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			To Families~

			Large or small, traditional or not, nothing is more important.
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			The Boyfriend List

			Written by Jenna, Kim, and Joey

			1. He should be good-looking. Like really, really cute.

			2. He should be friends with my friends.

			3. He should talk to me.

			4. He should be sweet.

			5. He should be funny.

			6. He should give hugs.

			7. He should hold my hand just because.

			8. He should love animals.

			9. He should be athletic.

			10. He should be smart.

			11. He should be honest.

			12. He should especially be good at math, since I suck at it.

			13. He should kiss like he knows what he’s doing.

			14. He should be close to his family.

			15. He should get along with my dad.

			16. He should be good with his hands.

			17. He should think I’m beautiful, even when I’m a mess.

			18. He should love little kids.

			19. He should trust me with his secrets.

			20. He should love me.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Two Years Ago

			Some things were so beautiful, they took your breath away.

			Jenna Albanese had learned to appreciate such beauty with a camera as her guide, but over the past year, she’d started questioning even what had once seemed plain as day. She questioned what she saw in people and places. She questioned her own judgment.

			So before she headed back home to the life she used to lead, to the people who were waiting patiently for her to return, Jenna needed to see that there was still untouched beauty on this earth.

			Pure. Uncorrupted.

			What was that quote? “A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.” Well, Jenna had more than a thousand miles to travel, and the steps she had to take seemed too large and too overwhelming to think about at that moment.

			No, this morning there was only the sky and the trees and a future she didn’t want to think about.

			Making her way toward the glow, the ground crunched under her feet. There was stillness in the thin air. Quiet, except for the sounds made by a few birds and her footsteps. It wasn’t an isolating quiet, but one that made her think of things bigger and greater than the harshness of life. There was peace, and her heart craved that more than anything else. Looking around at the view through the lens of her camera, Jenna marveled at the world she saw. And she felt relief, because the beauty here was genuine. Perfect. Unspoiled. It gave her something to hold on to. No matter how many times she made her way up the twisty mountain road, no matter how many times she stood and saw the Rocky Mountains bathed in new light, regardless of the cynicism she felt in her own heart, here the wonder of nature would never fade. Jenna knew, if nothing else, that God lived on Pikes Peak.

			Taking pictures of what would be her last trip to that magnificent summit for a very long time, she took a deep breath and then sighed. How did she come to this place in her life? After being on her own, making her way in the San Francisco art world, having actually made a living with her photographs, Jenna was on her way home to Long Island. There, a job as a teacher awaited her, her old room in her parents’ house was ready, and she was about to start a new chapter in her life.

			It wasn’t something she looked forward to. So, sitting on the ground and pulling her knees to her chest, Jenna thought about how much time she could realistically kill before heading home. A few minutes? A day? A week or a month? Forever, maybe?

			If only she could stay away forever.

			She held the old Canon camera and looked it over. She’d used newer, more sophisticated equipment—marvelous little pieces of technology that did all the thinking—but the old camera was her favorite. It allowed her to play with light and shadow, giving her compositions depth and interest. It was the camera her grandfather gave her when she first learned to take pictures, a hand-me-down that had given her more joy than anything she’d acquired in the past few years.

			Wrapping her arms around her legs and resting her chin on her knees, Jenna closed her eyes and let the cool mountain breeze lick at her skin. She sat for a long while and watched the sun come up; it was going to be a beautiful day—sunny, clear, and not too hot. Standing and stretching, Jenna thought about her travel plans. She was going to stop in Denver for a day and then drive home. Home. It was strange to think about Seaford as her home again. With its tidy little split-levels and public beaches; neatly manicured lawns and everything—and everyone—crammed together on uniformed quarter-acre lots.

			She missed her loft already.

			Three days ago she lived in a luxury condo with a view of the Bay that was an easy walk to her studio down by the water. She could hop in her Jeep and after a short drive be in the mountains or in the desert. The openness of the city and the people had drawn her to the area. She took great pleasure snubbing her suburban roots, and San Francisco made her feel superior in so many ways—independent, creative and more than a little special.

			Yeah, I’m real special, she thought. Shaking her head, Jenna climbed in her car and started the long drive down the mountain. An hour and a half to Denver. She’d find a hotel, catch up with some friends for the day, then hit the road tomorrow morning. Sounded like a plan. And it made Jenna a little sick.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			He should be good-looking. Like really, really cute.

			—#1, Jenna’s Boyfriend List

			Nate Bayard stood at the end of the flower-strewn aisle as the woman he’d been falling for since the day he met her walked toward him. She looked perfect. A vision in soft silk and chiffon, her dark hair curled over her shoulders and her eyes twinkled with mischief.

			And it was the mischief that he loved most of all.

			He admitted to himself right then and there, he was a total goner. He’d be hers forever.

			Unfortunately, he wasn’t the groom at this wedding, and Jenna Albanese wasn’t the bride. So unless Nate got up the nerve to do something, to ask her out—hell, even utter more than two sentences to her without sounding like a complete ass—it was destined to stay that way.

			“Jenna looks beautiful,” his friend Jason Campbell whispered quietly, in the way people reserve for church.

			Nate nodded once, not wanting to look too obvious. Of course he hadn’t taken his eyes off of her, so being subtle wasn’t in the cards today, especially when Jenna made eye contact with him and smiled. God, did she know what that smile did to him?

			He looked away, quickly. Perfect, that would send a great message.

			This had never happened to him before. Yeah, he dated, sometimes steadily, sometimes a lot, but no woman ever twisted his heart into a pretzel like Jenna.

			Best as he could tell, she had no idea he had feelings for her. Most of the time he didn’t even think he was on her radar.

			“Take advantage that you’re her partner today, man.” Jason was leaning toward him, still church whispering.

			“Take advantage?”

			“Dance with her, talk to her.”

			“Would you two shut up? I’m getting married here and you ladies are plotting like a couple of twelve-year-olds.” Nothing like a nervous groom to put things in perspective. Owen Kent was one of his oldest friends, and never minced words.

			Owen continued to snarl until the organist in the choir loft hit the first chord of “The Wedding March” and every head turned toward the back of the church. Surveying the scene, it was very much like other weddings he’d attended. The ceremony was held in the chapel of a large parish in Oyster Bay. The old stone church was full of charm and history, with its carved oak pews, beamed ceiling, and inlaid wood. Tiffany stained-glass windows, the most striking feature of the chapel, filled the church with color and light.

			 Nate couldn’t get a glimpse of the bride with everyone standing, but he could see the reaction on Owen’s face. The love his friend had for Kim Torres was something of legend, but Nate wasn’t surprised. Of the three of them, Owen was the one who was larger than life. A marine officer, and a bona fide hero, it was no wonder his friend loved with no bounds.

			Nate believed he and Jenna could have a shot at something like that. If he could figure her out.

			“God.” Owen breathed out. “She’s so perfect. I can’t screw this up.”

			“You won’t,” Jason said, patting his arm. “If I haven’t messed up with Meg, you won’t mess up with Kim.”

			That was the moment Nate envied his two best friends. They had it all. He, on the other hand, glanced at Jenna and thought about what he was going to do so he could stop wondering, What if?

			***

			Jenna couldn’t get over how beautiful Kim looked. From the minute she stepped into her gown, a frothy concoction of tulle, lace, and crystals, her friend radiated the special beauty that only brides possess. Jenna had snapped a few photos without anyone seeing and she just knew they would be the best ones of the day. The simple excitement and the love she saw on her oldest friend’s face was undeniable. Glancing at her camera, Jenna wondered if she should revive her photography business—maybe do it part time—focusing on weddings, babies, and family portraits. Happy moments.

			Moments like the one Kim and Owen were having right now.

			Jenna wanted to love someone the way her friends loved each other, but when she’d given her heart in the past, she’d ended up broken and betrayed. Her judgment where men were concerned was not the best. In fact, it downright sucked. So rather than risk her heart, or her friends and her family again, Jenna decided it was best to stay out of the game.

			But she was glad Kim didn’t give up. Just seeing Owen’s face as Kim walked down the aisle was proof true love existed, and her friend deserved a man who looked at her like that. Someone who would love her. Owen certainly seemed to fit the bill.

			As she was about to redirect her gaze up the aisle, Jenna was drawn in by a pair of soft, sweet hazel eyes. Nate Bayard. The gorgeous, geeky CFO of Reliance Software. He was one of Owen’s best friends and so very out of her league. Which really didn’t matter because she got the sense he didn’t like her much. She’d caught him staring at her often enough in the last couple of days, more than he had in the past six months, but she never got the feeling his attention was flattering.

			Like his two partners, Nate was tall, just a hair over six feet, she guessed, but unlike Jason’s polished elegance or Owen’s dark, brooding smolder, Nate was more boy-next-door. He was handsome, no doubt. With his wide-set hazel eyes, angular bone structure, strong chin, and light golden-brown hair, Nate was very nice to look at. And the body—whoa—the way the man filled out a suit should be deemed criminal.

			But that was all she had. Jenna had no idea what the guy was all about, other than he was rich as hell, adorable, and even though he never gave her the impression he was interested—in fact, he acted very much like he was not—a warm feeling spread through her every time she looked at him.

			Gah. This little crush had to stop. It was bad enough she was paired up with him today. The rehearsal dinner had been a nightmare. She’d tried to get him to talk a little at church, and he shushed her. Shushed her. Like she was some little kid. Then he sat all the way on the other side of the room when they went to dinner. He’d made no attempt to get to know her at all. The other groomsmen and bridesmaids were laughing and joking around, having a good time. Not her and Nate. No. He was busy chatting up Owen’s family. There was no planning their silly entry dance into the reception. Nothing.

			Just silence and shushing.

			But still, he was so damn attractive. And Jenna hadn’t felt that little tingle in a long time. The kind of tingle that told her she’d been out of circulation too long.

			Lord, she had to get out of her own head. Nate Bayard didn’t deserve the energy she was expending thinking about him. The only person she should be focusing on was Kim. Her beautiful, wonderful friend, who had been to hell and back, deserved this magical day, and if that meant putting on her best face and spending time with Nate, so be it.

			Harper Poole, Kim’s former boss and one of the executives at Reliance stood next to her and leaned in just as Kim and her father reached the end of the aisle and he lifted her veil.

			“God,” Harper said. “She’s a perfect bride. Look how happy she is.”

			Jenna sniffed and dabbed at tears that were threatening to ruin her makeup. “She is.”

			“Maybe you’ll be next,” Harper whispered.

			Jenna shook her head. As happy as she was for Kim and Owen, she felt a little pang of jealousy when the big handsome marine took her friend’s hand and led her toward the priest.

			She wanted this. She wanted to find someone who would love her back with total abandon. Who would make her the priority in his life. Who wouldn’t lie. Or cheat. Not like that dirty lowlife who had left her to clean up his mess in San Francisco.

			Back then, Jenna thought she had it all—the job, the boyfriend, the apartment. She believed she’d outgrown the trite suburban existence she’d known her whole life. That family didn’t really matter. But looking out into the congregation gathered to celebrate Kim and Owen, her parents included, she realized that family was everything.

			Back when she was in trouble, it was her family who was there for her. They were the ones who picked up the pieces. No, Jenna would never question how much she needed them ever again.

			But she would question her judgment regarding men for the rest of her life.

			Her track record sucked and there was no reason to think it would improve.

			Jenna may have wanted the fairy tale, but unless there was a fairy godmother someplace, happily ever after was not going to happen.

			***

			Don’t forget to be funny, he thought. Jenna was always laughing, so Nate figured if he could keep her smiling she wouldn’t be bored when she had to spend time with him today. To do that, he was calling on his inner Scot. His people were charming, and it was time for him to be too.

			The only problem was, he wasn’t funny. Out of all the people in his circle, Nate was the one who wasn’t at ease in a crowd and had to work to get a woman’s attention. Truthfully, he was beginning to think he was losing his mind. He hadn’t ever worried about this middle school relationship crap. Even in middle school.

			When it came their turn to walk up the aisle, Nate linked arms with Jenna and smiled. “That was a nice ceremony.”

			“It was. Beginning of a whole new life. Marriage changes everything.”

			“Yup. No more fun for Owen.” Ah, crap.

			“Why would you assume that? That’s such a guy thing to say.”

			“I just meant . . . never mind. I am a guy, after all.”

			“Is that so?” He glanced over just as Jenna rolled her eyes. What Nate needed right now was a stiff drink. A good Scotch, straight up, would do the trick.

			“Kim is a good person,” Jenna continued. “Smart and loyal. Owen’s lucky she said yes.”

			“I’ve known Owen my whole life,” Nate said. “And I agree. Although didn’t she ask him to get married?”

			“Details, details.” She giggled. “It’s good to know we agree on something.”

			Then she flashed him that million-watt smile and Nate felt his breath get sucked right out of his chest. For a second it felt like he lost control of his senses, as all he could think about was grabbing Jenna by the hand and dragging her off to a corner to kiss her senseless. Yeah, kissing Jenna was definitely at the top of his list. Then he wouldn’t have to talk, he wouldn’t have to tell her he was crazy about her, he could show her. When she laughed at something Kim’s sister said, a full, joyous laugh that brought it all home, Nate thought this could end up being a good day after all.

			When they reached Owen and Kim at the back of the church, he watched as Jenna and her friend hugged. The affection between them was so real, very much like the brotherhood he, Jason, and Owen shared. The three of them had been friends for over twenty years, ever since their first day of high school. They had all been brought up in privileged families and bonded almost immediately, playing sports, learning about girls, and helping one another through some of the worst times of their lives.

			Nate could safely say he might not have survived his teens without his two friends. Things had gotten that bad.

			He saw Kim slip a piece of paper to Jenna and give her another hug before Jenna stepped out of the church. He assumed she’d find Kim’s sisters or her family. “You’re a lucky man.” Nate patted Owen on the shoulder.

			“Don’t I know it,” his friend replied as he glanced at his bride.

			Nate had definitely entertained doubts about the star-crossed match between his friend and the formidable nurse he’d met in Afghanistan, but it didn’t take long to see that Owen couldn’t have found a better match. With their shared history and experience in the military, the bride and groom understood each other in ways no one else could. “Congratulations, beautiful,” he said as he kissed Kim on the cheek.

			“Thank you. Take good care of my friend today, will you, Nate?”

			“Jenna? She’ll be fine.”

			“She’s had a tough time. I think her brother is on her mind today, so watch out for her, okay?”

			He nodded, not quite understanding why she was concerned, but definitely curious. Once he walked out into the bright May sunshine, Nate heard Jenna’s big, happy laugh for a second time in as many minutes. It was a sound that should have told him there was nothing to worry about. But for a split second, he locked eyes with the dark-haired beauty and he could see that Kim had reason to think about her friend. Sadness slipped into her big, dark eyes. It was just for a second, but it was right there.

			“What’s wrong, Nate?” He was standing next to Meg Campbell, Jason’s wife, and, true to form, she picked up on his tension. The woman was uncanny. He guessed it was some kindergarten teacher trick, one she used to understand the secret language of five-year-olds.

			“Nothing,” he responded. Like she’d believe that.

			“No. Really. What’s got you so tense?”

			“Meg, it’s nothing. Really.”

			Of course, he glanced at Jenna, and Meg, being Meg, didn’t miss it. “Hmmm. I think I understand.” She scooted next to him. Long blonde curls escaped her hairstyle and blew around her face. “Jenna? You like her? Is that it? Can I help?”

			“Help with what?”

			“Whatever you’re planning. You’re interested.”

			“I’m not planning anything. Kim thinks this could be a tough day for her. She asked me to stay close.”

			“Because Kim knows you’re interested.”

			Nate looked up at the sky. “The woman is daft,” he mumbled.

			The whack that fell on his arm made him jump. “I am not daft!”

			“Meg, there’s nothing to do. Stay out of it. Jenna barely knows me, but if Kim thinks she could use a little moral support then I’ll do what I can.”

			“Nate the Boy Scout.”

			Shaking his head, he moved away and saw Jenna examining the piece of paper Kim had slipped in her hand on the receiving line. She was smiling, so, for the moment, he didn’t have to do anything, and that gave him a little time to follow Meg’s suggestion and make a plan.

			***

			“What are you looking at?” Jenna had no idea why Kim had given this to her, but she passed the paper to Kim’s sister, Joey, who’d drifted into the shady spot under a big oak tree. Joey was only a year younger than Kim and Jenna, and the three of them did everything together growing up.

			“Kim gave me this. Remember when we wrote these?”

			Joey’s mouth dropped open when she examined the page. “Oh my God. Your Boyfriend List! I can’t believe it!”

			“I can’t believe she had it. I haven’t thought about this in years.”

			Joey smiled. “I guess she found it when she was going through all those boxes that were stored at my parents’ house. Ha! Look at this one.” She pointed at the page.

			“Which one?”

			“Number twelve. ‘He should be good at math, since I suck at it.’ I guess you forgot about that one with the last guy?”

			Jenna couldn’t argue with that. Her dirtbag ex-boyfriend may have had a fancy MBA, but he had a lot of trouble with math when it came to taking care of other people’s money. Scratch that. Math wasn’t the issue; his problem was he didn’t seem to understand he shouldn’t steal other people’s money. The jerk was never caught, and his last known whereabouts were with some consulting firm in Boston. It may have been a five-hour drive, but even being on the same coast as him was too close for comfort.

			She looked back at the list. It was pie-in-the-sky romantic fantasy. Good looking. Sweet. He should be athletic, trust me with his secrets, AND get along with my dad. What. Was. She. Thinking?

			“I can’t believe we were so naïve.”

			“Maybe. But who’s to say it he’s not out there?” Joey asked. “I think Owen has every one of the qualities on your list.”

			“That’s Owen. Kim got lucky.”

			Joey reached her arm around Jenna’s shoulder. “Well, then we’re getting lucky, too. It’s our turn.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			He should hold my hand—just because.

			—#7, Jenna’s Boyfriend List

			There was something magical about the first wedding dance. The way a couple fit together, the way they looked at each other as they moved across the floor for the first time as husband and wife, was probably the most romantic part of any reception. Jenna always expected to see her brother dancing with Kim. Ever since they’d been were teenagers, Kim’s heart belonged to Tom. The tragedy of his death, and the betrayal Kim felt when some secrets came to light, almost broke her dear friend. The revelations almost broke Jenna’s whole family. If a storybook couple like Kim and Tom had secrets, what did that mean for everyone else?

			But as Owen took his bride in his arms, a bit of Jenna’s faith was restored. This was a marriage that would last forever. Looking at the couples surrounding the dance floor—Jason and Meg, Caroline and Josh, and Harper and Kevin—people she’d gotten to know over the past few months, she saw that true love did exist.

			It just wasn’t for her.

			“You look like you have something on your mind.” The sweet baritone tickled her ear and when she turned her head, just as she thought, Nate was standing close. Close enough for Jenna to see the flecks of gold in his eyes and to be hypnotized by the scent of his cologne. Damn, he smelled good.

			“I, ah . . .” Speak, dummy! Jenna pulled herself together. She could not let him affect her. “I was just thinking about how much can change in a year. I see Kim now, and after . . .” Even though he’d been an ass to Kim, Jenna still understandably choked up when she thought about her brother. “I’m just glad she’s happy. She deserves it.”

			“I think everyone deserves happiness,” he said. He was completely focused on her and, God, he had the most stunning eyes—a combination of gold, gray, and green, they sparkled with intelligence.

