still,” he said, dropping his head and taking one of her nipples in his mouth. Meg gasped while he teased and licked, and she tried to catch her breath. The tugging and pulling was causing an ache in her core, and when her eyes locked on his, she saw the mischief. He knew he was driving her insane and he was enjoying it.

			Finally, he pulled her into his lap so she was cradled in his arms, and Jason’s hands traveled over her calves and thighs until he finally stroked the bare skin of her bottom. Again, Meg didn’t know how she was going to think coherently, much less respond.

			“Jason?” It was all she could manage. “Let’s go upstairs.”

			He lifted her without a second thought, and Meg thought about all his contradictions. He was big, physical, and yet at the same time he was a total nerd. Instinctively, Meg wrapped her arms around him, curling against his warm body as he walked with her through the house and up the stairs to their room.

			This is where she should have been all along. The years she avoided him, the years she let herself be consumed by anger, were years she spent without him. Instead she searched for someone else, tried to be content, even though she knew she was missing her other half. Meg knew she could live without him, but she’d never love anyone else. Now that she’d decided to embrace their marriage, she cherished it. It seemed he did as well.

			***

			At a little after five in the morning, Jason crawled back in bed beside Meg and pulled her into his arms. She snuffled a little against his chest and then looked up. “Who was on the phone?”

			“The president of Greek Isles Banking.”

			“Oh, that couldn’t have been good.”

			“It’s not bad, but I have to go to Crete.”

			Meg turned on her belly and folded her arms on his chest before resting her chin there. She looked up at him, and he knew she was worried. “Will everything be okay?”

			“Yeah. He’s a blowhard, and he’s making me jump through hoops because he feels we didn’t keep our end of the bargain.”

			“Maybe he shouldn’t have hired ex-cons to handle one of their secure servers.”

			He smiled and loved how she defended him. He’d told her how they’d discovered the head of IT had a criminal record, but since he was related to one of the vice presidents, he’d still been hired. The guy used his talents to give the bank trouble. A lot of it. No money was lost in the attack, and Jason’s software had kept anything truly destructive from happening, but he still had to go to the bank’s head office and make nice.

			“I want to talk to you about our arrangement.”

			God, he hated how she washed out, expecting the worst. Then again, maybe the thought of staying with him was going to be the real problem.

			“What about it?”

			Jason took her hands and kissed her. “I don’t want to get divorced.”

			Meg lifted her head a little and started to say something, then stopped. She looked stunned. “You don’t?”

			“That’s all you have to say?” He brushed her hair away from her face. “I thought you might be a little happier about it.”

			“I am, I mean, I . . .” She dropped her head onto his chest and hid her face.

			“Meg? What is it?”

			“Do you mean it? Really?”

			He lifted her head and made her look at him. She was trying to be tough, no tears were falling, but every emotion in the world was swirling around in her eyes. “I mean it. I don’t want to lose you or Molly, and we’re going to get this whole thing settled as soon as I get back.”

			Meg sat up and played with her fingers right before she launched herself into his arms. She didn’t say anything, she just held him. He could feel her trust in him, her faith, and there was no better feeling in the world.

			***

			Jason kissed Meg and Molly good-bye as the car waited in front of the house. It was only a three-day trip, but he wanted to get home as soon as possible so they could get their life, their real life, started.

			“I’ll miss you,” he said, kissing Meg again. “Keep the bed warm.”

			“I will. Call me if you can. I want to hear how it’s going.”

			He nodded and squatted down in front of Molly. “Don’t make Mommy crazy.”

			She giggled and threw her arms around his neck. Bringing her lips to his ear, Meg heard her whisper, “I won’t, Daddy.”

			For the last three months, Jason had been the rock in the relationship, and Meg had been the emotional basket case. But with that one word, Molly took him out at the knees.

			Meg had to fight back the misty eyes, but it was Jason who was holding Molly so tightly and who finally broke. Wetness pricked at the corners of his eyes, and she could see the same mixed feeling she’d had when Molly crossed over and called her Mommy. He wanted Molly to feel that security, but right then, Jason was losing part of his sister.

			Jason tilted his head back and brushed Molly’s dark hair away from her face. “I love you, Molly girl. Be good, okay?”

			“I will.”

			He blinked and smiled at both of them before he went to the waiting car. Molly shot off the porch and caught him, pulled him down, and whispered something that she couldn’t hear. Jason dropped his bag and scooped her up into a powerful hug. When they finally broke away from each other, both of them had tears tracking down their faces.

			Meg had no idea what was going on.

			Molly returned to her side, and they waved at the car together.

			“What did you say to him?”

			Molly looked up. “That it was okay for me to call him Daddy, ’cause my first daddy said so.”