			“I guess,” she muttered.

			“Hmmm.” He folded his hands in front of him and Jenna noticed his long, tapered fingers—beautiful hands. A man’s hands. “You don’t agree?”

			He was very formal, which made her think he was being so considerate because they were “paired” up for the day. Maybe he realized that blowing her off at the rehearsal dinner wasn’t the right thing to do? If that was the case, she had to give the guy credit for trying. If he was willing, maybe he didn’t dislike her after all.

			Wouldn’t that be nice?

			“I just think sometimes happiness is overrated,” she blurted out.

			Nate’s gaze went from curious to confused. Crap. She promised herself she’d put her inner cynic in the closet for the day and focus on the wedding celebration. That’s what the day was all about, not her personal regrets.

			“I don’t understand what you mean by that.”

			From what Jenna knew of Nate, he was a born-and-bred rich boy. Maybe not old money, but established money. He didn’t understand what it was like to struggle financially, to fight for what you wanted. He was handsome, well-educated, successful, and his life was pretty much perfect. But Jenna had learned that blissful happiness, the kind that people pursued like the Holy Grail, just wasn’t real.

			“I don’t mean to say there aren’t happy moments,” she explained. “But I think sometimes you have to settle for what life gives you. Being content with what you’ve been dealt has its advantages.”

			Nate, who was always very controlled when she was around, took her hand, startling her. “Settling should never be an option for anyone, Jenna. But especially for someone like you.”

			What?

			Was that a compliment? A line?

			“What do you mean, like me?”

			Nate kept hold of her hand and pulled it through the crook of his arm. Very smooth, and even more unexpected. “I mean,” he began as he walked her on the dance floor, “that someone who has your brains and your personality shouldn’t have to settle. The question is, why do you think that?”

			“I think I said people should be content.” That was the God’s honest truth. Jenna believed in contentment with all her heart. When you set your sights on possibilities instead of staying grounded in reality, you ended up disappointed. Nate had pulled her into his arms and as his hand settled on the small of her back, Jenna warmed from the inside out. Oh . . . she could be in trouble.

			“Yes, but you also used the word settle.”

			Jenna opened her mouth to say something, but when she set her eyes on his face, on his impish grin, she couldn’t utter a word. Nothing she said would come out right. Not while Nate was turning her brain to mush.

			They had different perspectives based on different experiences. Which was exactly why she couldn’t let someone as handsome and rich as Nate get under her skin. He had no interest in her; today was about being polite. Which was also a sign of how he was raised. He treated people kindly, no matter who they were.

			“I don’t see anything wrong with being realistic.” That was Jenna. The realist. The romantic had been driven out years ago.

			He laughed. It was a deep and full—coming right from his core—and when he smiled she wondered how a man like him wasn’t married with a pack of kids.

			“You need some pipe dreams. It keeps things interesting.”

			“It also sets you up for a big letdown.”

			***

			What the hell had happened to Jenna that she didn’t want to believe in happiness? Nate was an accountant by training—he was practical, methodical, more than a little boring—but even he believed in being happy. The poor girl in his arms believed in settling, and that pissed him off. No one should have to settle.

			The dance ended and she stepped back, quickly putting distance between them. He missed the feel of her, the softness of her form against his. She had no idea how he felt about her, and Nate guessed if he made another move, it could scare her off. That was the last thing he wanted, but he wasn’t sure what to do.

			Jenna’s eyes were fixed on him. “Thank you for being so nice. It can be awkward being thrown together like this.”

			“Being nice to you isn’t hard,” he said. “I mean, we’re all friends here.”

			Her eyes narrowed doubtfully. “Friends?”

			“Well . . . uh . . . yes?”

			“Oh. I wasn’t sure.” She threw him a stiff smile and nodded. “Okay. Friends, then.”

			Shit.

			“Right. Well. Can I escort you to our table?” Nate offered his arm and Jenna nodded once again.

			Friends. Fucking perfect.

			The soft teal fabric of the dress floated around her as they walked, and Jenna’s hair picked up the light from the setting sun as it streamed through the windows of the ballroom.

			The historic castle on Long Island where Owen and Kim chose to have their reception was as elegant as one would expect for a billionaire CIO and his bride. But it was also filled with the warmth brought by Kim’s large family and all the friends Owen and Kim had acquired, from childhood through their service in the military.

			Once they arrived at their assigned table and found their seats, the silence settled over them. Jenna examined the silverware and centerpiece, the menu, the favors—pretty much anything, so she could avoid making eye contact with him. Nate, on the other hand, took her in. Jenna’s hair was long and dark, a chocolate brown, which fell in soft curls over her shoulders. Likewise, her dusky brown eyes were surrounded by thick, black lashes. There was nothing flashy about Jenna . . . she had clear, olive-toned skin, full lips, and curves that made men weep.

			She tugged at the strapless top of her dress and winced a little.

			“Something wrong?” he asked.

			“Just making sure there are no wardrobe malfunctions.”

			“Wouldn’t want that,” he said, thinking that getting an unexpected look at Jenna could give him dirty dreams for a month.

			Jenna froze and a glint of humor flashed in her eyes. “Did you just make a joke?”

			“A joke? Jenna, if you have a ‘wardrobe malfunction’ I promise that will be no joke.” It would be a miracle. He took advantage of the conversation’s subject to take in the way Jenna’s very generous breasts filled out the strapless gown.

			“Stop looking at my boobs, Nate,” she warned gently. Busted. Thankfully, she was grinning, and he was happy to find out Jenna had a sense of humor.

			“Sorry.” He wasn’t sorry. He looked again.

			“Nate’s looking at your boobs?”

			Not knowing whether he should be relieved for the company or angry at the interruption, they were joined at the table by Harper and Kevin Rossi. Harper was the whip-smart director of operations at Reliance Software, and Kevin, her husband, played baseball for the Mets. If nothing else, Harper didn’t mince words.

			“No,” he said firmly. And looked again.

			“Yes!” Jenna replied, glaring at him as the corners of her mouth took on a downward turn. Oh shit. He’d crossed the line. “Yes. It was funny once, Nate.”

			Harper patted his back. “I didn’t know you had it in you.”

			Both his and Jenna’s heads snapped toward Harper. “You think it’s okay that he ogles my chest?”

			“What do you mean, you didn’t know I had it in me?”

			“Oh, boy.” She leaned into her husband. “I got them both riled up.”

			“Why would you think I’m immune to a beautiful woman?” He turned to Jenna, furious, but he wasn’t quite sure at whom. “I apologize for making you uncomfortable. Would you like me to move to the other side of the table?” He stood.

			“Oh, don’t be so sensitive,” Harper said. “Sit down.”

			“Harper, it’s Jenna’s call. Want me to move?”

			Jenna’s faced flushed because she realized the mood of the moment—and probably the rest of the day—hinged on her. She could end it one way or the other.

			“No. Sit down. I overreacted.”

			“Okay. I apologize again for making you uncomfortable. That wasn’t my intention.”

			“Thank you.” Jenna stiffened as Meg and Jason, as well as Josh and Caroline Campbell, joined them. He couldn’t help but wonder if it was the company that had her so edgy. There wasn’t one person there who didn’t like Jenna, but they were his friends, not hers, and he wondered what he could do to help her have a good time. Just as he was about to ask her if she wanted some wine, she put her napkin on the table.

			“Excuse me, I’m going to see if Kim needs anything.” She rose without looking at him and tottered on her very high heels across the room to where Kim was standing with her sisters. Once there, Nate saw her whole demeanor change. Her shoulders relaxed. She smiled—and it wasn’t a fake smile, but a real one. She was with her people. When she was sitting with him, she looked like she’d been sentenced.

			“Are you okay?” Meg asked as she reached for the bread basket. “Jenna didn’t look too happy.”

			“Nate was staring at Jenna’s boobs.” Harper sipped her champagne and her husband rolled his eyes.

			“Could you stop saying that?” Nate was getting pissed.

			“Were you?” Caroline asked.

			“I’m not talking about this.” Just because every other person at the table seemed to lack a filter didn’t mean he did.

			Jason, Kevin, and Josh laughed. Kevin reached around his wife and patted Nate on the shoulder. “You say that like you have some kind of choice in the matter.”

			“Look, she’s nice. She doesn’t know us well, so let’s try to keep this polite.”

			“I’m very polite.” Harper waved the champagne flute around before Kevin grabbed it from her. “You were the one objectifying her.”

			Jason poured himself a glass of wine from one of the bottles sitting on the table. “We established in church that she’s beautiful and that Nate actually likes her. So he’s not just checking her out. You, Harper, are late to the party. “

			“This is my worst nightmare,” Nate moaned. “It’s like middle school.”

			Meg laughed. “Why should you get off the hook? We’ve all had to deal with it from this crowd. When a possible hookup looms, no one is safe, as we all embrace our inner middle schooler.”

			“A hookup? Why was I not informed?” Harper demanded.

			“I’m going to get some air,” Nate muttered. He didn’t waste any time, making a beeline for the large stone terrace that looked out over the lawn all the way to the water. The sun had started to set and the weather was beautiful, with a cool breeze blowing in off Long Island Sound. It was the perfect for a temporary escape.

			This was the craziest balancing act yet. For ten months, since he first met Jenna at Owen and Kim’s engagement dinner, he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her. Every word she uttered, every smile, every laugh haunted him. And after all this time, he still hadn’t done anything to take it further.

			Nate wasn’t a believer in insta-love. His feelings for Jenna had grown over the past months. They’d spent time together at parties and dinners. She was always included because she was Kim’s best friend, and each time they were someplace together, her spirit lit him up. She made him want—she made him want everything.

			“God, I’m such an idiot.”

			“Why are you an idiot?”

			Turning, Jenna was right behind him. Her fingers were woven tightly together and she looked nervous. Tense. Like she wanted to be anyplace but that wedding.

			“Are you all right?” He took a tentative step in her direction.

			“I’m not sure.”

			“What do you mean?” It was a real possibility he’d blown it with her. Obviously, she was more sensitive than he thought. “I’m really sorry about before,” he apologized. Again.

			Damn. She looked so fragile. Sad. Every protective and proprietary bone in his body went on alert.

			“That’s not it,” she shrugged. “I know you were just kidding around. I just . . . I thought this would be easier,” she whispered. “You know, Kim’s wedding. As much as I’m happy for her and Owen, she was supposed to marry my brother. I guess it’s another reminder for me that he’s gone.”

			Jenna’s brother, Tom Albanese, had been dead almost two years. Now, based on how things had unraveled before he died, he doubted he and Kim would have walked down the aisle anyway, but that wasn’t making this any easier for Jenna and her family, who were trying to be supportive.

			“Does that make any sense?” she asked quietly. He wasn’t sure what he should say. She seemed desperate for someone to talk to, someone who wouldn’t judge.

			He put his hand on the small of her back and guided her to a quiet seating area. The brown rattan furniture was shaped like cubes, with large deep seating areas filled with beige cushions. He settled her into one of the chairs and took the one adjacent to hers. Close, but not too close. “It makes perfect sense, and you have a right to feel however you want. My older brother died when I was fifteen. It’s been twenty years and while I don’t think about it all the time, I’m still not over it.”

			“Oh, I’m so sorry.” She sat, collapsed almost, onto the large sofa. “Was he much older than you?”

			“Two years. He was my best friend.”

			“You do understand then, don’t you?”

			Nate nodded and watched her every move before rising and sitting next to her. “I do. I understand how it can affect pretty much everything in your life for a while.” Lightly taking her hand, Nate continued. “Look, let’s stick together today. Okay? The crew at our table is crazy, but they’re good people and mostly harmless. It will be fun.”

			“Really? You guys all have such a history. I don’t feel like I fit in. I mean . . .”

			“Fit in? Everyone likes you, and you might as well get used to the insanity, since you’re stuck with us now.”

			“I don’t exactly run with your crowd, Nate. You’re not going to see me in five-hundred-dollar shoes or hanging out on a yacht. This is Kim’s new gig, not mine.”

			Each question brought a little more of Jenna’s insecurity, her fears, to the surface.

			He’d caught some of the derision from a few of Kim’s friends and relatives after the church service. There were lots of comments about how her life was going to change because she’d married money. It wasn’t the first time he’d come across the attitude. Jenna, no doubt, had her own feelings about how money could change things between people. Add that to feeling out of place, and the sadness Jenna felt over her brother’s death, and her uneasiness was making much more sense.

			He’d never seen Jenna look worried or vulnerable, but knowing how she felt, how grief could overtake you at the strangest time, Nate thought, if nothing else, he should offer a lifeline. But there was something else and he couldn’t put a finger on it.

			“Why do I get the feeling there’s something else eating at you?”

			Her expression stilled, grew even more serious. “You don’t give up, do you?”

			“No, I don’t. Especially when a friend is hurting.”

			Jenna didn’t respond right away, but looked out to the shore. The water was smooth as glass, much like her expression. “I don’t want to lose her again.”

			“Who? Kim? Why would you worry about that?”

			She leaned back. “After Tom died, she cut us all off. And before you say anything, I know marrying Owen isn’t the same thing, but her whole life is about to change. I’ve seen it happen. Money comes into play and suddenly you’re separated from your old life and all the people you knew.” She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “I must sound jealous, don’t I?”

			She locked her deep brown eyes right on his, and Nate wondered if Jenna could see his heart. He felt that if she could, that if she went deep enough, she’d know all his secrets.

			“You sound human. You’ve been through a lot, but you need to have more faith in Kim. It’s only money, Jenna.”

			“Only money?” She bit her lip, obviously growing frustrated. “To you, it’s only money. Trust me, it can change everything.”

			Nate rose, figuring the best way to solve this problem was to get Jenna back to the party. Kim and Owen were married. There was no way to undo her brother’s death. Life moved forward, but as Nate gazed down at the usually exuberant woman, he could see there was nothing easy about what she was feeling. And it was plain that talking about it wasn’t going to help, so he decided to just help her have a good time. Sometimes that was enough.

			“Take my hand.” He stood, and reached out, completely enjoying the surprised look on her face when she realized what was happening.

			“Why?”

			“Because you’re feeling like a fish out of water. Out of place. You’ve got a lot on your mind. Walk back in with me. Don’t just be my partner today. Be my date.”

			Damn. Had he just said that?

			“Your date?” The way she responded, almost reeling back, made him think he’d completely misjudged how things were going with her. Maybe she really didn’t like him.

			“Wow. I didn’t think I was that bad,” he joked, recovering from her reaction. “I’ve got a pretty good job and my mother keeps telling me I’m handsome.”

			Jenna shook her head. It was easy to see how nervous she was, but she still managed a smile. “That’s not it.” She chuckled. “I’d say your mother is right about the handsome part, and I’ve heard you’re pretty well set, but, um . . . to be honest, I didn’t think you liked me very much.”

			What? “Why would you think that?”

			“Because you barely ever talk to me. You avoid me like the plague and I get the sense that, I don’t know, I’m just not your type of person.”

			“Not my type . . .” Boy, he’d really messed this up.

			“I’ve offended you. I’m sorry.”

			“No. You haven’t.” You’ve just let me know how much work I have to do. “I’m a little confused about the ‘type’ thing, but we’ll work on that.”

			“I also don’t know anything about you. Nothing except that you’re the CFO of Reliance and a billionaire.”

			He felt himself grin because it was true. While Jenna was pretty much an open book, he hadn’t given up much of himself. That was easy to remedy. Nate had nothing to hide. “What do you want to know?”

			“Tell me where you grew up.”

			“My family has homes in Old Brookville and Bridgehampton. I lived most of my life in Old Brookville.” Her face blanked when he dropped the names of the two wealthy towns where he’d lived.

			“Oh. My mom was a secretary and my father was a city cop. I grew up in Seaford. Probably very different from the way you grew up.”

			“Did you have family dinners, fight too much with your siblings, and hate doing chores?” he asked.

			“Of course.”

			“Then it wasn’t so different.”

			Jenna opened her mouth to speak, then shut it just as quickly. It took a second, but finally, her shoulders relaxed for the first time that day and a smile softened her lips. When her fingers tangled with his, Nate gave them a gentle squeeze. This was progress.

			“My parents lived their work,” he continued. “We breed and train show horses. I grew up on a horse farm.”

			“Seriously? That’s so cool.”

			“You like horses?”

			She nodded. “I love them, but I’ve ridden only a handful of times. I wanted lessons in the worst way, but it was just too expensive.”

			Nate had just been handed a gift. “I could teach you.”

			The way her eyes popped in surprise and pure delight was the best thing that had happened to Nate all day.

			“Really? I mean . . . you don’t have to.”

			“Why not? I don’t mind. Unless, of course, you don’t want to.”

			“That’s not it.” There was something sad in the way her head dropped. “Are you always so nice?”

			“I guess not, since you just admitted you thought I didn’t like you.” He stopped when he saw her frown because he didn’t want to make her feel bad. “I try to be, I guess. Jason and Owen have told me I lack the asshole gene.”

			“That’s a very good thing, trust me.”

			“You sound like you speak from experience.”

			Finally, Nate felt like he was getting to the root of the problem with Jenna. He knew she’d had a crappy experience in California, that she had an ex, but that was all. He didn’t know specifics.

			But he wasn’t going to find out anything today because Jenna clammed up and changed the subject. “Do you ride a lot?” she asked so quietly that he could barely hear her.

			Knowing it would do no good to push her about her past, Nate nodded. “It’s my addiction.”

			“It’s a great addiction to have.” She looked up at him, flashing a smile of thanks. “I’m glad we talked a little. It’s nice to know you don’t dislike me.”

			Nate shook his head. “I’m sorry you felt that way.”

			The music stopped and they heard the band leader say that the next course would be served.

			“I guess we should go back in.” Jenna nodded toward the large French doors leading into the reception room. “More food.”

			Nate extended his hand. “I heard the second course is lobster. I don’t want to miss it.”

			Jenna stared once again at his outstretched hand, and Nate wished she’d just do something. But she stood there, staring, thinking. Finally, they made eye contact, and Nate wanted nothing more than to find the person who had hurt her and make him sorry for it. There was such hesitancy in her eyes. So much pain, but then, like a miracle, Jenna found her courage, reached out, and took his hand.

			Nate threaded his fingers through hers like it was the most natural thing in the world. The size and shape of her hand fit his. This wasn’t something he’d talk about. His friends would have a field day busting on him if he did, but Nate believed that certain people were made for each other, and here was a little more proof that Jenna was made for him.

			He felt a little shudder and he wondered if she felt it too. There were few things in this life more perfect than feeling like you fit. He fit with Jenna.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			He should be funny.

			—#5, Jenna’s Boyfriend List

			His hand was warm, so very warm. When he’d danced with her earlier, they kept their touch light, but now, his hand completely surrounded hers, and when her heartbeat finally settled, Jenna felt comfort. Nate, with his sweet manner and soulful eyes, induced a feeling of contentment that filled her.

			He was looking at their joined hands and she was surprised by the feel of him. His hands should have been soft, his nails polished and manicured. He was a billionaire businessman, but the hand that held hers was firm, a little rough. A workingman’s hands.

			When he pulled her up, she stumbled a bit on the blasted heels. That’s when Nate’s other arm came up and circled her waist.

			“You okay?” he asked as he steadied her on her feet.