			Meg raised an eyebrow. “He told you?”

			“He and Mommy come visit me in my dreams sometimes, and they said it was okay to call you Mommy and okay to call Uncle Jason, Daddy. They don’t want us to be sad anymore.”

			“They don’t?” Meg didn’t know how she was not going to be sad. She missed Grace so much, she was sometimes in physical pain.

			“No. Do you believe me when I tell you they visit?”

			“I believe that you see them in your dreams.” Meg saw Grace and Mark in her own dreams, but obviously she’d never stopped to listen. Not like Molly.

			“They will always be with us, and they want us to be happy,” Molly said. “I asked if it was okay if I called you Mommy and Daddy, and they said yes.”

			“I’m glad.” Meg was going to have to ask the school psychologist about this, but Molly was doing okay. She had her moments, but she was doing okay.

			“Mommy did say Grandmother Alicia was a nut job and we should be careful of her, but that was all.”

			Meg laughed and wrapped an arm around her little girl. “Honey, your mother was always a very wise woman.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Jason dropped his bag when he walked into his suite and wished he was dropping into his own bed. He’d left New York at nine a.m., and now with the time zone changes it was three a.m. in Crete. He’d slept part of the flight, so rather than going to sleep, he was going to call Meg and Molly, shower, and just stay up until it was time for his meetings. Once that was done, he could hop on his jet and head back home.

			Molly’s words were on an endless loop in his head. “They said it was okay,” she’d told him. He had no idea if it was just her subconscious talking or not, but it meant everything to him.

			Did children really see angels? Jason didn’t know, but it did make him wonder if Grace had a hand in helping him understand what was important in his own life, if she had a hand bringing him back together with Meg.

			And thinking about his sister made him miss her even more, but he’d finally figured out that the best way to honor her memory was to live the kind of life she’d respect. It meant he had to stop being a self-centered ass and stop blaming every personal misstep on the fact that he worked too much. He’d told Meg he didn’t want a divorce, but now he had to make sure she knew he was in this. He wasn’t looking for a convenient wife or great sex, he wanted everything. Every up and down, every crisis, every triumph. He wanted children, their children, so Molly would have lots of little brothers and sisters to boss around.

			But more than anything, he wanted Meg. She was his soul mate, his best friend, the one who knew him and loved him anyway, no matter what.

			Jason didn’t know what he’d done to deserve her. He checked his cell and found the signal nonexistent, so he opened his laptop and figured he’d send her an e-mail and call tomorrow when he was in the middle of the city. He knew she’d check her phone a few times before she went to bed, so the message would get there.

			But what did he want it to say?

			I love you? I need you?

			All Jason knew for sure was that life without Meg would be emptier, colder, and a lot less fun. He didn’t want to go back to who he was before they were married, and that meant he had to make sure Meg knew how he felt.

			He was going to have to man up and admit every weakness, every vulnerability, and pray she was willing to be with him in spite of it all.

			***

			Meg settled herself into the desk chair in Jason’s office and turned on the computer. She keyed in the password he’d left her. There was something stupidly comforting about being in his space; using his computer meant he trusted her. He let her into his world.

			The browser opened with a click, and she fiddled around on Facebook before she checked her e-mail and was relieved to see something from Jason. He’d warned her that his cell signal was spotty at his hotel and he might not be able to call, but as promised, he got a message to her.

			His flight was long, and he was tired. And he missed them. Meg passed a hand over the screen and longed to have him home, longed to touch him.

			Their bed would be cold tonight. Jason threw off the most amazing warmth, and Meg had grown accustomed to having his big body folded around hers. When he did that, peace settled over her and she found a sleep like she’d never known.

			Meg couldn’t quite believe that after all this time, all the stops and starts, the mistakes of their youth, the drama, the loss and the incredible hurt, they had found their way here.

			Her response was short because everything she wanted to say couldn’t fit in an e-mail.

			Closing the browser, she saw there were files open in the tray along the bottom of the screen, and one had a very strange title. Poole termination.

			Knowing she shouldn’t, Meg clicked on the document. Sure enough, Jason was composing Harper’s termination letter. Meg almost felt bad for Harper. She was in an impossible situation, wanting to be able to control Jason and his life, but not having the right to do so.

			Jason could be flaky, there was no doubt, but when the chips were down, he got things done. Meg knew part of the firing was about her, even if it wasn’t stated outright, but that all stemmed back to Harper’s control issues. Meg was a variable in Jason’s life that Harper couldn’t control, which was why there were problems.

			But did Harper deserve to be let go? Meg wasn’t so sure.

			And that Meg was willing to give Harper the benefit of the doubt proved she was sure about Jason and his feelings. There was no insecurity, no doubt anymore. It was glorious.