			She’d been cursing the shoes all day. Kim wanted all the attendants in these gorgeous Kate Spade pumps with spectacular heels, but Jenna couldn’t enjoy wearing the gorgeous designer shoes because she was terrified she was going to trip. “I feel like such a klutz,” she admitted. “I’m not good in heels.”

			Nate nodded his understanding. “Me, either.”

			It took a second to process what he’d said, but when the grin broke across his face, and his eyes lit up, Jenna burst out laughing. Dropping her head on his shoulder, his one hand held tight to hers while his other rested easily on the small of her back. Their laughter blended together and it felt so good to be able to share it with someone.

			It felt good to be held.

			It felt good to be happy.

			“I didn’t know you were a high heels kind of guy.” The giggles escaped as he tilted his head forward and examined her face.

			“It’s my guilty pleasure.”

			“The things you find out about people . . .”

			He stepped away, but kept hold of her hand, his smile sweet and playful. Who would have thought the accountant was a joker. “You ready? I’m getting hungry and I don’t want the waitstaff to take my plate away before I’ve had a chance to eat.”

			“How could you be hungry after the cocktail hour?” The cocktail hour that kicked off the reception had more food than she’d seen in a long time, and, coming from a big Italian family like she did, that was saying a lot.

			“That was forty-five minutes ago.” He patted his stomach. “You’ll soon discover I have the appetite of a teenage boy. I’m always hungry.”

			Jenna couldn’t help but wonder what Nate did to keep in shape, other than riding. Earlier, as he’d pulled her gently into the ballroom for their first dance,  she was able to admire his broad shoulders, narrow waist, and very fine ass. Even his tux, which he filled out beautifully, couldn’t hide his physique. She could do worse for a wedding date. Much worse.

			When they slipped into the dining room from the terrace, the band was playing background music. People were milling around, chatting, or at their tables enjoying the appetizer. Mr. and Mrs. Torres were beaming and talking with Owen’s parents like they were old friends.

			Jenna spotted her parents and her sisters at a table with a few other neighbors, forcing smiles, and looking as conflicted as she had been feeling earlier. She didn’t think it was possible, but Nate had made it better for her. If nothing else, she could focus on celebrating Kim’s happiness, on the love her friend shared with Owen.

			“I’m going to go check on my parents.” Her hand brushed his arm, signaling he could let go of her hand, but he didn’t.

			“Where are they sitting?”

			He still had her hand.

			A quick nod across the room, indicating the general direction of their table, had him tugging her along once again. “Nate, what are you doing?”

			“Going with you to meet your family?”

			She stopped in her tracks. “Why?” He wanted to meet her family? The family who would jump to conclusions? The family who would interrogate him? The family who would ask him about his intentions toward her? About his bank accounts? If he liked kids? “You want to eat, don’t you? Appetite of a teenage boy? Isn’t that what you said?”

			Nate’s head tilted to one side. Kind of like a puppy that had just heard a funny noise. “Why? Why what? I don’t understand.”

			Jeez. He really didn’t. This guy . . . this MBA-toting, super-rich CFO was clueless about the right time to meet the family. Where the hell did this guy come from?

			“I just don’t want them to get the wrong idea about us. My mother has a very active imagination.”

			He chuckled, warm and low. “Active how?”

			“Like she’ll be naming our children the second she shakes your hand. Good God. Don’t you have crazy parents?”

			“My mother is a lovely woman of exceptional breeding.”

			Jenna had to fight the urge to roll her eyes. “Of course she is.”

			“And my father is the hardheaded, loud Scots horse trainer who stole away with her in the middle of the night and eloped. Scandalized my grandparents. It’s legend in my family.”

			“She eloped with the horse trainer?” That had to be one hell of a story.

			“Aye, lass. She did.” He tilted a crooked grin in her direction, then locked his eyes on hers and dropped a soft kiss on her hand. “Would it make your mother happy to think you had someone in your life?”

			“Huh? Yes, b . . . but—” She stuttered to a halt. “I mean, it would send her over the moon, but why would you put yourself in that position?”

			“I don’t want to tell her we’re engaged or anything, but let her speculate. It’ll be fun and it will get her mind off why she’s so sad. Let everyone wonder. Neither of us wants to be the single with all the couples in this room. It will be fun to keep everyone guessing.”

			“Nate, I don’t know.” He gave her hand a little squeeze and she looked again at how his big strong fingers encircled hers.

			Was this what a romance felt like? It was such a warm, safe feeling that was consuming her and with every touch, every flash in his eyes, Jenna felt like she was falling under some kind of spell. She was a sensible woman. She didn’t just fall for some guy because he was handsome, sweet, smart, and rich.

			Oy.

			He smiled at her again, knowing he’d completely flustered her, and her heart damn near beat out of her chest. She imagined this was what people meant when they said they were swept off their feet. Because the very quiet, geeky Nate was starting to do just that.

			“Take me to meet your family, Jenna,” he said with cool authority.

			“Okay, fine. Why not?”

			God, the way he looked at her. She knew this “date” was so neither of them had to be the odd one out, but did he have to play it so well? It was like this mattered—like she mattered, a lot.

			He hadn’t let go of her hand since they’d been out on the terrace, and it made Jenna wonder if maybe there could be something between them.

			Nah. He was just being nice.

			Nice was different for her. She’d always had a hard time finding nice guys to date. After a while she started wondering if she had some kind of allergy to decent men. Majoring in art and photography in college, Jenna hung around with a lot of guys who made art the center of their world, just like she did. They weren’t nice. They were very hip, dismissive of anything not in their narrow definition of the world, and showed an unfailing lack of interest in pretty much everything. None of them would ever be accused of being nice.

			But it was how she lived. When she met Royce, she allowed his attractiveness, and his natural charisma, blind her to the fact that they weren’t a good match. He used her for his own gain, and then left when it no longer suited him. She was with him for almost five years and in that time, she morphed herself into what he needed her to be.

			Jenna always cared too much, bubbled over too much. Swapping her enthusiasm for sophistication was a difficult transition, and it never felt natural. But she made herself over anyway, shunning her roots and her family in the process.

			She’d straddled the worlds of hedge funds and art for the first two years she was with Royce in San Francisco. She played second fiddle to him at every cocktail party, fund-raiser, and client dinner as nothing more than a piece of arm candy. He assured her he needed her; however Jenna still felt phony. But in the studio with her art? That felt real.

			And that’s what brought them their greatest windfall. When Jenna’s photography career took off, she unwittingly threw open doors for her slimy ex that even he couldn’t have imagined.

			She’d never be able to prove it, but the man she lived with wasn’t the person she thought he was. And a lot of money had disappeared without a trace. Royce had failed the nice guy test just like all the others.

			Jenna could think of lots of other things to call him, though.

			Easily led, easily fooled, Jenna, her clients, and her friends fell right into his trap. And when Royce left her, she had to deal with the fallout. Dozens of people in the art world had trusted her boyfriend with a small fortune and all of them were left almost destitute when he blew out of town.

			On paper, it looked like a streak of bad luck with the investments, but when a few people started sniffing around, there were lots of numbers that didn’t add up. No charges were filed against Royce, but Jenna was left without a friend or a dime, and she had to come home.

			It hadn’t been a bad thing. Even though she hadn’t known it, she’d missed her family and she’d been able to put her teaching degree to good use, but that was the moment she swore off men. Especially rich, gorgeous ones.

			And there she was, holding Nate’s hand . . . a man who was richer and more gorgeous than any man she’d ever met. This was a bad, bad thing. Money and wealth made her very nervous.

			“Are you sure you want to do this?” she whispered. He was being so kind, she didn’t want to insult him, but Nate Bayard was everything she’d promised herself she’d avoid. He seemed perfect, as did Royce, and it was just too risky. If he took the way out she was offering him, it would be better for both of them.

			He spun her toward him, taking possession of her other hand as well, and leaned in. Close—so damn close. She should have been focusing on his eyes, but all she could see was his mouth.

			His beautiful, kissable mouth.

			God, she hoped he didn’t notice her staring. But he did, and his eyes went dark as he looked into hers.

			“I’m going to be polite and meet your family,” he said in a throaty groan. “But if you don’t want me to kiss you senseless first, you should stop looking at me like that.”

			Oh, boy.

			“I wasn’t planning on our first kiss being right here in front of everyone, but if you’re game, so am I,” he continued.

			“Oh, uh,” she responded, not knowing how she’d squeaked the words out. “I agree. Probably not a good idea. I mean, not that kissing you wouldn’t be ah, nice, but . . .”

			Nate leaned in and his breath tickled the lobe of her ear. “If I kiss you, Jenna, I promise it will be more than nice.”

			She hadn’t had “more than nice” in a really long time, and the thought of it with Nate was so tempting. Lord, she was not going to survive this. “Don’t talk like that. We’re friends, right? And wedding sex is such a cliché. You don’t want to be a cliché, do you?”

			Oh no. Had she just blurted out something about wedding sex before brain could stop her?  Out loud?

			The corner of his mouth twitched and his shoulders trembled, then he burst out laughing. “You should see your face.”

			Jenna was stunned at first, not knowing how to react, but then, a sniffle slipped out, then a giggle, and finally she joined in, laughing with him. Thankful he had a sense of humor as well as good sense.

			“But for the record, I have no objection to being a cliché. So don’t worry about that. At all. If you’d like to become a cliché with me, I wouldn’t complain.”

			“Well, that’s good to know,” she snickered. “If I have enough champagne later, you might get lucky.”

			Whoosh. Jenna heard the breath fly right out of Nate’s chest at the same time she clapped a hand over her mouth.

			“Oh, God. I’m sorry.”

			“No, no. It’s fine.”

			“I’m sorry, Nate. That was . . .”

			“You’re going to drive me crazy,” he growled.

			“You wouldn’t be the first,” she agreed.

			***

			Talk about being in over his head. Jenna was a bundle of electrical energy. Everything around her seemed charged, full of life, and he was feeling it, too. His heart had an extra kick, he felt happier, more alive. Nate had never met anyone who’d been so open, so giving of herself, so willing to put her own feelings aside to celebrate with her friend. As much as he was eager to spend time with her and have her get to know him, there’d been more than one instance that almost sent him off to nurse a beer in the corner.

			Typical. The wedding was hopping, he should be happy for his best friend, but instead he was thinking of ways to escape. Yet every time he looked at Jenna he knew she was worth the effort.

			Being this flirtatious was taking him way out of his comfort zone. And it was getting him hot. Everything about her, from the curve of her shoulder, to the sweep of her hair, to the scent of her perfume was setting him on fire. He wanted to kiss her senseless and make love to her until she screamed with pleasure.

			But Nate couldn’t get over the feeling that she was hesitant to get involved because of something more than a breakup. Sure, a broken heart could be a serious thing, it could leave a lot of scars, but there was something else that had Jenna on guard. He’d tried to think of ways to get her attention for months and failed. Today, he’d found a way. Granted, today, he was taking advantage of the fact that she needed him, but if it got him on her radar, he’d do it. And he’d show her, things could be really good.

			God, he was desperate. He’d never pulled out all the stops like this for anyone. Now he said he’d meet her family. He not only had to charm Jenna, but her mother and father as well. Her father, the ex-cop. Who probably had a gun in his house.

			Shit.

			“Hey there, you two. What’s up?”

			Both he and Jenna turned and saw the bride and groom closing in on their position. Kim looked suspicious, but Owen was grinning like a fool. Nate fully expected he was going to get shit. The asshole couldn’t even take his wedding day off.

			“You two look like you’re getting to know each other. Getting friendly,” Owen crooned. “Don’t they, honey?”

			Jenna’s eyes narrowed to slits, and she trained them on Owen. “Friendly?”

			“Yeah,” his friend said in all his smug glory. “Were you holding her hand, Nate? It makes me all misty seeing you grow up.”

			“Jesus. Did you just say ‘misty’?” Nate didn’t need this. Wedding day or not, Owen needed to mind his own business.

			Slapping his arm, Kim snapped at her loving groom. “Don’t be a jerk.”

			“What! That’s not something you see every day.”

			Jenna was looking away and turning different shades of pink. He didn’t know if she was embarrassed, but he really wanted to kick the crap out of Owen. Even if he did love him like a brother.

			“It’s nice, Owen,” Jenna said. Her voice was barely there, soft and sweet and driving him a little crazy. “After all, he is my date today. Do you have a problem with that?”

			Owen looked her in the eye and raised an eyebrow. “Not at all. He’s a lucky man, but if he’s not a gentleman, let me know. I’ll kick his ass. It’s the least I can do for your brother.”

			He winked and grabbed Kim’s hand, dragging her off. Unfortunately, Nate could see he’d left Jenna with yet another reminder of her brother. Owen meant well. He’d been Tom Albanese’s commanding officer when the marine sergeant was killed by an IED in Afghanistan. Jenna looked away again, and Nate reached out, letting his fingers graze across the soft skin of her face. “Hey. He didn’t mean to upset you.”

			“I know. It’s just . . .”

			“What?”

			“For the record, I think Tom would like you. He wouldn’t want to kick your ass.”

			“Thank you.” He couldn’t get a higher compliment. “Come on,” he coaxed, “you were going to introduce me to your folks.”

			She nodded and, without any hesitancy, took his hand.

			***

			Who would think that a couch at a reception venue would be so comfy?

			Not Jenna. But the large, over-stuffed sofa in the sitting room of the old castle was absolutely decadent. Jenna was so tired. She was emotionally spent, her feet hurt, and the plush velvet surrounded her like a warm embrace. The wedding was technically over, however the party was still going on in the pub down the hall, where there were pool tables and oversized chairs, but Jenna needed time to herself to process the events of the day.

			“There you are!” Joey Torres could have been Kim’s twin. The two were exactly the same person born a year apart. “Decided to escape the craziness for a while?” Joey plopped into a big armchair adjacent to the sofa. “Oh.” She moaned settling herself into the cushions and tucking her legs underneath her. “This is comfortable. I could live in this chair if someone would bring me wine and chocolate every few hours.”

			“I felt the same way about the couch.” Kim curled into the corner and started pulling pins out of her hair. “They’re still going strong?”

			“The kitchen just sent out trays of sandwiches. No one is going to bed anytime soon.”

			Glancing over her shoulder through the French doors that led to the patio terrace, Jenna caught sight of Owen with Jason, Josh, Kevin, and Nate. There was such ease there, such familiarity. She remembered that they’d all known each other for years.

			“Each one is more gorgeous than the other,” Joey said. “Mother Nature’s best work right there.”

			No kidding. The five of them had gathered with what appeared to be a bottle of scotch and cigars. They were toasting their friend. For all the ribbing and teasing they did with one another, these guys were genuinely happy for Owen. It was nice. It was real.

			“How was your ‘date’ with Nate today?”

			Jenna looked back pointedly at Joey, who was grinning like a cat with cream.

			“He’s handsome, smart, and sweet. I had a very nice day.”

			“Who are we talking about?” Meg Campbell joined them, setting down a tray of pastries on the coffee table before joining Jenna on the sofa. “Is it Naaate?” She drew his name out like a schoolgirl. “You like each other.”

			Jenna didn’t plan on liking anyone at the moment, but if she had someone in mind, Nate would certainly do nicely. Very nicely indeed. “He’s a good guy and he was a fun wedding date.”

			Atta girl. Be diplomatic. LIE.

			Meg raised her cannoli like a weapon. “I call bullshit!”

			Caroline came in with Harper, and Kim followed with her gown hiked up to her knees, curious about Meg’s declaration. “What’s bullshit?”

			“Your B-F-F likes Nate.”

			“Stop it, would you?” Jenna pleaded. “They’re right outside.”

			Harper downed her scotch in one gulp and smiled. “So? Hey, Nate!” She yelled so loud he heard her through the closed doors. “Oh, look! Cookies!”

			The sweet treats on the table were the last thing on Jenna’s mind as she watched Nate rise from where he was sitting and turn toward them. He’d taken off the jacket of his suit, rolled up the sleeves of the crisp white shirt, loosened his tie, and popped two buttons at his neck. He was rumpled and casual—gorgeous—as he stepped into the room full of women and smiled his sweet smile. Damn.

			“Do you like Jenna?” Harper blurted out, her mouth full of pastry.

			He stuffed his hands in his pockets and looked at the floor. Uh-oh. He was embarrassed. Fortunately, he was still smiling. Maybe.

			“Oh, jeez. Back to middle school.” Jenna dropped her head onto the soft arm of the sofa. “You guys have got to stop this.”

			“What?” Harper snapped. “I don’t believe in dancing around this kind of stuff.” She narrowed her eyes at Nate. “Well?”

			“Harper!” More than anyone, Jenna appreciated strong friendships. Her friends and family had kept her going through the toughest times of her life, but Harper was crossing the line. “This is embarrassing.”

			“I do like Jenna,” he said, quieting everyone in the room. “I had a nice time with her today. I’d like to take her out sometime.”

			Her head popped up when his response finally hit her. She didn’t look at him, couldn’t, instead focusing on a large clock on the mantel. “You do?”

			Heat spread up her back and the skin of her neck prickled in a good way. He was close, and it was confirmed when the cushion behind her sank a little and she felt his warm breath near her ear. He smelled like old scotch, expensive cigars and cologne. Like a man.

			“Have dinner with me, Jenna.”

			“Dinner?”

			She faced him and dissolved. His perfect gold-green eyes held hers and promised to make wishes come true. There was no way Jenna could say no. She nodded.

			“Great.” While his fingers grazed across one side of her jaw, he left a lingering kiss on the opposite cheek. “I’ll call you.”

			“Oh. Okay.”

			His lips turned up at the corners and then he said his good-byes. When he left the room and rejoined his friends on the terrace, Jenna’s ovaries wept.

			“Holy shit.” Caroline looked back and forth between Jenna and Nate, who was back outside with the guys. “Was that our Nate? Does he have a hidden smolder switch?”

			Meg laughed. “That’s our boy. I think Jenna flipped the switch.”

			“Or she’d like to flip the switch,” Joey said with a wink.

			“Oh, good grief . . .”

			“Come on.” Joey took a sip of her wine before waving off Jenna’s objection. “I bet if you took out your list, you’d see he matches up pretty well.”

			“List?” Harper perked up and grabbed another cookie from the tray. “What list?”

			“It’s nothing. Something Kim found at her mom’s.”

			“When we were twelve or thirteen, we made Boyfriend Lists,” Kim added. “All the things we wanted in the perfect guy. I found Jenna’s when I was packing some stuff in the attic at home.”

			“That’s awesome,” Meg said. “I probably have something like that in one of my old diaries.”

			Caroline rolled her eyes. “All you have are books filled with things like ‘Jason and Meg, I heart Jason. Mrs. Jason Campbell.’ You were obsessed.”

			“It was prophetic,” Meg said as her gaze settled on her very handsome husband.

			“Obsessed,” Caroline stage whispered.

			“And you weren’t?” Meg retorted. “You mooned over Josh for years!”

			“It was fate.”

			Kim took off her shoes and stood, shaking out the clouds of tulle in her skirt. “It’s all fate. Me and Owen? The way we met? I’m sorry, but we were meant to happen.”

			If only it were that simple. She’d thought that Royce was her destiny. Edgy and smart, he offered her excitement and a life of her own.

			Until he betrayed her.

			“That list is fantasy. I was barely thirteen when I wrote it.”

			“Do you have it?” Harper was curious. Now there would be no peace. “Hand it over.”

			 The past year had taught Jenna a lot about Harper Poole Rossi, not the least of which was that if she put her mind to something she was going to get it. Fishing in her evening bag, Jenna pulled out the folded piece of paper for Harper’s examination. There wasn’t anything quite as humiliating as baring your thirteen-year-old soul.

			Harper eased into the deep cushions and opened the paper, propping her feet on the coffee table. She looked over the list, her expression staying completely flat. “Well, this is our boy Nate to a tee.” She handed the list off to Meg. “Now, granted, I don’t know if he’s a good kisser or if he’s good with his hands, but it’s pretty much dead-on.”

			“Come on,” Jenna spat out. “A man with all those qualities would be perfect.”

			Harper glanced around the room. The paper was now in Caroline’s possession. “Well, ladies?” she asked.

			Meg shrugged. “I love my husband, but Nate is pretty perfect.”

			Caroline agreed. “Yup. He intimidates me a little. No flaws.”

			“You cannot be serious.” This was nuts, Jenna thought. “No one is perfect.”

			“I dunno.” Harper handed the list back once she’d had a chance to look at it again. “I think he might be, and he’s smitten with you.”

			“No. No he’s not.” He couldn’t be.

			She couldn’t allow herself to think Nate was really interested beyond a date or two. She liked him, probably too much, and they’d had a good time together, but what did Harper say? He was smitten?

			“Based on how he looks at you,” Kim began, “I think he could be very interested. And why shouldn’t he be?”

			“I don’t know, because he’s a hotshot billionaire and I’m an art teacher?”

			“Yes, you are,” Caroline said. “And I’m an engineer, Meg’s a teacher, and Kim is a nurse. Harper is a businesswoman and she married Mr. Baseball. Attraction doesn’t check your bank book and there’s no job requirement.”

			“Yeah, well.” Jenna heard the bitterness spill into her voice. “I’ve dated the wealthy guy and it didn’t work out for me. In my case, I felt like I was selling my soul.”

			Meg grabbed her hand. “It doesn’t have to be that way. He’s a good guy.”

			“Jenna, he’s not the asshole who left you,” Kim added. “Give it a chance.”

			Joey leaned in. “He’s looking at you now.”

			Glancing over her shoulder, Jenna wondered what she was going to do about him. Perfect or not, her track record with men wasn’t good. He’d get bored or she’d be too unsophisticated. Or he’d find out all about her past. It wouldn’t last, and Jenna would be left alone again.

			Kim arranged her curls and applied some lip gloss. “Okay, I’m done waiting for him to bond with his bros over this latest milestone. Time for me to take my husband to bed.”

			“Atta girl,” Joey declared. The boys let out whoops and hollers when Kim dragged Owen from his chair. Not missing a beat, he scooped his bride into his arms, and carried her across the sitting room and into the elevator. There was absolutely no sign of the injury he sustained during his final tour in Afghanistan less than a year earlier.

			Looking at her sister, Meg smiled. “Bed is a good idea. It’s late.”

			Slowly but surely, the married couples went to their rooms and left Jenna and Joey nursing a bottle of wine while Nate stood on the terrace with his scotch.

			With an exaggerated yawn, Joey stretched her arms over her head. “I’m tired.”

			Knowing her friend was practically nocturnal and barely slept four hours a night, Jenna was suspicious.

			“You’re tired? You’re never tired.”

			Standing, Joey tugged at her dress and gathered her things. “This maid of honor gig is exhausting. I need to get sleep. Brunch in the morning and I’m not missing that.”

			“Right. Brunch.”

			Joey hugged her. “Now, go talk to Nate. Maybe you’ll get lucky.”

			“Joey! I barely know him!”

			“You’ve known him for almost a year. Friends with bennies.”

			She sputtered an incoherent reply as Joey left the room with a wave. Get lucky? What?

			But then her eyes found his for a brief moment, and Jenna wondered if maybe that’s what she needed. Maybe some hot sex with a really hot guy would help her get over this fear of, well, everything. And she liked Nate; she did. She could definitely do worse.

			The past five years had been one dark moment after another that started the second she met Royce. Her perfect life, her perfect man—everything she’d planned—was all a lie. Lately, she didn’t do anything without thinking it through. But, maybe she needed to stop thinking so much.

			Screwing up her courage, Jenna checked her breath, fluffed her hair, and headed outside. She had a man to seduce.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			He should kiss like he knows what he’s doing.

			—#13, Jenna’s Boyfriend List

			Drinking alone sucked.

			But that’s what Nate was doing after all his friends got hauled off to bed by their wives. He was going to get nicely drunk while they were all getting laid. Such was the life of a carefree bachelor.

			There were at least ten women who’d made it known they were available for a “drink” after the wedding. That he was with Jenna didn’t seem to matter, and that alone meant he wouldn’t be interested. Nate was old-fashioned that way. You didn’t ditch your date, but he guessed the women who’d offered were only thinking about one thing: his money. And if he’d learned anything, it was that money made people do stupid things.

			Reliance was a big deal on Long Island, and as three homegrown billionaires, he, Owen, and Jason had achieved local celebrity status. Now he was the last eligible bachelor of the bunch and he was on a lot of radars.

			It didn’t have anything to do with ego, that was his reality, and he hated it because the only one on his radar was Jenna.

			At least she agreed to have dinner with him.

			A creaking from behind him made him turn around, and like a vision, Jenna floated out onto the moonlit terrace. She taken her hair completely down and it slipped over her shoulders and down her back like dark silk. Her eyes sparkled as she walked toward him, but her face was set—serious—and he wondered if he still had a date with her after all.

			“Hi,” she said so softly he barely heard.

			“Hey. Everyone go to bed?”

			“Yeah, I think they were ah . . . tired.”

			He stifled a laugh and she joined in. “They aren’t sleeping.”

			Smiling up at him, she shrugged. “I was trying to be polite.”

			He watched her draw a breath and nibble on her lower lip. Everything in him went on alert because he understood Jenna was out here for a reason. He’d messed up. Might as well get it over with.

			“I guess I owe you an apology,” he said.

			“I’m sorry? You owe me . . . why?”

			She was sweet to act confused, but Nate knew he’d embarrassed her even more than Harper had.

			“I know I put you on the spot earlier with the dinner invitation. You were nice enough not to turn me down in front of everyone. Thank you for that.”

			“I wasn’t being nice. I mean . . . that came out wrong.” She paused. “I said yes because I wanted to say yes.”

			“You did?” He stepped toward her, hoping she wouldn’t back away. She didn’t; she stepped into him, placing one hand on his chest, right over his pounding heart.

			“I was surprised, but saying no never crossed my mind.”

			A lock of hair blew across her face and Nate pushed it back with the tips of his fingers, allowing himself the luxury of lingering there, of touching her, and when she turned her face a bit and pressed a kiss into the palm of his hand, Nate swallowed hard. Her name slipped off his lips and into the night air at the same time she lifted her chin, offering her mouth, her neck.

			“Jenna,” he whispered again, this time letting his free hand slide into her hair, loving that he could finally touch her. He didn’t know when her arms slipped around his neck, but Nate leaned in and kissed her.

			Time stopped. Everything stopped, because the woman in his arms was all that mattered. Nate didn’t do casual, and there was nothing casual about the way Jenna melted into him, the way her body trembled, and the way her mouth opened so he could taste her completely.

			Their bodies were locked together and there was no doubt in his mind she could feel his raging erection. She didn’t seem to mind, as she ground into him, getting as close as she could.

			“Christ,” he shot out, pulling his mouth away. “We’d better slow down.”

			Rising on her toes, she trailed kisses across his throat. Nate felt her tongue flickering lightly on his skin and he thought he might go crazy from the lust she was inciting.

			“No slowing down. I want you.”

			“You . . . really?”

			Her eyes were veiled and dark, full of desire and heat. Jenna wanted to seduce him, and he was happy to let her.

			“I’d let you have me right here if I didn’t think we’d get in trouble.”

			Holy shit.

			“Let’s go upstairs,” he ground out. “I need you alone.”

			“Your room or mine?”

			He thought for a second and he knew some of the wedding party planned to get up early for a run. He wasn’t about to let them catch her in the hallway, but he needed the condoms he kept in his shaving kit. “I’ll come to you in five minutes. I just need to get something.”

			Running her hands over his ass, she nipped at his chin. God, this woman was hot. And aggressive. Nate was done for and he didn’t care.

			She inched away very slowly and ran her tongue over her very swollen lips. Jesus, he wanted to kiss her again. Suddenly the thought of doing her right there wasn’t such a bad idea.

			“Bring a lot of condoms,” she whispered in his ear. “You’re going to need them.”

			Good God.

			Once Jenna had left him, Nate tried to get his head around what had just happened. He thought she was going to bow out of dinner with him, but now they were going to have sex? This was moving at light speed and he needed a minute to regroup.

			Grabbing the unfinished bottle of scotch, Nate headed for his suite. He’d brush his teeth, pick up what he needed, and then head to her room. Shit. He hoped he could find her room. If he remembered correctly, she was right near his parents. Fucking perfect.

			He had to stop thinking so much. If he wanted this to go in his favor, tonight had to be all about Jenna. And Nate had to make it so she never wanted to be with anyone else ever again.

			***

			Jenna closed the door to her room and plopped in the armchair that was just inside the room. Holy crap. The man was lethal. Gorgeous, sexy, and could he kiss? Oh. My. God. Jenna could kiss him forever. If he made love like he kissed, she’d be ruined for life.

			Realizing she needed to get out of her dress and get ready for him, Jenna pulled out her suitcase and looked at what she had to wear. Sexy lingerie was not on her packing list. All she had was a simple, sheer, white cotton lawn chemise that tied in a bow at the neck. It was an old-fashioned nightgown, but if she left the ribbon loose and let the gown drop off her shoulder, that could work.

			Could she seduce a man wearing a granny nightgown? Jenna had no idea. She’d never tried.

			Grabbing her only option, she headed into the bathroom, brushed her teeth, and took off her dress and bra. Looking at herself in the mirror, Jenna wondered what Nate would do if she answered the door naked. It might be worth a try, but she didn’t know if she was that brave. Not yet. But maybe someday, if this happened again.

			For the first time since she’d arrived at the castle, Jenna took the time to appreciate her surroundings. She was in a simple room, but there was nothing simple in any room in this magnificent building. The ornate fixtures and elaborate furnishings were a reminder of the hotel’s past as a grand home. Running a plush washcloth under warm water, Jenna washed up before spritzing on a little perfume and brushing her hair. Inspecting herself in the mirror, she let the gown drop over her head and adjusted the closure, so her breasts almost spilled out. If she had to say so herself, it was a pretty sexy look.

			Subtle.

			There was a slight tapping on the door, and Jenna took three deep breaths before leaving the bathroom. God, what had she done?

			As of tonight, they were friends, and their lives shared some very important people. If one of them got hurt because they slept together, everything could be a mess. Grasping the handle, she opened the door and the minute she saw him, all doubt vanished.

			He may have been the most gentle, kind man she’d ever met, but right then, leaning against the door frame, he looked more like a sexy bad-boy billionaire from her favorite prime-time drama. From his expensive formalwear to the scruff that graced his gorgeous face to the Cartier watch on his wrist, he was the total fantasy package.

			She was in such trouble. And she didn’t care one bit.

			The warmth in her core went to full burn when Nate stepped across the threshold and his eyes traveled up and down her body, lingering on the loose, draped neckline of the chemise.

			“My God, Jenna. You’re beautiful.” He came to her, bumping the door closed with his foot, and let his hand run over her shoulder and down to her breast, where his fingers brought the chemise down enough that he could see and touch her very taut nipple. He didn’t hesitate and pulled the ribbon tie slowly, looking her in the eyes as he exposed her body even more. “So beautiful.”

			She should have felt vulnerable, especially because everything was happening so fast, but she didn’t. There was trust between them, and Nate did nothing sudden or rough. He was taking his time with her, touching, teasing, and driving her mad with each bit of contact.

			“Are you sure about this? I can go now, if you have any hesitation. I don’t want you to regret being with me.”

			Reaching out, Jenna popped a stud off his dress shirt, then another, exposing his beautiful chest. She dropped a kiss onto his breastbone, and the groan that came from deep within Nate let her know she was doing something very right. “I love that you’re not manscaped, that you’ve left your chest hair alone. So sexy.”

			He smiled, “And I love how soft you are. But, Jenna—”

			“I’m not going to change my mind, Nate. I want you. I want us to be hot, sweaty, and screaming.”

			Her hands undid his belt and unclasped his trousers. Once his shirt was free, she was able to ease her hand in to touch his erection. The man was impressive, as was the oath he uttered when her finger circled the head of his penis. He wasn’t overly large, but thick, and Jenna wanted to see him.

			Nate, however, had other ideas. Nudging the sheer cotton down her body, the gown dropped to the floor, leaving Jenna standing naked in the middle of the room. “Hot, sweaty, and screaming, is that it?”

			“Uh-huh.” He was circling her now, trailing his hands over her, front to back, up and down. He took up position behind her, exploring every inch of her body with his hands.

			“Well, I could take it very slow and see where that leads us, but you aren’t shy about sex, are you?”

			“Nope.” Her breath shuddered when his hand slipped between her legs and feather touched over her most sensitive spot. “I love sex, but I don’t go to bed with just anyone. Which is why it’s been a long time for me.”

			“How long?”

			“Over two years.”

			He swept her hair to one side and left a soft kiss right where her neck curved into her shoulder.

			“Then this is a celebration, isn’t it?”

			That elicited a giggle. “I never thought of it that way, but okay. I think there’s champagne in the mini bar.”

			“Later.” Turning her in his arms, Nate walked her backward to the bed. When she bumped the mattress, he lifted her onto the edge and knelt down.

			“What are you doing?”

			“It seems to me,” he said as he grazed his scruff along the inside of her thigh, “that if it’s been two years, I have my work cut out for me. Now lean back and let me have some fun.”

			Along with his beard, Nate’s lips nipped at the skin of her inner thigh. Jenna thought this very well could send her into a coma. “Oh, God.”

			“Hang in there, beautiful. I haven’t even gotten started.”

			His mouth closed over her center, and she felt his tongue dip into her folds. The sensation rocketed through her. Every nerve ending fired, producing such pleasure and exquisite pain, Jenna cried out and jerked away.

			It didn’t stop him, thank God; he set his hands behind her knees and pulled her back. “Stay still. You’re messing up my rhythm.”

			Well, she wouldn’t want to do that.

			His thumbs caressed her, moved over the sensitive knot, then his mouth was there again and soon, everything was pulsing, clenching. Jenna felt her body arch, her muscles seized, forcing her higher, as a cry escaped, something primal, before she relaxed into the downy comforter that covered the bed. All the while, Nate watched her, his flashing eyes stayed on her face, and his devilish smile told her this was going to be one hell of a night.

			***

			Watching her come was perfection. He’d never seen a woman unravel like that when she orgasmed and he had every intention of making sure it happened again and again.

			He was still dressed—his shirt was wide open and his pants were undone—but he was more concerned with the trembling woman on the bed. Man, she was responsive. He needed to be inside her, that was all he could think about at that moment.

			Taking a condom from his pocket, he tossed it on the nightstand, then settled himself over her, planting his hands on either side of her shoulders. Her face was bliss, with her eyes half closed and a tiny smile on her lips. He kissed that gorgeous mouth and then he did it again.

			“How are you doing?” he asked.

			Jenna was still catching her breath. She reached out and wrapped her arms around his neck. “I’ll let you know when my heart stops racing. Oh, my God.”

			A quick kiss turned into a lot more. Damn, if she wasn’t as jacked up as he was. Her hands moved up and down his body, stroked him, and Nate almost lost it. “Honey, let me get undressed.”

			“That’s a good idea.”

			It didn’t take long for him to shed what he had on, but he stood back for a second, watching her tug at the covers and crawl into the big bed. Jenna had a gorgeous body to go along with that giant heart of hers. Everything was round and soft, a delicious combination of curves and creamy skin, and Nate found himself desperate to bury himself in her.

			He climbed on the bed and grabbed her hand. “Come here.” Pulling her into his lap, Nate kissed her gently, acutely aware of the fact she was still in a bit of a stupor. “Are you sure you’re all right? Need a nap?”

			“No, just give me a second.” She turned her face into his neck and nuzzled. “You smell so good.”

			“Glad you like it.”

			“I like you.”

			Tucking a finger under her chin, Nate tilted her face toward his. “You’re very special, Jenna. I’m not taking our time together lightly.”

			That got her attention. With wide, sad eyes, she touched his face, kissed him gently. He’d overstepped. He always did. His timing sucked.

			“Oh, Nate. I don’t want to disappoint you.”

			“Not possible.” I’m falling in love with you.

			“But it is possible. I suck at relationships and I don’t want to make a mess of things.”

			Just as he was about to speak, Jenna laid a finger over his lips. “No. Let’s just enjoy this. Being here with you makes me happy, and I promise there will be no regrets, but I can’t risk more than that.”

			Deep in her eyes, Nate saw sorrow and fear that no one should have to bear alone, but Jenna seemed determined to do so. He wondered who had hurt her, who had broken her spirit.

			Because he wanted to kill him.

			The sizzling heat had turned into a sensual warmth. Her kisses were slow and sweet and as Nate settled her into the plush pillows, he thought about her willingness to give up on love. How could a woman with so much love to give shut it out of her life?

			He had his work cut out for him. Not only did he have to show Jenna that love was possible between them, but he had to convince her that she deserved it.

			***

			After three spectacular orgasms, Jenna was happy to be wrapped in Nate’s arms, eating cookies in bed. The sky outside her window was going from indigo to gray, letting her know the sun was not far behind. They’d stayed up all night making love and Jenna was going to miss this.

			It wasn’t just that Nate was a skilled and intuitive lover, it was him. He was the best man she’d ever met, and with a nudge, she could fall for him hard. But she’d drawn the boundaries herself. No relationships. No risk. Her heart couldn’t handle it.

			If only she’d met him first. If only.

			“Jenna?”

			“Huh? Oh sorry. What did you ask?” They were playing a kind of twenty questions game and they were just getting into the more personal questions.

			“Are you tired? You barely slept at all.”

			“Neither did you,” she reminded him.

			“I guess I drifted off. I looked outside and saw that the sky is getting lighter.”

			Silence settled and it was weird, because there hadn’t been a lull in the conversation all night. He was so easy to be with. Everything about Nate made her feel warm and protected. There was a chill across her back when he rolled away and got out of bed.

			“Where are you going?”

			“Just going to check my phone.” He strode across the room to where he’d left his clothes and pulled his phone from the inside pocket of his jacket. Jenna couldn’t help but admire him. He was gorgeous. Tall and fit, with defined but not bulky muscles, he was beautifully made. Examining him as an artist made her heart sing. She wanted to paint him or photograph him—he was that beautiful.

			“Staring at anything in particular?”

			The shock of cool air on her bare skin as she threw back the covers made her shiver. Getting out of bed, she went to him and when she laid her hands on his chest, Nate was the one who shivered.

			“I love looking at you. Your body is a study in the male form. Everything, from your face, which is masculine but beautiful, to your body, which is strong and powerful without being intimidating.”

			He looked away and Jenna realized she’d embarrassed him. So be it. This was as much academic as it was attraction. “But your legs. My God, the muscles in your thighs are breathtaking.”

			“It’s the riding. I’m on a horse five days a week. Those muscles get a workout.”

			“Really? I may need you to teach me how to ride just so I can get rid of this fat butt of mine.”