			She minimized the letter again and had to think about whether or not she’d say anything. She didn’t want to interfere with his business, and she appreciated that the reasons for letting Harper go could be totally unrelated to her, but her intuition said they weren't.

			Meg logged out and turned off the monitor, but stayed sitting in his chair, looking at the frames he had situated on his desk. For someone who said business was all he thought about, Jason had an awful lot of pictures of people on display. There were pictures of him and his siblings when they were children. Pictures of Grace, Mark, and Molly. A picture of Jason with Owen and Nate playing pond hockey. The picture she gave him was there, as well as several shots from their wedding, including a portrait of her alone.

			Her portrait was the largest.

			All of these could have been explained away as part of their cover story, but there was one picture that didn’t need to be there, and its presence reached right in and touched Meg’s heart.

			It was from Halloween, right before they’d left her mother’s to trick-or-treat around the neighborhood. Jason had handed his phone to her mother to snap a shot of the three of them before they headed off.

			It was a family moment, and what struck her about it was how happy they looked. They were a family. A happy family.

			It was real.

			***

			“Mommy?” Molly climbed up on one of the stools at the kitchen island.

			“Yes?” Meg was flipping through the newspaper on her iPad while she ate her cereal. They had to leave for work and school in an hour, and breakfast was a time when she and Molly got to catch up. “What would you like for breakfast?”

			“I don’t know. What kind of breakfast do they serve in jail?”

			Meg froze with a mouthful of Cheerios. “Excuse me? Jail?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Molly, why would you ask such a thing?”

			“Because of the police car out front.”

			“Police car?”

			Just as she said it, the doorbell rang, and Meg’s stomach sank. Had there been an accident? A crash? Horrible scenarios played through her head. Scenarios that included everyone she loved, including Jason.

			When she got to the door and opened it, the person she encountered was Jason’s mother. Standing behind her was a county sheriff’s deputy and a young, attractive woman who could have been one of Meg’s colleagues, based on how she was dressed.

			“Mrs. Campbell? What are you doing here? It’s barely seven thirty.”

			“I’m here for my granddaughter.”

			“Molly has to go to school, but I’ll bring her over later if you’d like.” What the hell was going on? Then things started to click as Meg took in the whole scene. The woman was carrying a folder that was embossed with the seal of the county family court.

			Family court. Sheriff. Wicked mother-in-law. Oh. shit.

			Meg took Molly by the shoulder and gently shifted her so she wasn’t right near the door. The sheriff took a step, and Meg stepped back.

			“No.” She started shaking her head violently. “No, you can’t take her.”

			“Mommy?”

			“Mommy?” Mrs. Campbell said. “She’s not your mother, Molly. Not even close.”

			“Ma’am,” the sheriff said. “We have an order executed by the family court that the child is to be removed from the home into the custody of her grandparents until such time that the court decides on a permanent placement.”

			The young woman stepped forward and handed Meg a stack of papers, and Meg could barely hold on because everything in her was shaking. She was fighting off a wave so icy cold, she was shivering from the fear. They were taking Molly. Taking her, and Meg didn’t know what to do. This wasn’t supposed to happen. She was supposed to be safe with Jason in this house, but they were taking her baby, and Meg couldn’t do anything but scream.

			“NO! NO! You can’t take her. You can’t! Why would you take her? My husband—”

			Meg was cut off by the snide response of her mother-in-law. “Your husband isn’t here. He’s out of the country. But just like the past, Meg, when you thought he was yours, he stayed loyal to his family.”

			“No, he wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t.”

			His mother tapped the folder. “He signed one of the documents. It’s right in there.”

			Meg didn’t even have time to process Jason’s betrayal before the sheriff pushed her aside and took Molly by the hand. “NOOOOOOO!” the little girl screamed, and when she fought him too much, the deputy picked Molly up and carried her to the car.

			“Noooo, Mommy! NO! I don’t want to go. Mommy!!! No, let go of me! Mommmmmy, M-m-o-ommy.” Her sobs were only drowned out by Meg’s as she followed the sheriff and Molly to the car.

			“Molly, oh, no, please. Don’t do this. Molly.” The court worker sat with Molly in the back of the sheriff’s car, and the deputy held Meg back. Molly was still screaming and lunging for the closed window. Once he let her go, Meg pressed a trembling hand to the glass. The sobs were choking her. She couldn’t cry, couldn’t scream; everything was bottled up inside, and before she could do anything the sheriff’s car pulled away.

			Chasing it about halfway down the driveway, Meg stumbled and landed on her knees, crumbling onto the pavement. She let out a howl of pain that sent the birds scattering from the trees.