			His expression went from amused to incredulous. “You’re not fat anywhere.”

			“Oh, come on. My rear should have its own zip code.”

			He spun her around so she faced away from him. “No. Every part of you is perfect. Just perfect.”

			“Stop. My ass is too big. Why are you looking at it?”

			He ran his hand over one of her cheeks and then pressed what seemed to be his ever present erection against her backside. “I love looking at it. I love looking at you.”

			“Well, don’t look too long.”

			The large armchair nearby made it easy for Nate to sit down and pull her onto his lap. He grabbed a soft throw that was draped on the back of the chair and wrapped it around them. “You need to stop this. Why do you think you’re anything less than stunning?”

			“I don’t know. I’ve always battled my weight. It’s a sore spot. I don’t let on that it bothers me, but when you grow up in a house with sisters who could walk the runway and a brother who could have been on the cover of a romance novel, you get a little self-conscious.”

			“That doesn’t make sense to me. I just see you, and since the moment I met you, I thought you were the prettiest girl I’d ever seen. You have this light inside you, this amazing spirit that draws me in.”

			This was one of those moments when a person realizes they are sitting with someone who is just too good. No one had ever talked to her like that; no man had ever seen the girl behind the eccentricities. “Don’t get me wrong, deep down, my family loves me. But they’ve never really understood me, and my choices have had people wondering where the hell I came from. I’ve always been different. They were all star athletes and I was the geeky artist.”

			 “There’s nothing wrong with being an artist. Or geeky, for that matter. I was the nerdy kid on the math team. I’ve done okay with it.”

			 She couldn’t help but chuckle.

			“What’s so funny?”

			“I suck at math. Like, it’s an abomination. When Kim, Joey, and I were thirteen, we made lists of the qualities we’d want in our perfect boyfriend. Mine included, ‘Must be good at math’.”

			“See, I’m perfect for you.”

			He did fit more than a few of the qualities she wanted in a man, as the girls had pointed out earlier. He was handsome, athletic, smart, and sweet. And while she knew it was the fantasy list of her thirteen-year-old self, Jenna indulged herself, just for a minute.

			“You are a great kisser,” she said while stealing a quick one. “That was definitely on the list.”

			“What else is on there? You have to tell me now.”

			“Hmm. Good at sports. Does riding qualify?”

			“Yes. I used to do competitive show jumping, but I play polo now. I also played ice hockey in school.”

			“You play polo?”

			“Yes. You’ll have to come watch me play sometime.” He stole another kiss.

			Jenna drew a deep breath. The thought of him on a polo pony, racing around a field, those tight pants. Oh, jeez. She had to shut down her imagination and get back on track before they were planning their honeymoon. It was so easy to be swept away by him. Too easy.

			“Hit me with another one,” he challenged her.

			“How do you get along with your mom?”

			“Famously.” He smiled like a champ. “You’d like her. I’ll introduce you at brunch. I should have done it last night, but they didn’t stay long; she wasn’t feeling well.”

			“Oh, right, okay.”

			Damn, that came out wrong and now she’d probably insulted him. Nate had been  eager to meet her family and when he did, he was so polite and nice. They liked him. Of course they did. There was a lot to like.

			“Jenna, I’m not trying to force anything. I’m just . . .”

			“No, I’m sorry. I’d be pleased to meet your folks.” She’d be scared shitless, but she and Nate were friends. There was no harm in that. It wouldn’t mean anything. “Can I ask you a question?”

			He nodded.

			“What’s your full name?”

			“Och.” He brought on his Scots brogue and continued. “Nathaniel James Bayard. Named after my granddads.”

			“That’s quite a formal name. Very impressive.”

			“What about you?” His hand was running up and down her spine.

			She felt almost ridiculous. Her name was so ultra-feminine. So Italian. But what could she do? That’s who she was. Her parents were born in the United States, but her grandparents, on both sides, were immigrants. They loved their new country, but there was a strong connection to her Italian roots. “My real name is Giovanna Rosa Albanese. Jenna evolved from that. I was named after my grandmothers.”

			“Really? That’s beautiful. Why don’t you use it?”

			“I guess part of it was that I wanted to fit in. It’s very ethnic. The other part was that the name is a mouthful. When I was little and could barely say my own name, my sister Tina called me Jenna. It stuck. My parents, my nanny, and some aunts and uncles call me Gia.”

			“Gia sounds exotic, mysterious.”

			“Which I am not. I’m just plain Jenna. As ordinary and geeky as they come.”

			“Ah, baby.” Nate’s strong arms moved and shifted her so she was no longer tucked into the cradle of his arms, but facing him instead. Each touch of his hand, each word he uttered, affected her. And she didn’t know if she could handle it. “Jenna, you are not ordinary. Not in any way. Look at me.”

			When she focused on his face, on his eyes, she could see a very different life than the one she’d envisioned for herself before Nate. But could she trust these new feelings—feelings that swamped her like a tidal wave? So many times, her heart betrayed her, taking her away from things that really mattered, like her family and friends. It could very well be happening again. Nate was everything she’d pledged to avoid—handsome, rich, larger than life.

			But he was kind—so very kind. She loved his kindness most of all.

			Jenna felt his fingers take hold of her hips, raising her up. Not hesitating at all, she shifted her body, seeking him for warmth and comfort and love. Nate slipped inside her, so familiar, filling her perfectly.

			“You’re beautiful. So beautiful. Be mine, Jenna?”

			For a fleeting moment, Jenna thought about the future, about what life with Nate could be if she was truly his. It was a dream, a fantasy that courted perfection, just like her list. And just like a dream, Jenna knew her time with Nate would be over as soon as the sun came up, as soon as she was forced to leave the castle with the handsome prince and face her own life.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			He should be friends with my friends.

			—#2, Jenna’s Boyfriend List

			“You have no idea how much I appreciate this, Jenna.” Harper pressed the code on the keypad to the cottage at the rear of her property and opened the door when it was all clear.

			“I’m happy to do it,” Jenna replied. “It will be good to get out of my parents’ house for a while, especially with my sister moving home.”

			“With Mama gone for six weeks on her cruise, I really need a hand with Anna. This baby in my belly is knocking me out.”

			Harper and Kevin Rossi had been married for about eight months and they were expecting their newest bundle right around their first anniversary. Harper was just starting to show, and their two-year-old was giving them a run for their money. Being a working parent was hard enough, but being a working parent with a husband who played pro baseball and was away for a good part of the season was something else altogether. Especially with a toddler.

			Personally, Jenna was glad for the distraction. Since Kim and Owen’s wedding a few weeks ago, she was getting a thousand and one questions from her family about Nate. Had she seen him since the reception? Did he call? Was she interested? She hadn’t seen him, he had called and she’d dodged it, and she was really interested, which meant he was a really bad idea.

			The night they spent making love would be etched in Jenna’s memory forever. She’d never forget how connected they were, how she’d never felt as cared for as she did when she was with him. It was crazy, but Jenna knew that if they spent any more time together, she’d be head over heels in love with him. Hell, she was almost there. She couldn’t put herself through that again.

			“Okay, so you know the space, you were here a lot when Kim lived here.”

			Harper walked through the gorgeously appointed cottage and Jenna followed, admiring every piece of furniture and color choice. Whoever had designed the space did an amazing job. “It’s beautiful. And so peaceful.”

			“It’s not going to be peaceful with a screaming two-year-old around.”

			Jenna reached out for Anna, who was perched on her mother’s hip. “Stop it, she’s a darling. Come here, you sweet thing.” There was no hesitation from the baby, who gave Jenna a sound kiss on the mouth before breaking into a grin. “Jen-na,” Anna teased.

			“Yes? Our names rhyme, did you hear that? Jen-na and An-na. They sound alike.”

			Anna smiled and giggled, and that made the day just about perfect. That’s why she’d decided to teach school when she came back from the West Coast. It might not have a high-glamour factor, but there was high satisfaction, and that was all she really required. She wanted to be content—needed to be content—not necessarily happy. As she’d told Nate, happiness was overrated. Now for the summer, she could focus on a child; that was a whole lot better than feeling sorry for herself.

			Harper took her through the cottage and Jenna remembered when Kim finally gave in and let herself be swept away by the handsome marine. She’d had to let go of Jenna’s brother, Tom, and all the anger that had bottled up inside her, but once she did, magic happened. And it couldn’t have happened to a better person.

			“So,” Harper began, “how have you been since the wedding? Have you and Nate gotten together yet? He did ask you to dinner.”

			Shit. Harper was asking the same question her mom had been asking. This was not fair; she knew her friends and family meant well, but there had to be some end to the meddling. “No. I haven’t seen him. Is he doing well? He’s such a nice guy.”

			So nice that he’d given her more orgasms in one night than she’d had in the past five years. Very nice.

			Turning, Harper raised a perfectly groomed brow. “He’s a nice guy? Is that all you have? Because, honey, I saw you that morning at brunch. You had the sex glow. I know you were with Nate and I want to know why you’re lying.”

			“Sex glow? What are you talking about?” Jenna put Anna on the floor and turned to her soon-to-be employer. “I did not have a sex glow. That’s not a thing.”

			“It is so a thing. If you want, when we go back to the house, we can ask Kevin.”

			“We will not ask your husband!” Jenna shrieked. “But still. I know it’s not a thing.”

			Shrugging, Harper leveled a cool gaze at Jenna. “He should be here soon.”

			“Who, Kevin? I thought he was home.”

			“He is. Nate and Jason will be by to pick him up. They’re playing golf.”

			Oh. No.

			Nate. She’d been avoiding his phone calls for three weeks because she just couldn’t face him. Now she was going to have to see him whether she liked it or not.

			“You look like you want to find a closet to hide in. Was the sex that good or that bad?”

			“It wasn’t bad.” Jenna slapped a hand over her mouth. “Dammit.”

			“I knew it! I could tell by the way you two were looking at each other the morning after the wedding.”

			“I’m not talking about this, Harper.”

			“Sure we are. That’s what girlfriends do. And since I’m his friend, as well, I’ll have to torture him about it.”

			Pinching the bridge of her nose, Jenna wondered why the fates were conspiring to make her life difficult. “Please don’t do that.”

			The last thing she wanted was for Nate to think she’d gossiped about him. Now, he knew Harper and what she was capable of, so chances were he would know the teasing was coming directly from his friend and that Jenna hadn’t supplied any information. But still, it was embarrassing. And poor Nate was so sweet, it was easy to see him being uncomfortable.

			Jenna had to hope her friend was teasing and really wouldn’t embarrass her or Nate for the sake of a laugh. She really hoped so.

			Without any warning, Anna squealed and rushed to the side door of the cottage. The large French doors looked out over the garden, but Anna was looking at the house and it was only when Jenna walked over to the door that she could see Kevin leading Nate and Jason down to the cottage. What the hell?

			“Should we go?”

			Harper grinned. Damn, this was going to be awkward. “They’ll all want to see the baby.”

			“Of course they do.”

			Seconds later, through the door of the cottage came Jason, Kevin, and Nate, whose face dropped so close to the floor when he saw her, she was afraid she was going to have to tie his mouth shut.

			There was a lot of noise, which indicated Kevin had entered the room, and he quickly scooped up the baby before kissing Harper on the cheek. For all her bluster, it was easy to see that the two of them were totally in love, and that made Jenna smile.

			It didn’t take more than a second for Kevin and Jason to notice her and say hello. But it was Nate who had her attention. He stood with his hands stuffed in a pair of tan chinos and stared at her, just stared. He must have left six voice mails and she’d blown off every single one of them. He’d been nothing but wonderful, and she’d walked away like nothing had ever happened. Like she didn’t care.

			Which was a total lie. She cared more than she should.

			Folding her arms protectively across her midsection, Jenna approached Nate and wondered what she could possibly say to him. How she’d treated him was proof that she was a horrible person.

			“Hi.” It was a start. She felt awful.

			Considering he was, by his own admission, a little on the shy side, Jenna felt her pulse quicken when he didn’t look away. His gaze was steady, unwavering. He was annoyed and he wanted answers. Shy or not, this guy didn’t become a billionaire or wrangle high-strung horses because he lacked a backbone.

			“How are you, Jenna?” His reply felt cold, formal.

			“I owe you an apology, I—”

			A gentle wave of his hand stopped her cold. “Let’s not do this here.”

			Of course he didn’t want to talk about it. Why would he want to talk about being blown off by her in front of his friends? Jenna had never felt more disappointed in her own behavior in her life. It was shameful, especially considering how kind this entire group of people had been in welcoming her into the fold.

			“Yes, of course.” Taking a deep breath with the hopes it would calm her down, she turned to Harper. “Harper, I’ll start bringing my things over tomorrow, okay?”

			“Perfect. It will be nice having you here.”

			“It was good seeing you all again.”

			Jason and Kevin were looking between her and Nate. They knew something. She wasn’t sure what, exactly, but their reaction told her they were more in the know than they were letting on. Nate opened the French door to the patio, inviting her to leave.

			Wonderful. He couldn’t wait to get rid of her.

			“I’ll walk you to your car.”

			***

			The set of his jaw told her she obviously didn’t have a choice in the matter, so Jenna went through the open door and started walking. This was almost worse than talking about it in front of other people. If they were alone, he’d probably tell her what he actually thought of her.

			She walked faster. Maybe if she got to the car quickly, she could escape. Yes, she was a coward.

			It was no use. He had quickly caught up to her with that damned long stride of his, and grabbed her hand. “Jenna, stop running. Talk to me.”

			Her skin prickled and warmed at his touch. Lord, what this man did to her—she had to run. She had to run to protect her heart. Did she tell him that?

			No. Instead she stopped. Turned. And then tilted her face to Nate, who didn’t look angry, but confused. Sad and confused.

			For someone who wanted to talk, Nate didn’t say anything for what felt like an eternity. He held her hands, pulled her in, and then without a word passing between them, he kissed her.

			And Jenna didn’t fight it because she’d missed him so much.

			The sweet pressure, the movement of his mouth, then his tongue across her lips made everything brighter, hotter. And that’s the way it was meant to be with Nate. They were like a pair of exploding stars, destined to consume each other. Jenna just didn’t know if she had it in her. But he felt so good. So good.

			He broke the kiss and pressed his lips to her temple. Feeling his arms banded around her, she felt safe and Jenna burrowed into the warmth and security of his body. Yeah, she’d missed him a lot.

			“Tomorrow night, I’m taking you out,” he said into her hair.

			“I’ll be unpacking.” That was the truth. She was moving her things into the cottage, and while it was just a few boxes of personal belongings and her clothes, she still had to get her life for the next two months squared away.

			“Fine. I’ll bring dinner. I’ll help you.”

			“Nate, you don’t have to . . .”

			There was no more arguing because Nate kissed her again and didn’t stop until he was holding her up against a tree. Like really holding her up. Her knees had stopped working.

			“I want to skip my golf game and take you to bed.” He pressed his forehead to hers. “Jesus, Jenna. Why did you blow me off? I’ve been wondering what the hell I did wrong.”

			“Nothing.” Her hand came to his face. “It was me, not you. And I know how stupid that sounds, but believe it. This is my problem. You’d be wise to run, not walk, away from me.”

			“Not a chance.”

			“I’m not worth it, Nate. You can do better.”

			Pressing her head into his chest, he dropped a kiss on top of her head. “Don’t say that. Give us a chance, okay?”

			“I—” Jenna was swamped by the emotions. Her mind was racing and her heart was out of control. “Please. Just say you’ll give it a shot.”

			He was so damned irresistible. Everything about him made Jenna think about the future and what it could be like if Nate was a part of it. “Okay. I’ll try.”

			“Good.” Then he held her. Just held her tight and after a while, she melted into the moment and stopped questioning the rightness of it. “I have to go,” he said quietly.

			“Don’t want to miss your tee time?”

			“No, I don’t want those idiots to come out here and embarrass you.”

			Or he didn’t want to be seen with her.

			“Stop it,” he said, his voice dropping.

			“Stop what?”

			“I don’t care who knows about us. I do care that those knuckleheads have the maturity level of eleven-year-old boys and will make every attempt to embarrass me and you.”

			“Did you hear me think that or something? Wow.”

			“What you’re thinking is generally all over your face.”

			“I guess I’ll never be a mysterious temptress, then.”

			“No, but it will be real between us, and trust me, you don’t need to be mysterious to tempt me.” He grinned and kissed her nose before stepping back. “I’ll come by about seven. Anything in particular you like? Or don’t like?”

			“Um, I love Thai food.”

			He chuckled. “You’d get along with Molly, Jason and Meg’s oldest. The first time I met her was about a year before they adopted her. We were at his house for a dinner meeting and were eating Thai. She jumped in like there was no tomorrow.”

			“How old was she?” Little kids and Thai food didn’t always mix.

			“Six, maybe?”

			Jenna loved the story and loved how the friends were all a part of each other’s lives. Even the teasing was endearing, because it showed Jenna they cared enough to notice. She hoped Nate realized how lucky he was. But thinking about that, knowing he was a man who didn’t take the people around him for granted, there was no doubt about it.

			***

			Once Jenna was safely on her way, Nate went to find his friends who’d made their way back to the house. Kevin handed him a beer, but it was Harper who was giving him a look that was part curious, part ready to pounce. He pulled deeply on the bottle, letting the cold brew trickle down his throat. “What?”

			“That was some kiss you gave her.”

			“That is none of your business.”

			“My house, my tree, my temporary nanny. That makes it my business.”

			“Leave it alone, Harper.” Jason’s warning got her attention. “You know it never goes well when you butt in. We get mad, you get all pissy, and that’s never a good thing.”

			“I don’t get pissy.” Folding her arms, she plopped next to her husband on the plush settee on their deck. “Do I get pissy?”

			“Are you kidding? You’re the definition of pissy, and you’re pregnant. Let them handle it.”

			Never needing a reason to make a point, Harper rose and grabbed her daughter. To say she stormed off would be an understatement. But she slammed the door for good measure, just in case they didn’t notice she was mad.

			“Whoa,” Nate said. “You’re in the doghouse.”

			“For now. In two minutes she’ll be out here with snacks, or needing me to open a pickle jar or something. She’s not mad. If she were, I’d know it. Trust me.”

			“Meg’s the same way. She feigns offense, gives me a piece of her mind, and I wonder how badly I screwed up. But then an hour later, she’s curled up next to me like a kitten. I go with it. If she’s really angry, then we talk. A lot.”

			Nate had so much to learn. He’d had his share of relationships, but none of them ever felt like this. Like his entire life was about to change. The women he dated were nice, intelligent, and attractive. The sex was good, but he always felt like it was a show, that he wasn’t ever seeing the truth.

			The last woman he dated, Piper Lansing, was everything he should have wanted in a wife. They got on very well. She was gorgeous, went to the right schools, lunched at the right clubs, and knew all the right people. She had a perfectly acceptable job at a small gallery in Greenwich Village, and her summer weekends were spent in the Hamptons or at the Cape.

			Her parents knew his parents, there was chatter about a ring, and there was no doubt in anyone’s mind that their wedding would be the talk of the season.

			On the surface, Piper was the perfect choice. But he didn’t know her. Everything was about appearances, about playing a part. She never lost her temper, never laughed so hard it hurt, and never did something just for the fun of it. In short, Piper never lost control. Ever. And Nate had been bored to death.

			He shocked everyone when he broke it off. And rather than facing the fallout, he boarded a private jet with Jason and Josh to gamble and play some golf in Monte Carlo.