			Unable to stand, she stayed on her knees in the cold driveway until a pair of designer shoes appeared in front of her.

			“You were never going to win,” Alicia Campbell said. “The marriage is a sham. Everyone knows it, and we petitioned the court to grant us custody based on your fraudulent adoption application.”

			“It’s not a sham. It’s not. We love her, and we’re going to be a family.”

			“No, Megan. Jason never had any intention of making this permanent. You should know by now he can’t be trusted. Look what he did to you last time. Did you really think he would change?”

			Meg was sobbing now, freezing, and still on the ground. She wanted to turn on her side and curl into a ball. The pain of losing Molly and hearing that Jason knew about this was killing her. If she couldn’t have them, she’d just as soon curl up and freeze right here.

			“Learn your place, Megan. You’ll never win against us. Never. I wouldn’t stand for it.”

			***

			Meg didn’t know how long she was curled up in the driveway when she heard another car pull in. She slowly realized she was still clutching the court documents that remanded Molly to the Campbells’ care, unable to believe this was happening to her. “Why? Why did they do this?”

			“Meg? Oh, my God. Meg, what happened?”

			It took Meg a second to realize the voice belonged to Harper.

			“Are you hurt? Meg, say something!” Harper looped her arm around Meg and helped her sit. The cold took hold and Meg started to shiver, her teeth chattering uncontrollably. “God, you’re freezing. Let’s get you inside.”

			“They took Molly.”

			“What? Who? Who took her? Was she kidnapped?”

			Meg shook her head and held out the court papers. Her hand was shaking, but it didn’t take Harper long to read the first document and see what had happened. “Son of a bitch. Oh, no.”

			Meg still hadn’t moved. She was bone tired, shivering, and had nothing left. Nothing that mattered.

			“Come on.” Harper grabbed her under the elbow and got her to her feet, wrapping her arm around her as they walked to the house. “You need to warm up, and I have to mobilize the troops.”

			“She said she knew our marriage was a fake and they told the court the adoption was a scam. But it’s not, Harper. It’s not. We want to be a family.”

			Harper nodded as she moved her through the house to Jason’s office. “I know, Meg.”

			“Mrs. Campbell said Jason knew this was going to happen, that he . . . he . . .” Tears started to choke her as she dropped into a large chair. “He wouldn’t do this. Why would she say he would? He wouldn’t.”

			“Not a chance.”

			***

			An hour later, Meg was sipping hot tea that Harper was forcing her to drink, and she was feeling warmer, but not any more hopeful. “They always win, don’t they?”

			Harper was sitting at Jason’s desk, working on her laptop. She turned and pushed her hair behind her ear and then moved herself next to Meg.

			“People like the Campbells don’t care about anyone. I’ve known a lot of people like them, and they don’t care who they hurt as long as they come out on top.”

			“They said Jason knew what they were doing. That he betrayed me once and he was doing it again.”

			“I don’t believe that. And I hope you don’t, either.”

			Meg shook her head. “No. Have you talked to him?” Harper glanced away and pressed her lips together. Meg had a pretty good idea that she hadn’t. “Has he ever been out of contact like this?”

			“Yes,” Harper said. “The last time he was on Crete. Look, this has got to be killing you. I know his itinerary had him with several members of the bank’s board of directors for a dinner cruise on the chairman’s yacht. Then he’s supposed to get some sleep and leave there at five in the morning their time.”

			Meg drew a breath. “That’s ten o’clock tonight.”

			“I know. He won’t be here until about noon tomorrow.” Meg dropped her head and tried to keep the tears at bay. She didn’t know what Jason would do if he were here, but she just wanted to talk to him. Just needed him to hold her.

			Harper stood and came to where Meg was sitting. “I don’t believe for one second he betrayed you. I looked at all the documents, and the one with his signature looks funny to me. Our attorneys have mounted a challenge, and we’re all calling everyone we can.”

			Meg nodded, acknowledging what Harper was saying, but all she could think about was the way Molly was taken from her. “I want Molly home,” Meg said. “I keep hearing her screams, and it’s awful.”

			“I know. I’ve tried everything to get in touch with Jason. Sometimes the calls just don’t go through.”

			Meg wondered what was going through Molly’s head. Wondered how she was going to get her back. The Campbells held all the cards, and she couldn’t see any way to beat them.

			“Meg, don’t lose faith.”

			“I don’t know if I have any left.”

			***

			The sat phone rang in the airplane cabin and the steward picked it up. Jason was relieved it was working again; he hated being out of touch. And he’d been out of touch for two days. The meetings with the bank had been exhausting and pointless. Essentially, he wasted several days on nothing.

			“It’s your brother, Mr. Campbell.”