			It was the coward’s way out and he got shit from his family when he got back, but he didn’t care. He wasn’t going to make that kind of mistake with his life. Only a few days later, he’d met Jenna.

			She was loud and fun, irreverent in many ways. He liked being around her, because whatever she was made of, the energy that surrounded her drew him in.

			From what he’d heard, Piper was seriously pissed he’d broken it off, but she wasn’t hurt. She wasn’t heartbroken. Within six months, she was engaged to a very nice banker who was as perfect and boring as she was. The wedding was coming up in two weeks.

			He’d been invited, obviously so she could show him she didn’t need him. He was tempted to ask Jenna to come with him, so Piper could see why they wouldn’t have worked.

			“You have it bad, my friend.” Kevin slapped him on the back.

			“Why do you say that?” Nate had no poker face, which was why all the negotiations at Reliance were left to Owen and Jason. He had absolutely no guile.

			“You haven’t heard a shittin’ thing we’ve said, have you?”

			“Not really, no.”

			Jason rolled his eyes, and Nate knew he was in for it. “Where do you want to go for dinner after golf?”

			“I don’t care,” Kevin replied. “As long as there’s red meat.”

			“Does anyone know Jenna’s story?” Nate asked. “Why is she gun-shy with men?”

			“Is she?” Kevin wondered. “Because she didn’t look shy when she was kissing you.”

			“Ah, good.” Josh Campbell had arrived to round out their golf foursome and smiled as he grabbed a beer from the cooler. “I didn’t miss the chat. How is our boy doing with his pretty lady?”

			“She’s scared to death of something. She told me I could do better.”

			Jason sat back in his chair. “Really? That’s weird. She’s great—funny, smart. All the girls love her.”

			“Yeah, me, too. I’m not playing, here. I want her. Forever.”

			Kevin shook his head. “Yeah, that’s the way it happens. No warning. Boom. And they own you.”

			“I was thinking of asking her to go with me to Piper’s wedding.”

			“What?” Harper came out of the house with Anna following close behind. “Are you insane? Forget asking her, why are you going to that wedding?”

			“I was invited? I don’t know. Our families have been friends for years.”

			“You don’t even like her. For God’s sake! You took her out to dinner, broke it off with her, and boarded a jet to the Riviera!”

			“I know. I was there.” He didn’t need a recap of his breakup with Piper. He caught shit for it for weeks.

			“She was ripping mad, Nate. She thought you were taking her out to dinner to propose.”

			Jason was laughing at this point. Leave it to his oldest friend to find the humor in the situation. Too bad Nate didn’t see it. “I never said anything about an engagement, a wedding, nothing. I never told her I loved her . . .”

			Jason leaned in. “Sad to say this buddy, but there are some women out there who are still looking at marriage as a way up the social ladder. It’s business.”

			He knew that. In the very tight community in which he was raised, big money married big money. Nate just wanted to love someone and be loved back. He wanted a partner in life, not a business partner.

			“We’re going to be late. Let’s go.” Jason might have been having fun at his expense, but the strong pat on the back from his friend told Nate he was with him and that whatever support he needed was there. No questions asked.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			He should think I’m beautiful, even when I’m a mess.

			—#17, Jenna’s Boyfriend List

			Jenna, her sister Tina, and their mom carted boxes and bags from the car. The cottage was fully furnished, but naturally, Jenna wanted to add her own touches to the space. She wanted to make it her own. Additionally, there was a small storage shed behind the house that she could use, and it would be the perfect place for her paints and easels.

			The cottage rendered her mother speechless. It wasn’t that Jenna’s family was poor. They weren’t. Her parents worked hard to make sure Jenna and her siblings had everything they needed, and what they wanted within reason. While they were solidly middle class, there wasn’t room for frills.

			Education was the most important thing in her family, and her parents made sure that if someone wanted to go to school, it would happen. But the house, grounds, and cottage where Harper and Kevin Rossi lived was like the set of a movie. A whole new world, and very different from the one in which she was raised.

			Perfectly groomed gardens filled the yard and old trees towered over the large gray Victorian home. Everything Jenna always dreamed about was here. The expansive wraparound porch, the kitchen with every appliance you could want, the yard with its playset . . . it was a perfect family home. That Harper and Kevin infused it with such love and humor made it special.

			Jenna adored the cottage when Kim lived there, but making it hers was important. Harper hinted that she might need Jenna into the fall because her mother’s “gentleman caller” was talking about moving in together. He was a lovely man named Arthur, and Harper’s mama was smitten.

			It was something to think about. If she could help Harper and still keep her teaching job, the situation would be ideal.

			Pulling an item from a box, Jenna unwrapped a blue glass vase that she’d bought at a gallery in Manhattan just last week. It was her new favorite thing. The shape and color pleased Jenna’s critical eye and soothed her soul.

			Her sister came out of the bedroom and plopped in a chair. “That walk-in closet is the size of my kitchen!”

			Tina was a surgeon who practiced at one of the most prestigious hospitals in New York City. She sometimes worked strange hours so she terrorized her parents by moving closer to work. Granted, she worked and lived in one of the best areas of the city, but it didn’t make her mother feel any better.

			Any time the birdies weren’t in the nest, Teresa Albanese didn’t like it.

			“It’s nice here, and you’re not too far away.” Her mother was trying to be positive.

			“Nope. Not at all. I’ll still be around, and you can come over anytime you want and play with the baby.” Jenna wanted to throw that out there. The offer was genuine, but not without benefits.

			“I’d like that.” Teresa was itching for grandchildren, and Anna could take the sting out of the fact that none of her children were married. “So tell me about the man you’re seeing?”

			“Yeah,” Tina said. “You’ve been pretty tight-lipped since the wedding. How is the billionaire?”

			Just the mention of Nate’s money made Jenna cringe. “The last thing I’m interested in is the size of his wallet.”

			“Oh, don’t be so sensitive,” her sister chided. “I know you’re not, and based on the way he was looking at you, I’m sure he doesn’t, either. He really likes you.”

			“We’re getting to know each other. I like him, too.”

			“Don’t go too fast, he’s not our people,” her mother jumped in. “But I have to agree with your sister, he did look very taken with you.”

			“ ‘Our people’, Mom? Really?” Tina snapped, disgusted.

			“The last time your sister went for one of these hotshot business types she left her family for years and came home broken,” her mother responded sharply. “I’m just reminding her not to do anything stupid.”

			Well, now she knew how her mother felt. But the truth was, Mom had a point. Jenna was falling hard for Nate—even though it was a bad idea, even though she promised herself she wouldn’t.

			“He’s coming over later.” Jenna spoke quietly, hoping they might miss what she said.

			Tina jumped up and clapped. “Yay! A date! Are you going out? Or, uh, staying in?” She winked. Her sister the surgeon winked like a cheeseball. What was the world coming to?

			“I think Mom got your meaning, Tina. You can stop winking at me.”

			An uncomfortable chuckle from her mother let Jenna know her mother might not approve, but she wasn’t going to say anything else. Considering a year ago they were all still in the throes of mourning her brother, it was nice to know they could spend time together without Tom as the focus. Jenna didn’t love that she was the focus of all conversations, but at least her mother wasn’t dealing with the crushing grief that had consumed her since Tom’s death.

			But in spite of what Mom thought, maybe it was Jenna’s turn. Maybe she should take a chance and see where it went with Nate. It didn’t mean she had to marry the guy.

			But wasn’t that a lovely thought?

			***

			The best part of summer was the longer days. It always made Nate feel like he could accomplish more. Now, walking down the path toward Jenna’s cottage, he stopped thinking about everything that could go wrong between them and started thinking about everything that could go right.

			If he played his cards right, Jenna could be the best thing that ever happened to him. He thought long and hard about what Harper said, and he decided against going to Piper’s wedding at all. It would be awkward, and, while he wished his ex well, he didn’t think she would really care if he was there or not. Bringing Jenna, however, would have stirred a pot that had no business being stirred.

			Now he had to focus on making Jenna part of his life. And while he knew she had reservations, Nate admitted it was a step for him, too. He’d never been serious about anyone, had never met a woman that took him out at the knees the way Jenna had. The question now was if he could convince her to make the leap with him.

			If he could convince her, and that was the operative word . . . If.

			As he approached the cottage, he heard something crash around the corner along with a few choice words from Jenna. He dropped his keys on a table and raced toward the sound. When he found her, he saw she was trying to untangle two big easels. “Damn, stupid things . . .”

			Nate took hold of the larger of the two easels and helped her separate them. “Thank you,” she said while brushing her hands together. The look of her was perfect. She was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, her hair was pulled up in a clip, and she wasn’t wearing a stitch of makeup. He’d never seen anyone more beautiful.

			“Do you need help with anything else?”

			“No that’s the last of it. It’s nice I have a place to keep my paints and equipment.”

			“Planning on painting?” He closed and latched the shed door for her.

			Jenna motioned to the wide expanse of yard that sat right off the patio. It was filled with flowers of every color. “Are you kidding? I feel like I’m in Monet’s garden. It would be a crime not to paint here.”

			Nate smiled and took her in as she pushed her hair back from her face. There was innocence there, but fire burned in her soul. He’d seen that over the course of the past year and when they were together at the wedding. This woman felt everything to her core. Every thrill, every defeat.

			Love with Jenna would be messy, exciting—life-changing.

			When she talked about art, her passion bubbled over. Her joy reached out and grabbed him, consumed him, and more than ever, Nate knew this was where he wanted to be, even if she was still uncertain. Closing the gap between them, he kissed her.

			“Ugh, stop. I’m all dirty and sweaty. By the way, are you early?”

			“No, I’m a little late.” His hands settled on her hips and he yanked her to him. “You look beautiful to me.”

			“You’re crazy. I’m a mess.”

			Taking advantage of her hair being pulled up, Nate didn’t back off and left a trail of kisses on her neck to just below her ear. She was sweaty and salty, and Jenna sighed. “Nope. Beautiful. Just like I said.”

			“I have to shower.” Her voice was breathy, distant.

			“I think I should join you. In case you need me to, you know, wash your back.”

			There wasn’t even a moment’s hesitation. Jenna looked at him with those big brown eyes and led him into the house, taking the clip from her hair and letting it tumble in waves down her back. “So are you any good at this backwashing thing?”

			“I’ve never done it before,” he said when they crossed into the bedroom. “But I’m a quick learner.”

			Loosening his tie, then pulling it off, Jenna tossed it on the bed. “Maybe we’ll use that later.” Just hearing her soft, sexy words had him getting more and more worked up. Thinking about what they might do with that tie—there was a possibility Nate would be in a coma before the night was over.

			Her lips landing at the center of his chest brought him from the fantasy in his head to the one right in front of him. And she most definitely was his fantasy. Sexy, smart, bold—he didn’t know if he could keep her interest, but he was damn well going to try.

			Most of the buttons of his shirt were undone, his trousers were open, and he sucked in a breath when Jenna’s hands reached in and stroked him from base to tip. Holy fucking hell.

			Her hands moved around to his ass, and Jenna pushed down his pants and underwear, freeing him. He was so hard it hurt, and part of him wanted to throw her on the bed and do her until she screamed.

			Jenna rid herself of her top and shorts, which left her in a thong and bra, and her body glistened with a light sheen of sweat. The desire swamped both of them, words were gone, all that was left were her hands, her mouth, her body, pressing against him, tasting him and pushing his control to the edge.

			“I can’t keep my hands off you,” she whispered. “Whenever you’re close, I want to touch you.”

			“I know. I went crazy the past three weeks. All I could think about was being with you.”

			The hot, running water was starting to steam up the bathroom. The large marble shower stall was built with a bench on one side and beautiful lighting. The epitome of pure luxury. The rainforest shower head soaked Jenna’s hair and body the second she stepped in. Seeing her wet and dripping under the light was the best thing that had happened to him in a very long time.

			She ran her hands over her hair, over her face, and down her body. Nate’s heart was pounding and his ability to reason was dissolving with every pass of her hands over her olive skin. Once their eyes locked, she licked her lips and Nate thought for sure he might die.

			There was no time to think as she placed her hands on his chest and pushed him to the bench. When he sat, the cold marble was a stark contrast to the hot water, but nothing could have shocked him more than Jenna dropping to her knees.

			Holy shit.

			His brain cells were frying one at a time. He felt the blood pulsing through his body as she pushed his thighs apart, scooted closer, and then took him in her mouth. It was slow, torturous, as she took a little bit of him, releasing and then a little more. Watching her was almost as much of a turn-on as the feel of what she was doing. Finally, she took all of him and Nate couldn’t breathe. “Christ, Jenna. Baby . . .”

			His hand threaded through her wet hair, holding her, forcing himself to let her set the pace. It was so tempting to let her finish him off, but he wanted them to come together. They had all night to play dirty games, but he wanted to know she was feeling the same pleasure he was, to know he gave it to her. His body was raging, wanting to let go, but he fought it. Then she dragged her teeth gently up his shaft, and he snapped.

			Grabbing her wrists and pulling her to her feet, Nate spun her around and pinned her hands to the wall. He entered her so quickly they both lost their breath. He had to steady himself so he didn’t come just from being inside her. Never in his life did he think she’d go down on him like that. It blew his damn mind, but now he could slow it down, take his time.

			But damn if she wasn’t as wet on the inside as she was on the outside.

			Then she ground her soft, round ass into his hips, allowing him to go deeper, and heat surged through him. He lost control, driving into her like a man possessed. Not caring about finesse or romance, Nate wanted release for both of them.

			Jenna was sighing with pleasure, moaning, pressing back against him so he could go deeper. Go harder.

			When Jenna cried out, he couldn’t tell if it was in pleasure or pain. It almost didn’t matter.

			“Did I hurt you?”

			“No. So good, Nate. So good.”

			Still holding her wrists, he brought one of her arms down with his and wrapped it around her midsection, pulling her closer. They fit each other.

			Her back and shoulders tensed, her legs shook against his as the orgasm overtook her. Letting out a cry that bounced around the room, she shuddered and convulsed in his arms. Nate thrust hard one last time and found his own release, just as intense as hers.

			Jenna’s knees buckled and Nate steadied her before settling on the bench with her curled against him.

			“Oh, my God,” she whimpered. “That was amazing. Did you learn those moves in accounting school?”

			Holding her close, he reveled in the feel of her, warm, wet and naked in his arms. “Nah, I’m just a natural, I guess.”

			“That’s quite a gift you have there.”

			There was so much he wanted to say, but when she tilted her face toward his, the emotion stopped his heart in his chest. Smoothing the wet hair from her face, Nate dropped a kiss on her lips. “There’s something special between us, Jenna, and I’m not going to pretend it’s not there anymore. I want you, and I don’t just mean in bed.”

			“Oh, Nate . . .”

			“I know something has you spooked, but whatever happened or whoever did something to you, I’m not him. And I’m not giving up on us.”

			Even at her most vulnerable at the wedding three weeks ago, when she was thinking about her brother, Jenna didn’t cry. Now Nate’s insides clenched as he saw tears well up in her eyes. These were tears that came from pain, from desperation.

			Without warning, she wrapped her arms around his neck and held tight. “I want this to work between us, but I just don’t know—we’re so different. You’re the most wonderful man and I still can’t believe you want me.”

			“I do. And, yeah, we are different. That’s what makes it so special. You’re not getting rid of me, so get it out of your head.”

			She sniffled and wiped her eyes, while a tiny smile teased her mouth. “This is your last chance to get away from me. If you stick around after this warning, I can’t be held responsible.”

			“I’m not going anywhere.”

			“I’m going to make a mess of everything. You don’t—” A kiss silenced her. For now.

			“You won’t. If we focus on each other, if we lock out the noise, we’ll be okay.”

			***

			Jenna could get used to this. After making love again, this time in her bed, and falling asleep for an hour, Nate picked up food from a local Thai place. They ate dinner on the couch, snuggled next to each other, alternating between talking and watching a movie. It was the kind of night she loved. Quiet and easy.

			He had a gym bag in his car and changed into more comfortable clothes, and Jenna put on pajama pants and a T-shirt. It may have been late May, but the temperature dropped to an unseasonable low, and the soft throw from the back of the couch provided just enough warmth.

			She really loved spending time with him. He was so down-to-earth, a little stiff sometimes, but such a good man. She heard the rustling of cellophane and the snap of a fortune cookie. Jenna had learned a key bit of information about Nate—he loved fortune cookies.

			Right then he was crunching on the cookie, and was just so cute. So cute it was hard to believe the guy was worth billions. Wasn’t he supposed to be an arrogant asshole or something?

			“Okay.” He smiled. “Are you ready?”

			“Ready.” He’d been reading her the most horrible fortunes all night. She was convinced he bought a case of the cookies when he went to get dinner. “Keep your eye out for someone special.”

			“Aww,” she said.

			“In bed,” he added, going for the old joke.

			Jenna groaned. “You are twelve, aren’t you? You’re not going to get tired of that joke.”

			“Adding ‘in bed’ to the fortune? No! It’s classic.”

			“Classic. Right.”

			It was heaven when he pulled her closer and kissed the spot where her shoulder joined her neck. “Mmmm. You know the perfect spots.”

			“I have a question for you. Would you like to go to a polo match next weekend?”

			“A polo match?” What? That was just the kind of event that would trigger reminders of her old life. Her phony life.

			“Yeah, do you want to see me play? I’d love it if you’d be there. It’s a lot of fun and by then Owen and Kim will be back. You could drive with them.”

			“I don’t know. Do you think I’ll fit in? I haven’t ever been around the horsey set.” That was a lie—the first one she’d ever told him. While she hadn’t been around polo, a number of Royce’s clients, who were also her clients, owned racehorses.

			“The horsey set? Hmm. You fit in with me.” He kissed her again, so softly Jenna almost cried. “It’s not as pretentious as you’d think. Come on. Just be yourself. That’s all.”

			Be herself. Whatever that meant. Jenna could put on a show if she had to, but did she want to? It had taken two years to get her head back in the right place. It took making a decision to come back to her roots and abandon the studio and the work she loved so much to figure out what was important.

			However, she wanted to do it for Nate. If they were going to make a go of this, then she had no choice but to try to be part of his world. She hoped she could. The one thing she kept going back to was that Nate wasn’t her ex. He was a good man who cared about her. She’d seen it over and over again, and that was the tipping point.

			“What does one wear to a polo match?’

			He didn’t have to say anything. The sweet smile on his face told her he was happy. “You can wear anything you want.”

			“Oh, Lord.” She giggled. “You are such a guy. I cannot wear whatever I want. I have to dress appropriately for the event, which means I’m going to have to borrow clothes from someone. Probably Harper.”

			“I don’t care what you wear. Do whatever makes you comfortable.”

			Comfortable. She did not think a designer dress and shoes, along with the dreaded super-supportive-you-won’t-know-it’s-there foundation she’d have to squeeze herself into, would make her top ten things to climb into on a Sunday morning.

			“I really have no idea what to expect,” she said. “Is it a dangerous sport?”

			“It can be, I guess. I mean, a piece of my equipment weighs over a thousand pounds and has a brain.”

			“Oh. Okay. I’m going to be nervous for you, aren’t I?”

			In one quick move Nate turned her over, and pressed her deep into the couch. A quick kiss, followed by a deeper one. “Would you be worried about me?”