			What the hell? He expected to hear from Meg. Harper. Maybe Owen or Nate. But Josh?

			He took the handset. “Hey. What’s up?”

			“Jay, there’s a problem. Our parents have petitioned for control of Molly’s trust.”

			“What? They can’t do that! It’s in your control, and we’re adopting her. No court will give it to them.”

			“Yeah, about that. Mom showed up at your house yesterday morning with a family court social worker, a sheriff, and a court order. They removed Molly from the house. She’s at the estate. I just came from there.”

			Oh, shit. Oh, shit. “Meg . . .”

			“Mom said the last she saw of Meg, ‘She was lying in the driveway like a piece of garbage.’ She’s charming, our mother.”

			“Molly?”

			“Is hysterical. I saw her, and she begged me to take her home. This is such a fucking mess. You were right about them.”

			Jason’s stomach lurched, and he tried to process everything his brother said. Meg. Oh, my God. What was Meg thinking?

			“Harper is at your house with Meg,” Josh continued. “I called there first, but Meg thinks I’m involved in all this. There’s some paper you supposedly signed, too, but Harper is convinced it’s forged. Another thank-you goes to Mom for that one.”

			“Oh, shit, Josh. I have another hour of flying time.”

			“I’ll meet you at the airport.”

			“Thanks.” Jason didn’t know why, but there was some relief knowing his older brother was in this with him. “I’m going to call home.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			After thirteen hours of flying, a slow refueling stop, and his nerves fraying one at a time, Jason stormed into the house, Josh following, and found Harper in the kitchen with Owen and Nate. All three of them were on their phones, talking at the same time, and all three stopped when he walked in.

			“Someone talk to me. How long has Meg been gone?”

			He called the house to talk to her after he got off the phone with Josh. She was hysterical, and he could barely understand her. He called again as soon as he landed, and that’s when Harper discovered that Meg was gone. Her car was gone, and no one knew where she was.

			His wife was distraught. Not only was Molly gone, but his parents were trying to make it look like he’d betrayed her.

			Harper shrugged helplessly. “She was in your office resting. I was getting a thousand calls, and I didn’t want to upset her, so I came in here. When I went to take her the phone when you called, I don’t know, forty-five minutes later, she was gone. Based on that, at least two hours.”

			He ran his hands through his hair, feeling helpless. “Someone tell me about this court order my parents got.”

			Nate nodded. “I talked to a friend of mine in family court, and the petition was drafted a couple of weeks ago. There was evidence presented. Attorneys are working on getting it reversed now because it looks like at least one of the documents was forged.”

			Jason leaned his elbows on the kitchen counter and dropped his head in his hands. “Jesus Christ, this is a nightmare.”

			His cell phone started buzzing, and Jason looked at the unfamiliar number. “Jason Campbell.”

			The voice on the other end of the line told him what he wanted to know about Meg, but Jason died a little when he found out where she was.

			“I’m on my way. Thank you.”

			Josh stepped toward him. “Meg?”

			Jason could barely say the words out loud. “She’s at the medical center. She had a car accident.”

			“Is she okay?” He’d never seen Josh concerned about anyone but himself, but he was concerned about Meg.

			“They wouldn’t tell me. Oh, God . . .”

			Harper was next to him, rubbing his back. “Go. She’s probably fine. Just go.”

			Josh grabbed his keys and guided Jason’s steps.

			“I can’t lose her, Josh. I can’t.”

			“It’s going to be okay.”

			“I’m the person I want to be when I’m with her.”

			“You can tell her that.”

			***

			Meg lay on the treatment bed in the emergency room at the county medical center and wondered why God had let her survive the crash. When she swerved to keep from hitting a deer, she didn’t know that the wet leaves would send her hurtling into a tree. Right before impact, Meg wondered if she’d make it.

			She’d lost Molly. She was tired of fighting. So tired.

			Now she had a broken arm and more bruises than she wanted to count. Her arm had been set, and she was waiting to see yet another doctor when she heard a commotion outside the treatment room and saw people in scrubs go running.

			There was a crash, the sound of metal hitting the linoleum floor, and then a big booming voice. Jason’s big booming voice.

			“I don’t give a flying fuck about privacy! Where is my wife?”

			“Sir. Please. I don’t want to call the police.”

			“Call them! Go ahead! I want to find my wife. They told me she was here.”

			Meg knew she was supposed to stay in bed, but she’d never listened to anyone before, and there was no reason to start now. And she needed to see him. To find out what happened to Molly.