			“No, I mean . . . well . . . yes.” She brought her hands to both sides of his face and let herself drown in the depths of his gold-green eyes. “I will be worried.”

			His kiss was like good wine, easing her into a warm, deep stupor. Everything was relaxed and slow. The way his hand slid under her shirt and caressed every curve, to the way his mouth teased hers, made Jenna feel like this was something that could last forever.

			“Let’s go to bed,” she whispered while nipping his ear.

			Nate smiled that panty-dropping smile of his, and Jenna felt completely swept away when he rose from where they were laying together and leaned in to scoop her up. Curled against him while he walked around the cottage, she reached out to flip off lights and lock the door.

			 “You’re really okay with me staying? It’s your first night in your new place.”

			He was very intuitive for a man. When Jenna took the summer job with Harper, the big draw was living in the cottage. After being in San Francisco with Royce, then moving home, she was looking forward to living alone. Not that she and Nate were moving in together, but it was her first night in her new home, and she was with someone.

			Did she say yes? Or did she tell him to go?

			He laid her gently on the bed, then sat on the edge of the mattress. It was a full moon and light was flooding in through the large bedroom windows. “You’re not sure what to say, are you?”

			He wasn’t doing anything at that point except holding her hand, rubbing her knuckles with his finger and waiting.

			What was she going to say? Jenna had a plan. A well-thought-out plan. Was she going to chuck her life reboot to the breeze because of a man? Because of a kind, generous, handsome, sexy man?

			“Of course you can stay.”

			It appeared she was going to do exactly that.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			He should be athletic.

			—#9, Jenna’s Boyfriend List

			Jenna swore she was suffering from some kind of wealth-related PTSD. Anytime she was around society, around people who never thought about money because they had so much of it, she was reminded of her seemingly perfect life in San Francisco.

			And the memories still cut deep because it wasn’t so perfect.

			But the polo club had to be one of the prettiest places she’d ever seen. The endless emerald green lawns and fields, the beautiful barns, and colorful blue and white striped tents fed her senses. The soft neighing of horses mingled with the quiet chatter from the crowd made for a wonderfully relaxing experience. It was a contrast, really. A high octane sporting event was going to take place in a few minutes, and everything was so civil, so calm.

			Walking with Owen and Kim toward the tent at the side of the field, the artist inside her took mental pictures, gauging color and light. She’d brought her camera out of hiding that day, and now she scoped out the best place to set it up, something she’d been hesitant to do for a very long time. Nerves or not, Jenna was glad she came. Without knowing it, Nate was slowly and surely giving her back an important part of her life.

			Owen and Kim had been back from their honeymoon in Italy just a few days and had no idea that she and Nate had gotten together. “I still can’t believe everything I missed,” Kim muttered. “You and Nate!”

			“Well, I wasn’t going to tell you while you were on your honeymoon. Honestly, we hooked up after the wedding.” Jenna stopped walking when they reached the edge of the polo field. “I didn’t expect anything to happen, and I’m still not so sure this is a good idea, but I really like him, you know? He’s so sweet and . . .”

			“And what?” Kim raised an eyebrow when she asked the question.

			Jenna looked around and pulled Kim away from the clutch of people chatting with Owen.

			“Oh, my God,” she gasped. “The sex is . . . it’s just amazing. I feel like I’m under some kind of spell from all the orgasms I’ve had since we got together.”

			Kim’s mouth was forming a soft O. “Seriously? Nate? He’s so quiet.”

			Jenna shrugged. “You know what everyone says about the quiet ones.”

			“But you really like him? It’s not just the sex.”

			“I really do. He’s funny, smart, he’s so cute it hurts.” Just then Nate walked out of the paddock area and looked around. When he saw her, his smile bloomed. “Look at him, Kim.”

			He was in his riding garb—white breeches that showed off every muscle in his perfect behind and his long legs, tall dark brown leather riding boots, and a navy-blue-and-red polo shirt that spanned his broad shoulders and chest. “Look at him.” It came out on a breath as everything inside of Jenna responded to the sight of him.

			He was making his way through the crowd, and with each step, Jenna’s heartbeat quickened. It skipped a little once he reached her and touched her lips with his. Brief and sweet, she felt it right to her toes. It was a morning kiss, the kind shared upon waking or over breakfast. A lover’s kiss.

			“Hi. I’m glad you’re here.” His hand came up and touched her bare shoulder. She’d agonized over what to wear and had been able to borrow a pretty yellow sundress from Harper. It had a loose top that cinched in at the waist, then flared out into a long full skirt. She paired it with some custom-designed silver jewelry she bought when she visited the Southwest and a pretty turquoise sweater. When she’d examined herself in the mirror, she was more than pleased with the look. It was elegant, but still fed Jenna’s need to be trendy.

			Nate stepped back and looked her up and down. “You look so pretty. Why were you worried?”

			She was worried because she knew how horrible people could be. How petty. They’d smile in your face and then gossip about everything from your hair color to your shoes. “I was glad to find something I could feel like myself in.”

			He kissed her again, and pulled back only when Kim smacked his arm. “I’m right here and you don’t even say hello?”

			“I had to kiss your friend.” There was a quick peck on the cheek and Kim shook her head as she took them in as a couple. And that’s what they were. His fingers were twined together with hers. Their bodies touched in more than a few places. He was doting and protective.

			And Jenna loved feeling like this.

			“Look at this.” Owen joined them and shook Nate’s hand. “I go away for a few weeks and you two are an item?”

			That was odd. A flash in Owen’s eyes that told her he wasn’t sure about her being with Nate. There was something, a glance, a twitch in his mouth that let her know he was withholding judgment for now. Jenna shook it off. There was no use in dwelling on something she thought might be true. It was a nice day. This was her best friend’s husband. “Welcome home, Owen. Kim said the trip was one for the ages.”

			“We had a good time. You’re all settled in at Harper’s now?”

			“Yes, since last week. I love it there.”

			“Well, the cottage has been lucky for the residents, although there won’t be any more partners for Harper’s babysitters if you snag Nate.”

			There were no words to respond to that. None. Jenna felt her stomach clench. Snag? This was Nate’s best friend. Her best friend’s husband. What did he think of her? That she was looking to trap herself a rich husband?

			Time to walk away before she said something that would set everyone off.

			“Excuse me, I’m going to go have a look at the horses.”

			She was gone, walking as fast as she could. What possessed her to think she could be with Nate and not have people think the worst of her? This wasn’t her life, she’d proven that when she’d been with Royce. Being part of the ultra-rich had changed Jenna, and not for the better. She hadn’t done anything illegal, but she’d been so impressed by the trappings that she exchanged one life for another. And now it would look like she was trying to get that life back, only this time her target was Nate. Holy shit. What had she gotten herself into?

			“Jenna, stop.” Kim was racing to catch up. Jenna didn’t want to stop. She wanted to walk past the stables, to the parking lot and find a way to get home. “Jenna!”

			Turning, Kim reached her and grabbed her hand. “I’m so sorry. Owen is so great, he is, but every once in a while he says things that make him seem like a big asshole.”

			“He sure didn’t mince words.”

			“In most cases it would be a joke, but I know you’re sensitive about the whole money thing. He didn’t realize.”

			“It was embarrassing, you know, Kim? The way he looked at me, like I was some kind of fortune hunter?”

			“I know you’re not, and so does he.”

			Jenna shook her head. “I don’t think he does; I think he’s trying to look out for his friend.”

			“You really care about Nate, don’t you?”

			“I might love him, Kimmy. I could. He’s so wonderful, and when I’m with him, I feel like myself again. Like the me I used to be . . . before Royce and California.”

			“You didn’t think you’d ever feel like that, did you?”

			“No. I didn’t. I didn’t want to, but this thing developing with Nate, it’s different, it’s special. I feel like I’ve found my other half.”

			“Let it develop, Jenna. Don’t run away. He looks so happy when he’s with you.”

			“I hope so. We have the best time together. I know it’s new, but I could see my future with him.”

			Looking through the crowd, he was in deep conversation with Owen. When he turned and caught her looking, he grinned and mouthed, “It’s okay.”

			More than anything Jenna wanted to believe that.

			***

			“You know, for a smart guy, you’ve been saying some stupid shit lately.”

			Owen rubbed his hand across his neck. “I didn’t mean that the way it came out. I like Jenna, but I never expected you guys to actually get together.”

			“Why the hell not?” Owen started to talk, but Nate halted him. “No, forget it. I don’t want to know.” He paced in a circle, agitated. “I have to go mount up, but you owe her an apology. No one questioned you when you fell in love with Kim. No one. We respected your relationship, even though it was totally out there in coincidence land.”

			“I know. I mean I know you had, I don’t know, a crush . . .”

			“I’m thirty-four years old. I didn’t have ‘a crush’.”

			“It just happened so fast.”

			“Are you serious? You said you figured you fell in love with Kim the first time you saw her in that hospital in Afghanistan. Am I wrong?”

			Owen hesitated. “You’re not wrong.”

			“Give us a break, okay?” Nate wanted to find Jenna before the match, if only to soothe her. When Owen shot off his mouth, he did it in a big way. “I’ll see you later.”

			With only a few minutes to talk to her, Nate went toward the barn. He was more than a little worried about how Owen might have made Jenna feel. She was very sensitive and was already feeling out of place. He’d never met someone who radiated so much confidence on the outside, but was constantly second-guessing herself on the inside.

			Why? That was the big question. Why?

			He caught sight of her pretty yellow dress fluttering in the breeze. Jenna had her back to him, but Kim saw him coming and said something. As soon as Jenna turned, Kim slipped away. A smile teased at her lips, but smile or not, Nate could see she wasn’t happy. It was plainly obvious: there was no light in her eyes, no humor.

			“He’s sorry,” Nate began once he was closer. “But he can be such an ass sometimes.”

			She chuckled lightly. “That’s what Kim said.”

			“It’s true. Things hit him in the head and fly out of his mouth. But it’s him, it’s not you.”

			“I’m sensitive about the perception that I might only be interested in your money. That’s kind of what happened with my last boyfriend.”

			“Ah.” Nodding, he focused on her. Her eyes were darting around, but there wasn’t much he could say without knowing the whole story. “I think it’s time we talked about that, then?”

			“You’re right. It is.” That was what he was hoping she’d say. That she was willing to share something like that with him meant she wanted to give them a chance. A real chance.

			“I have to go mount, but I need a kiss for luck.”

			“Good luck. Be careful.” Coming up on her toes, she kissed his cheek. More than a peck, she lingered there. He drew in the scent and softness of her hair, the rush of excitement that ran through him when her lips touched his skin.

			“I’ll see you later.”

			Nate looked behind him to see she was watching him go and it left him more bothered than he should be. He was uneasy. Jenna talked about her Italian woo-woo, her ability to sense things about people and her surroundings. It must have been rubbing off on him or it was activating what his Irish gran always called “the sight.” It never made any sense to him, but apparently his family had magic or some such shit.

			He stopped and took a breath. He had to calm down before he got on his horse. If he was tense, his mount would be tense. Two grooms approached; one had his equipment, the other his fully tacked polo pony. He had three horses for today’s match, but this one was his favorite. He’d been training Cody since he was two. A dark bay Thoroughbred on the larger side, the horse cornered like a dream and nothing spooked him. Except birds. For some reason birds sent the horse running. He was thinking about using him for a cross-country horse, but when he gave up the eventing, the big boy transitioned nicely to polo.

			Once he was mounted, Nate adjusted his knee pads and took his mallet, walking toward the field with his teammates. His best friend on the team was a Brit transplant named Tristan Wade. Tris was probably one of the most sought-after financial consultants on either side of the pond, and he was working for Reliance for the next year as they examined the idea of taking the company public.

			“Ready for the match?” Tristan asked. “I heard the team we’re facing likes dirty tricks.”

			Nate shrugged and smiled. “Then we’ll have some tricks of our own to counter.”

			“So, you have a new lady in your life, mate?”

			“I do. Jenna. I’ll introduce you at halftime.”

			Tris grinned. His barely shaved face and his tattooed right arm made him look more like a pirate than a business executive. “Brilliant.”

			***

			Jenna was definitely in the minority at the game. She was more interested in watching Nate than socializing. Kim was with her a lot of the time, but Owen was hanging back, catching up with old friends and making contacts. From time to time her friend drifted away to be with her husband, which was fine because then Jenna could concentrate. She’d brought her camera, and she couldn’t resist the opportunity to capture the day, so she walked away from the crowd, found a spot with a good view of the field, and started shooting.

			The camera was new. She’d bought the outfit right before Kim and Owen’s wedding, and her initial concern that she’d spent too much money was replaced by love for her camera.

			Looking through the viewfinder, she took in the landscape in small frames. She saw color and detail differently.

			Figures in movement were challenges. Jenna loved art and all media held a place in her heart, but photography was her favorite visual art, and one at which she made a very good living.

			Jenna remembered her first gallery showing in Santa Fe. Some of her work had been part of a local art exhibition in California, and the gallery owner tracked her down and offered the show. She and Royce spent a week in Santa Fe at her patron’s beautiful hacienda. On opening night, almost all her photographs sold.

			She couldn’t have been more surprised.

			People were dropping thousands of dollars on landscapes and architectural studies. A photo she took in Utah of a single horse in a herd of free-roaming Mustangs, one of her absolute favorites, sold for five thousand dollars. It was unheard of, and it opened doors for her and Royce. She was now invited to all the best parties, spending time with art-obsessed San Franciscans. They traveled extensively. Her gallery openings were exclusive events, her photographs were a must-have piece of art, and if you’d asked her then how things were going, Jenna would have told you her life was perfect. Because that’s what she believed.

			She didn’t call home much, didn’t think much about her old life on Long Island. That part of her, the girl who grew up in the suburbs, no longer mattered to who she was. Sought-after, glamorous, and rich, she and Royce lived very well. His financial consulting business was booming because of her increasing client list. Her guy was smart, handsome, and knew how to help people make money.

			Then the bottom fell out.

			Royce cheated on her with his personal trainer and took off, leaving only the truth behind. He was a womanizer and a fraud. All the money he’d invested for clients was gone. He said it was an investment gone bad, and being brilliant helped him cover his tracks, but Jenna suspected the money was hidden away in a foreign bank account.

			What ended up finishing her off was the foreclosure on their condo. She assumed Royce had been paying the bills. He hadn’t, and Jenna was still stuck with the debt because so much was in her name. Her bank accounts were empty. He’d used her to get access to wealthy patrons of the arts, bilked them out of their money, and cheated on her. The man was a trifecta of asshole.

			The experience had soured her on men, and wealthy ones just brought a flood of bad memories. The ritzy lifestyle took over and it often corrupted people and their good sense. But the more she got to know him, the more Jenna could see that Nate was grounded. He was rich as sin, but money didn’t define him. He didn’t pursue it. It was just there.

			Watching Nate and his horse gallop down the field at full-tilt was nervewracking. Her heart was in her throat, which was another reason why she decided to get behind the camera lens. If she focused on only the smallest frame, she wouldn’t be as nervous.

			“That’s some camera.”

			Jenna turned and saw a tall, elegant blonde standing next to her. The woman wore a perfectly creased pair of white pants, and a lovely flowy pink top. Jenna started when she stuck out her hand. “Piper Lansing.”

			“Jenna Albanese.”

			After shaking her hand, Jenna felt a chill. Something about this woman wasn’t right.

			“You’re here with Nate? I saw you with him.”

			“Yes.” Her ex-girlfriend radar went off. “Do you know him well?”

			She took a long sip from her mimosa. “Oh, I’ve known him for ages! He’s a great guy. And he’ll treat you like a queen. Did he buy you the camera? It’s amazing.”

			Not knowing whether she should be offended or not, Jenna decided not to be because it was too time consuming. She just answered, “No, I bought it myself.”

			“Oh, how nice. What’s your job?”

			“I’m a teacher. I teach art.”

			“Lovely.” Piper looked stricken. “So you work with children?”

			“Yup. I work with the babies. Kindergarten to fourth grade.”

			“Oh, that’s interesting. I bet they’re messy.” She said the word messy like it was some kind of disease.

			“It is, but it’s great. I can’t think of a better way to share what I love.” Jenna tried to stay focused on what was on the other side of the lens, not Piper’s fishing expedition. The woman was wearing a big, honking engagement ring. Jenna thought Kim’s ring was big, but Piper’s could choke one of the horses. No lie.

			She took shot after shot of the action on the field, trying to zero in on Nate with the large number 3 on his back. He didn’t disappoint. With her zoom, Jenna could get right in on his face and she took some amazing photos of him and his teammates.

			But the action was so fast. She couldn’t imagine staying on a horse, much less while playing a game like this.

			Piper had quieted down watching the match, and from time to time, Jenna caught her watching her. It was a little creepy and she wondered what she wanted.

			“So what do you do, Piper?”

			“Oh, I manage an art gallery. You must have some art background since you teach.” Piper pulled a business card out of her wristlet. “Here’s my card. Come in sometime.”

			“Thanks. What do you rep?”

			“We have an eclectic group right now, some great sculpture and some hand-blown glass. The work is all very unusual.”

			“That’s cool,” Jenna replied. “Maybe I’ll come in. I haven’t roamed around the Village since I was in college.”

			Piper’s grin looked frozen. She was terrified Jenna might actually show up. “Where did you study?”

			Jenna shrugged off the question like her answer meant nothing, but knew it would kick Piper’s ass. “I went to the School of Visual Arts. It was great, so hands on, and I loved living in the city. I was going to start my MFA at Yale, but I moved to Cali instead.”

			The constant thundering from the hooves on the grassy surface had abated and the quiet made Jenna look up. Coming toward her was her guy. He was sweaty and smiling and he’d never looked hotter. Then he spotted Jenna’s new friend and his face dropped. Uh-oh.

			In one smooth move, he threw his leg over the back of the horse, and dismounted. Grooms were there in a flash to take his equipment and his beast, and Nate was looking rather dirty and spectacular. If she’d learned anything about polo, it was that it was fast paced and dangerous. Taking a fall with the other horses in such close proximity could result in someone getting kicked in the head. She tried not to think about it, which was another reason she’d kept her eye on the match through her lens.

			Nate’s long stride carried him to where she was standing. “Hey, why are you over here?”

			Jenna was pretty far away from the crowd by design. It was just her and Piper—the woman who was making her boyfriend very uncomfortable. There was definitely a story there. “I was taking pictures, and while I was standing here, I met Piper.”

			“How are you, Piper?” His nod was polite, but deliberately dismissive. “How are the wedding plans coming along?” The question, which Nate directed right at Jenna’s new friend, was straightforward and to the point. Nate wanted Jenna to know he knew Piper was off the market.

			“Wonderful,” Piper responded. “Everything is in place. We’re sorry you can’t make it. You—and Jenna, of course.”

			Oh, yeah. There was definitely a story.

			“Just wasn’t able to clear the schedule for the weekend. But thank you, and I wish you and your fiancé the best.”

			Piper clenched her hands together and nodded her thanks before excusing herself back to the crowd. It was the oddest exchange, and Jenna didn’t quite know what to make of it. The woman had been nothing but pleasant, but she was definitely gathering information.

			“So.” Jenna crossed to her very agitated boyfriend. “How long did you and Piper date?”

			Opening his mouth and then snapping it shut, Nate narrowed his eyes at her before he finally said anything. “Did she tell you that?”

			“Nope. She just made small talk. Nice enough. Call it an educated guess.”