			Sitting up she felt a little dizzy, but once it passed, she swung her legs to the side and stood. Everything hurt. Everything. But she took some steps, and soon she was in the hallway looking at her guy. He looked upset and exhausted. His brother stood nearby, and Jason was listening to a nurse who’d managed to calm him down. There was a security guard standing by, but Jason wasn’t raging anymore.

			The nurse patted his arm and he nodded. Then Jason turned his head and he saw her. She saw him mouth her name, and within seconds she was wrapped in Jason’s arms. “Oh, thank God. Meg. Thank God.”

			He was holding her so tight, and deep down, Meg knew he hadn’t betrayed her. She could feel it in the way he held her, in the way he said her name.

			He would never betray her.

			“Oww, oww.” She suddenly felt pain in her arm and shoulder where they were crushed between them.

			He jumped back a little, concern etched on his features. “Oh, God! I’m sorry. Jeez, did I make it worse? I’m so glad you’re all right.”

			“I don’t know if I’m all right, but I’m not dead.”

			“Oh, baby.” Jason stroked her face with one hand and kept the other laced in her hair. “I love you, Meg. I love you. I can’t lose you, and I will get Molly back. I will.”

			She nodded. “Okay, I . . . I . . .”

			“I love you.”

			Meg leaned her head against his shoulder, and with a nurse directing him, he gently led her back to the treatment room. Once Meg was settled, she tried to relax, but she kept thinking about Molly in the back of the car yesterday.

			Jason was talking to her doctor, and to her surprise, Josh stood by the treatment room door. He smiled and she was surprised again, because he didn’t do it that often. And especially not at her. Too bad. He actually looked like a human being when he did. “Hey there, champ,” he said.

			“What are you doing here?”

			“I’m the designated driver. Distraught husbands don’t belong behind the wheel.”

			Jason took her good hand when the doctor left. “Josh is here to help.”

			“Help? Josh?” she asked. Josh never helped anyone except himself.

			“Yeah.” Jason leaned in and kissed her temple. “Okay, you’re being released, and once we’re home we can get updated on the challenge to the court order. Harper’s been at it since yesterday.”

			“She’s been so great. Don’t you dare fire her.” Meg would still be frozen in the driveway if Harper hadn’t come when she did, and she’d been nothing but compassionate since the whole mess went down.

			“Really?” Jason found Meg’s shoes, slipped them on her feet, took her hands, and helped her stand, grinning because he knew she’d read his letter. “I guess she needs a raise.”

			Meg agreed. “A big one.”

			***

			Once Meg was settled in their bed, Jason gave her the pain medication she’d been prescribed, knowing it was going to knock her out. She needed to sleep, and by the time he left the house with his brother to get Molly, she was snoring like a drunken frat boy. He was so relieved she was safe at home that he wondered when he was finally going to crack.

			Emotions had swamped him when he’d helped her change and seen all the bruises forming on her body. All he could think about was how lucky they were that she wasn’t more seriously hurt.

			“She’s okay,” his brother said, as if reading his thoughts. “And we’re getting Molly now. The sheriff will meet us at the gate.”

			“I know. I just keep thinking about what could have happened.”

			“But it didn’t, and your miracle worker of an assistant got this court order thrown out in record time. How the hell does she do it?”

			“I have no idea.” That was the truth. He had no idea how Harper got anything done. But she always did.

			“I could use her. The firm is in deep trouble. Having Molly’s money would sure help our parents out of trouble.”

			When they pulled up at the gate, the sheriffs were already there. They’d sent two cars to help out. Josh pressed a button in the car that was programmed for the gate, and once it opened, the two county cars went in ahead of them.

			It was five thirty. That meant his mother was on her second martini, having a strict rule about never having a drink before five in the evening. Of course, by six, she’d be starting her third.

			He got out of the car in time to see Carla open the front door.

			The sheriffs and social worker went inside, and Jason and Josh were right behind them. Carla smirked and looked at the brothers with skepticism and approval. Her smile said it was more the latter. “You two on the same team now?”

			“Where Molly’s concerned, it would seem so,” Josh said.

			“It’s about time,” she snarled.

			Jason kissed her cheek and entered his family home for the last time. He’d never come back here. Never. This part of his life was over, and once Molly was home, he was going to start the next phase, the one that mattered, with Meg.

			His girl. Always.

			***

			Meg watched the dark settle out the bedroom window and tried to sip the soup her mother had brought up on a tray. Her stomach was a little shaky from the medication and the nerves of wondering where Jason had gone while she was asleep.

			“Not hungry?” her mother asked.

			“No, not really.” She adjusted her body and moaned because everything was starting to hurt. But she really had to move. “I think my bruises have bruises.”

			Her mom nodded and was right there to remove the tray so Meg could stand and stretch. She wobbled a little, and her mother stood by in case she needed a hand for support.

			Walking around, Meg steadied herself and realized that standing was the most comfortable position at this point.

			Turning slowly in the middle of the room, Meg tried to decide if she should crawl back into bed or opt for the chair for a while. The bed looked comfortable, but she knew she’d be even stiffer if she didn’t stay up.

			Her mother was sitting in the chair by the fireplace that dominated one wall in the master bedroom and was looking at a book. Meg was still standing. “Do you know where Jason went?”

			“He wasn’t specific. He and Josh were leaving when I got here. Something about Molly.”

			“I hope she’s okay?”

			“Will and Alicia are morally bankrupt, but they won’t hurt her.”

			“I know, but she was so scared. She was screaming for me, Mom, and I couldn’t help her. I couldn’t do anything.”

			“I know. Oh, honey, I know.”

			Meg was moving to the chair when she heard Jason’s and Josh’s voices—and then, like a miracle, she heard Molly.

			“Mommy!” The pounding footsteps on the stairs were like music. “Mommy! I’m home!”

			“Oh, thank God,” Meg whispered right before Molly charged into the room. She stopped running just before getting to Meg.

			“Are you hurt?”

			“Yes, but I’ll be okay. I can handle a hug.” Meg sat on the bench at the end of the bed and extended her arms to her little girl. “You’re home.”

			“I’m home.” Molly cuddled close, and Meg didn’t care if she ached or not. Having her this close was a miracle after what had happened yesterday. Just when things were getting better for Molly, her grandmother traumatized her.

			Way to go, Grandma.

			Meg’s mother excused herself when Jason entered the room, leaving Meg with the man who changed everything for her. The look on his face was a wash of emotion. That he was home and that Molly was home were the only things Meg could focus on. The pain be damned.

			He sat next to her, and his big hand settled on her spine. She could see he was wary of hurting her, so he gently rubbed up and down, up and down.

			“Told you I’d bring her home.”

			Meg turned toward him and looked up at him, examining his features, admiring his beautiful face, and loving his strong heart. The best part was knowing it was hers forever.

			Meg kissed him and smiled against his mouth. “I love you, Jason, and there’s no doubt about anything.”

			***

			At night, the quiet finally let Jason think about everything that had happened the last few days. Today, especially, they’d been through hell and back.

			Meg was on her side, asleep, her injured right arm resting on a small pillow between them. He hated that he couldn’t hold her, but her bruised body just couldn’t handle it.

			He was going to go by the junkyard tomorrow and take care of all the paperwork. The car was totaled, and from all accounts, including the EMTs and police who were at the scene of the accident, she was lucky she wasn’t seriously hurt or even killed.

			Her brother came out from the city to gather her personal items from the car and bring them to the house. He’d taken a few pictures, and Jason was glad Meg didn’t remember much. The image of her in that wreck was more than he could handle.

			He could have lost them both. Both her and Molly, for different reasons completely.

			And if that had happened, Jason would have been nothing more than an empty shell.

			He had never understood what people meant when they said they were grounded, but being with Meg, letting himself love her, showed him what it meant. He had what mattered in the people in his life. His business, his self-importance, didn’t mean much if he was all alone.

			“Why are you still awake?” Her voice was quiet, sleepy. “You have to be exhausted.”

			He turned on his side and reached out with his fingers to touch her face. “I am, but I can’t sleep. Too much running through my head.”

			“What are you thinking about?”

			“That I could have lost you.”

			“You didn’t, though. I’m right here. A little banged up, but I’m here.”

			“Next week when you’re feeling better, we should go to the lawyer and tear up all the agreements. I want to be married to you without an expiration date. I don’t even want one on file.”

			“Eh, I don’t know. The prenup is pretty generous.”

			He laughed because he knew she hated all the papers. The day they signed everything, he had thought the documents provided the ultimate protection for a person. He was wrong.

			Protection came from those you loved and those who loved you. From the faith you had in one another.

			“So, when you get better, what do you think about getting started on some siblings for Molly?”

			“Really?” Her smile was so wide, it could have blinded him. “I think it’s a great idea.”

			They settled into silence, and Jason was actually getting sleepy when Meg spoke. Her question caught him off guard.

			“When did you know?”

			“Know what?”

			“That you were in love with me.”

			He thought about it and tried to pin down a moment, some event that made it more real. He came up empty. “Truthfully, I can’t think of a defining moment, because you were always there. You’ve always been my girl.”

			“Oh, Jason.” Meg leaned over tentatively and kissed him. Then it hit her. He saw the light go on, and she made all the connections. “Is that why the boat . . . ?”

			“It took me a while to figure out, but this marriage was never temporary, Meg. You’ve been my girl since you walked into my life.”

			“I’m glad you figured it out.”

			“Me, too.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			A little more than a year later

			Meg looked outside at the perfect Sunday unfolding in her front yard. It had been snowing since yesterday, a light pretty snow that just screamed Christmas was coming, and she was tucked inside by the fireplace. A huge Christmas tree filled a corner of the room, while gold and silver decorations adorned the mantel. Meg was planning lessons and sipping some hot chocolate. Molly, her daddy, Uncle Josh, Uncle Kevin, and Aunt Caroline were busy building a snowman.

			The football game had been on in the den and would have stayed on if Molly hadn’t come in the room, stood with her hands on her hips, and declared it was time to play in the snow.

			No one said no to Molly.

			The adoption had become final not long after the new year, and she and Jason had renewed their vows early in the summer at the same vineyard where their wedding had been held. Only this time, there was no need for a big showy wedding.

			They’d limited the second ceremony to family and close friends. There were tables filled with picnic foods, wonderful wines, and delicious sweets, and when it was over, the bride and groom went back to their boat for some time alone.

			A second honeymoon.

			Meg patted her growing belly. “My honeymoon baby.”

			“How’s the snowman coming along?” Her mother came in and sat in the chair next to Meg’s and peeked out at the progress.

			“I think Josh is trying to run the show, Kevin is the muscle, and Caroline and Jason are calculating the size of each section.”

			“They’re arguing?”

			Meg smiled. “Pretty much.”

			Her mom grinned and sipped her tea. “Just like the good old days. The only difference is you would have been out there getting everyone to play nicely together. Kind of like you’ve done with the family.”

			“It’s nice how it all worked out, isn’t it?”

			“What’s Molly up to?”

			Meg looked and saw her daughter’s bright pink jacket flailing around in the snow. “Making snow angels.”

			“I love it.”

			Meg thought about her free-spirited daughter, who seemed to be channeling her own angel. Grace’s spirit was alive and well in their girl.

			Once the adoption was finalized, Molly’s bad dreams pretty much stopped. Every once in a while, Meg would wake up in the morning and find Molly snuggled up in their big bed close to Jason, and she knew there’d been a bad dream. Daddy was Molly’s protector, and if she had a nightmare, he was the go-to guy.

			But she visited less and less, and Meg took pride in the fact that almost two years after losing her parents, Molly was a happy child.

			Meg thought about the people who weren’t with them. Her dad always lingered in her memory, but it was Grace who was occupying her thoughts today. She knew her friend had loved playing in the snow and she would have been out there making some strange snow building for the snow people to live in.

			Meg missed her and wished she could tell her everything that had happened.

			“Penny for your thoughts,” her mom said.

			“I wish Grace were here. I wish she could see all this.”

			“Honey, she’s always with you. Always.”

			Right then, there was a slight chill, and it would have freaked Meg out a little if Jason hadn’t marched into the room, his hair blown by the wind, his nose and cheeks red, and a smile on his face.

			“Get your jacket and come outside.”

			“Really? It’s cold.”

			“I’ll keep you warm. Molly wants to take a family picture.”

			“Oh, okay. Of the three of us?”

			“Nope—us and our brothers and sister.”

			Her mother smiled. “I need to see this. Let me get my coat.”

			Within a few minutes they were outside, huddled together around a snowman with a red stocking hat. Molly was moving people around like she had a purpose and finally took a few shots with Meg’s mom’s help before they all froze. After a few minutes they were inside, warming up by the fire.

			Caroline pulled out her iPad, and she and Molly downloaded the photos so everyone could see. There was one shot that caught Meg’s attention.

			“That one. That picture looks familiar.”

			Jason leaned in and then sat back. “Wow, that’s weird. Hang on.”

			He left the room and came back with one of the framed pictures he kept on his desk. It was a photograph taken of all of them during the winter almost twenty years ago. They’d been playing in the snow, and right in the middle of the group was Grace, with a red stocking hat.

			Meg looked at the old photo and then the new one and realized her mother was right. The last year had Grace’s hand all over it. She wasn’t there in body, but her spirit was ever present.

			Meg rubbed her belly and had a thought. She leaned into Jason, and he reached out, tucking her securely in the crook of his arm.

			“Jay, I was thinking . . .”

			“Yeah?”

			“If the baby is a girl, we could name her Grace. What do you think?”

			He kissed the top of her head and then sat quietly while the noise around them continued. It was several minutes before Jason looked right in her eyes and kissed her. “It will be like she’s always with us.”

			Warmth spread through her and Meg felt more settled, more at peace, than ever. She knew the naming would be such a small thing, but it would be a constant reminder of all the love in their lives.

			The love that would always be with them.

			Always.
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