			The situation was actually a bit funny, mostly because it threw the very unflappable Nate off his game.

			“We were together for eighteen months. It didn’t work out. There’s nothing for you to be jealous about.”

			“I’m not jealous.” She took a step toward him.

			Closing the gap between them, Nate took her hand. “You’re not?”

			“No.” She pushed a damp lock of hair off his forehead. “Not my style.”

			“She thought we were going to get engaged. I didn’t love her. Hell, she didn’t love me, either.”

			Jenna eased closer. Sweat be damned. He was freaking gorgeous. “If she didn’t love you, why . . .”

			“It’s business. We’re from the same social circle, have the same upbringing, our families know each other. It looked good on paper. But when the time came . . .” He paused, and leaned in, touching his lips to her temple and speaking so softly only she could hear. “I want a marriage, not a merger.”

			The world seemed to stand still for a moment as the words settled around them. A marriage, not a merger. There was so much to be said, but they were content to stand close, comforted by each other’s presence. “Should we get back to the group?” she asked. “I’m sure your friends want to see you.”

			“I guess we should.” A light touch of his lips to hers told Jenna this relationship was more serious than even she realized. “Thank you for understanding. For not turning this into a drama.”

			“I’m not the drama queen type. Come on. I’m feeling like I should have a glass of champagne or some pâté or snails or something, while I’m here hobnobbing with the rich and famous.”

			Kissing her quick and picking up her camera bag, Nate smiled. “Baby, you can have anything you want.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			He should be sweet.

			—#4, Jenna’s Boyfriend List

			Nate didn’t often stay at his parents’ farm, but when he did, he loved waking up in his old room to the sound of the horses whinnying for their breakfasts. He looked at the clock on the mahogany bedside table and saw it was barely six in the morning, but sun was breaking through the windows. He stretched and grabbed the headboard. Everything was pretty much perfect, except Jenna wasn’t with him.

			Last night was the first night they hadn’t spent together in a week. He’d been at the cottage with her every night, but last night Kevin and Harper had an event to attend and stayed in the city while Jenna slept at the big house with Anna. He’d been there until the baby’s bedtime, and he loved watching Jenna read the little girl stories and tuck her in. She was a born mother.

			He never thought he could fall more in love with someone whom he already loved, but that’s exactly what was happening. He went into the relationship loving everything about her—her humor, her classic beauty, her spirit, her compassion for others—but now that they’d spent time together, becoming part of each other’s lives, he knew he couldn’t be without her. Now every look, every touch was about the future they could have together.

			And he hadn’t told her any of this because he was afraid he’d scare her off. As much as they loved being together, something was still eating at Jenna, and he didn’t think a declaration of undying love would do anything but send her running, no matter what she felt for him.

			Nate just wished he knew what was haunting her. They had planned on talking about what her ex had put her through in California, but after the polo match, and her unexpected meeting with Piper, Nate wanted to forget about the past and only think about the future.

			He got up and pulled on a pair of old jeans that were still in his dresser drawer and, so he was decent at the table, a T-shirt from his carry-on. He knew he had to shower, but he was hungry and smelled bacon.

			Breakfast trumped the shower when he was starving.

			He heard his father’s deep Scots burr carrying through the house. Liam Bayard was nothing if not colorful. Never had two people been more mismatched than his parents. His mother, Elizabeth, was a well-bred Long Island socialite whose parents had hired a young horse trainer to come live at their home, and work with their breeding stock.

			It didn’t take long for Elizabeth to be sneaking off to the caretaker’s cottage and spending her time with the man she would eventually marry. His grandparents were horrified, and it was said his Grandpa McNamara hired men to rough Da up. Apparently, it didn’t end well. The men his grandfather sent were not prepared for his six-foot-three-inch father to beat both of them into the ground. Grandpa, who was a Gold Glove boxer in his youth, was so impressed by his father’s fighting skill he gave in and allowed them to see each other.

			But when they ran off and eloped, Grandpa almost killed Da himself.

			Making his way into the kitchen, Sally, their housekeeper and cook, was slapping his father’s hand as he tried to take a biscuit before they’d cooled. It was like listening to a battle of the empires with Sally’s thick Irish brogue and his father’s Scots.

			“Be a bonny lass and let me take the biscuits with me. Come on, Sally, you know next to Lizzie you’re my best girl.”

			“You think your smooth talkin’ will help ya, Liam Bayard, but you’re a scoundrel is what you are. I don’t care if you waste away, leave your hands off me biscuits.”

			“Ya old bat,” his father growled. “It’s no wonder you never married.”

			“I never married for fear of gettin’ stuck with a man like you.”

			“It’s comforting to see some things haven’t changed.” Nate’s voice got their attention. The two of them were always snapping at each other. It was nice to be home.

			“Nate!” His father crossed the kitchen in two big strides and grabbed him in a big bear hug. “This is a nice surprise. Come to help me today? That’s a lad.”

			“I haven’t been home enough. And the delicious smell from the kitchen woke me up. Nothing like it.”

			Nate reached for a biscuit, and not only did Sally pat his hand, she spread a dollop of fresh raspberry jam on the top.

			“Hey! Why does he get a biscuit?” His father was like a slighted child.

			Sally closed her eyes, stuck her freckled nose in the air, and turned back to her cooking. “I like him.”

			His father took his coffee and an apple and stormed out the door at the rear of the kitchen. “If you don’t see me when you come down to the barn, Nathaniel, it’s because I’m dead from starvation. Tell your mum good-bye for me.”

			Da slammed the door for good measure. “I guess that means he’s angry.”

			“Eejit. He’s a pest of the highest order, your da. But you, dear boy, are a sight for sore eyes.” She patted the stool at the counter next to the stove. “Sit, I’ll make you some eggs and you can tell me how you are.”

			Sally put a mug of steaming coffee down first and then started filling his plate with bacon, eggs, ham, and fried potatoes. It was enough food for six people and Nate didn’t care. If it was one thing he missed, it was Sally’s breakfasts.

			“So.” She took a seat next to him. “Have you met anyone special?”

			“Special, ah, I don’t know. Why do you ask?”

			Her light blue eyes narrowed. “Don’t you sass me, Nathaniel. I was chattin’ with Nellie, the Lansings’ housekeep, and she said Piper was telling her mam you have a girlfriend.”

			Nate could have so much fun with her, but it was too mean. “I do. Her name is Jenna and she’s coming over this morning.”

			Sally, who was a round as a beach ball, hopped off the stool and started puttering around the kitchen. “Today? I have nothing fer lunch. You couldn’t give me any warning, you damn brat? Gracious, she’s going to think we don’t have any manners a ’tall. Tell me about her. Who are her people?”

			Nate walked over and took Sally by the shoulders. He kissed on the top of her gray head and smiled. “Her name is Jenna Albanese. She’s an art teacher. Her mother was a secretary and her father a police officer.”

			A smile bloomed wide across Sally’s face. “I see.”

			“You don’t have to do anything too crazy. She’s sweet and easygoing.”

			“That’s good to know.” She patted his cheek and Nate thought she saw a tear fall from her eye. “I knew the socialites wouldn’t keep your interest. You need someone you can talk to.”

			“You’re right. She’s great. I think she could be the one, Sal.”

			“Darling boy,” she said. “I hope so.”

			“Hope what?”

			Nate turned as his mother came into the room. She was thinner than the last time he’d seen her in the hospital a week ago. Damn fucking infection. She’d been doing so well, but then three days after Owen and Kim’s wedding everything started going downhill. She came down with an infection, as a result of her last round of chemo, and it weakened her so much she couldn’t keep anything down. It had been a struggle to get food into her. She’d been able to eat again when she came home the week before, but it was still tough.

			The doctors weren’t going to start another round of chemo unless absolutely necessary. The cocktail they were pumping into his mother was breaking down her immune system. It was getting to the point that an infection would get her before the cancer would.

			“Mom. Here, come and sit down.” He took her arm and escorted her to the big farmhouse table near the windows. From there she could see across the gardens clear to the barn and paddocks, where his father was working.

			“What are you two talking about?”

			Bringing her a cup of tea, Sally gave him up. “Oh, well, Nate has a new girlfriend and she’s going to be by in a little while.”

			“What? She’s coming here?” His mother looked panicked. “I can’t meet her like this! I have to be dressed. Do we know her?”

			“She was one of the bridesmaids at Owen and Kim’s wedding,” he said. “Jenna.”

			“Oh, yes. You were her partner. She’s adorable. I still can’t meet her like this.”

			Nate had hoped to introduce his parents to Jenna at the wedding brunch, but it didn’t happen because his mother hadn’t been feeling right and his father took her home. A few days later she’d gotten sick.

			“I’ll help you get dressed, Mam. You have your tea and biscuits and I’ll get some things laid out for you.”

			“Thank you, Sally. I appreciate it.” His mother looked so weak.

			“I know you do, Mam. Don’t you fret.”

			Nate’s mother, Elizabeth McNamara Bayard, was a wonderful mother, a loving and faithful wife, and a well-respected member of the community. But she was also battling breast cancer, and while the fight was going well, they’d had more than their share of setbacks.

			“I wish I’d known. I don’t want anyone to see me like this.”

			Taking her hand, he smiled. “Nothing to worry about. We’re going to be in the barn for a good part of the morning. I’m giving her a riding lesson.”

			“Are you really?” His mother chuckled and nibbled at her biscuit and jam, breaking off one tiny piece after another.

			“She wants to learn. She has a lot of spirit.”

			“And you, my son, have fallen hard.”

			“Yeah. It shows?”

			“Yes. I wish I felt better. I’d come down to the barn, but I can’t.”

			As clean as the barns were kept, there was no way his mother, with her weak immune system, should be around so many animals. Even Mom’s beloved Shelties were living with the barn manager until they could come back home.

			“No problem. We’ll come here. We’ll have lunch in the garden. Okay?”

			Mom nodded, but he could see she still wasn’t so sure.

			“Mom. It’s going to be fine. You’re going to like her.”

			“I’m sure I will.”

			When Sally reentered the room, Nate rose and kissed his mom’s cheek. “I’m going to shower and get down to the barn to help Dad. We’ll see you later.”

			Heading up the back staircase, Nate’s heart squeezed tight, hoping against hope that this latest setback wasn’t a sign of something more serious. His mother, in spite of her own pain, had been Nate’s rock when his brother died. It had been a horrible time, a tragic accident. His brother took a fall off a horse that he’d ridden a hundred times, but a loud noise had spooked the mare and she kicked him square in the chest as he got up from the ground. The crushing blow instantly stopped his brother’s heart.

			His mother kept him from falling into a pit of sorrow he wouldn’t have been able to climb out of. She’d saved the family. When he asked her how she’d done it, how she’d battled through the grief, she responded, “I’d already lost my son, I wasn’t about to lose the rest of you.”

			Strength like that was rare. He hoped it was enough to help her fight.

			***

			It didn’t take long for him to be outside and ready to do some hard, dirty work.

			Some days just needed that. Nate spent all his time at his desk. He had assistants and staff, landscapers and personal chefs. He never did anything for himself, and it didn’t feel right. Even with all the money his family had growing up, he’d still had to do chores. Still had to look after his own room and his horse’s stall. No one gave him a pass. He worked hard when he was young, and as a result he still did.

			The sunlight was blinding and he pulled a pair of sunglasses from his pocket as he stepped outside. There was a sound from the field and Nate looked to see Roger at the fence, whinnying. He was throwing his head high and making noise to get his attention. It worked. Nate trod across the dew-covered grass to say good morning to the big baby.

			The horse dropped his head and gave a little nicker when Nate reached the split white fence and stroked his soft muzzle. Roger was his pride and joy, a big Swedish Warmblood and his partner in crime for the last twenty years. All 1,300 pounds of him.

			“Slobber me, horse, and no treats for you for a month. I just took a shower.” Roger obliged and kept his green, messy mouth to himself. Nate patted his warm, brown neck and remembered many early mornings they spent together. “We’ll go for a ride in a little while. I have a new person for you to meet.” A soft puff of air came from Roger’s nostrils in acknowledgment, and he nudged Nate, looking for a treat. “You’ll like her.”

			“Who will your horse like?”

			His da was standing right behind him. “You might as well tell me, Nathaniel, you know your mum already called from the house.”

			“You two do realize I’m thirty-four and run a multibillion-dollar corporation. You and Mom could stop questioning me at every turn.”

			“Yeah, yeah, and you still talk to your horse. Get over it.”

			Nate dropped his head, laughing softly, and then looked toward Da, who was patiently waiting for an answer. “My partner at the wedding, Jenna.”

			“Is she the reason you have a smile plastered on your face that won’t quit?”

			Nate couldn’t deny it. She was. “It’s a nice feeling, you know? That the wait was worth it.”

			His father nodded his head, not saying anything, but his approval came through loud and clear.

			“You’re going to teach her how to ride?” Roger went over to Da, and nudged his hand; the horse knew there was a treat hiding somewhere on this human.

			“I’ll get her up on a horse today, yeah. Who do you suggest?”

			His father though for a second, no doubt mentally going through each of the school horses, deciding which one would be the best. “Has she ever ridden?”

			“Once or twice. Nothing formal.”

			“Hmm. Put her on Pip. He’s not too big and he’ll behave himself.”

			Nate agreed. Pip was a fifteen-hand chestnut gelding who had definitely mellowed over the years. He used to be one of the best jumpers of the school horses, fast and fearless, but an injury slowed him down a bit and made him perfect for the beginners.

			“Is she skinny, this girl? I’m trying to think which saddle to use.”

			Nate smiled. Jenna was definitely not what he’d call skinny. She had plenty of curves . . . all in the right places. “I’ll pick out a saddle. Don’t worry about it.”

			“I need help with the worming before your lassie gets here. So get a move on.”

			Roger had wandered out into the paddock and was happily munching on some grass. Looking beyond, the rolling land of the farm, made into a checkerboard by the white fences, stretched on into the hills at the far end of the property.

			It was a huge tract of land and very unusual for Long Island. Anything this big had been sold off and carved up into high-priced subdivisions with gaudy brick McMansions. But his family prided themselves on keeping this industry alive and well in an area with one of the biggest horse populations in the country.

			The McNamaras had started Kylemore Farm when Nate’s great-great-grandfather, Brian, who had worked as a barn manager on one of the grand Gold Coast estates, was left forty acres of the estate’s land before World War I. It included the caretaker’s house, the barns, acres of prime pasture land, and a nice amount of cash to get the business going. His benefactor’s family was livid that the estate had been cut up, especially for a no-name like his grandfather, but no matter what they tried, the will was iron-clad.

			Ten years later, Kylemore was one of the best breeding programs on the East Coast. His family home was built, a large gray stone Georgian-style house that was elegant and welcoming at the same time. For his wife, his great-grandfather put in formal gardens reminiscent of the abbey in County Galway after which the farm was named.

			Their family history was everything with the McNamaras. They were a real rags-to-riches story. A testament to hard work.

			His father expanded the dream when he opened the show barn in the Hamptons ten years ago. Part riding school and part destination, the place was most active in the summer when the wealthy brought their horses to the East End for the season. The place was beautiful. Big and well equipped, Nate loved this farm and these barns.

			There was magic here, and a soul, that the Hamptons property lacked.

			Nothing could replace magic.

			***

			The feeling that she wasn’t in Kansas anymore started as soon as Jenna made the turn into the driveway. There was a gate at the end and on one of the stone pillars was a weathered bronze sign that read KYLEMORE FARMS.

			Kylemore. Nate’s home had a name. Granted, it was where the family did business, but still. She’d gone past the entrance to this place many times. She knew it was a horse farm because of the large sculpture that graced the entrance of the property, but she didn’t know who lived up the long driveway behind the walls and hedgerows. Sometimes when she was pumpkin picking at the nursery next to the property, she could catch a glimpse of the horses in the distance. Once, when she was about eight, she thought about climbing over the fence and claimed she’d gotten lost. Lost. Climbing over a fence. Dumb.

			In the end she chickened out, but having seen those beautiful animals, the green fields, and the trees throughout the property made Jenna wish she’d had more nerve. A man in the distance who was leading one of the horses toward the barn had waved to her. She’d waved back, thinking it must be the best thing ever to be in a place like that.

			That was when she started begging for riding lessons. It never happened.

			But now Nate said he would teach her. She was so excited she went to a local tack shop and bought herself some simple short boots, a basic helmet, and a pair of gloves. She didn’t go crazy, but it was fun doing something new.

			As she traveled down the tree-lined drive, the flowerbeds full of summer blooms and the white split-rail fence made the place look like a postcard. She’d never been so happy she’d brought her camera. In the distance she saw horses grazing. Going slowly, the trees gave way to a large open space, and Jenna couldn’t do anything but give herself a minute to take in the view.

			To her right was a gray stone cottage with a large front porch and several pickup trucks parked close by. A gravel road went behind the cottage and back to the barns. It wasn’t until she looked ahead, at the main house, that Jenna felt the need to get out of her Jeep.

			House? This was no house. It was a mansion, an honest-to-God mansion. Never in her wildest dreams as a kid did she believe she would know someone who lived in such a place. That people grew up this way. Muttontown was a wealthy village and many residents had big houses on acres of land, but this was the most opulent house she’d ever seen. Staring at the large home, she counted three floors and seven chimneys. There were porticos over the front door and off to one side. If she remembered what Nate told her correctly, the property encompassed over forty acres.

			Too stunned to move, it took a tug on her sleeve to bring her back to Earth. Nate stood next to her, grinning.

			“It’s something, huh?” he asked.

			“It’s a work of art. Oh, my God. It’s beautiful.”

			He laughed. “I should have known you’d say that.”

			She rolled her eyes in acceptance. “I’m predictable.”

			“Sometimes.” His eyes scanned the inside of the truck. “Is that coffee in there?”

			“Yeah, I stopped at Dunks. Hang on.” She got back in the truck. “Let me pull next to the house.”

			Jenna parked the Jeep next to one of three large blue pickups with the KYLEMORE FARMS logo on the side and grabbed the tray with the hot coffee. Perched on the tailgate of one of the trucks, Jenna had a chance to take in Nate’s look. He wore jeans, boots, and a loose-fitting chambray work shirt with the sleeves rolled up. A pair of work gloves peeked out of his back pocket. He was a little sweaty and dirty, and Jenna had to admit, this was the most gorgeous she’d ever seen him. He was the picture of American male. Handsome, rugged, and down to earth.

			She handed him the tray and hopped up on the tailgate next to him. Nate took his coffee black, but Jenna still hadn’t acquired a taste for the hard stuff. She liked hers with chocolate and lots of milk. Although the two shots of espresso in the cafe mocha would give her quite a jolt.

			Grabbing the placket of his shirt, she gave it a little tug. “I like this look on you.”

			“Do you?” He leaned down and kissed her, and Jenna’s entire system melted down. The strength of him, the warmth coming off his body, the scent . . . the man was hot, and somehow the words serious and geek just didn’t apply. He kept kissing her until they heard a booming voice coming from behind them.

			“I smell coffee, and there’d better be enough for me.” Jenna was glad she brought extra. Nate had already unseated one of the cups and handed it to the man as soon as he rounded the side of the truck. “Thank Jesus. All Sally gave me this morning was some weak tea. How’s a man supposed to get through his day with weak tea.” He took a long swallow of the brew and smiled at her. She wasn’t sure at first, but without a doubt this was Nate’s father. “Should I be thanking you for this, lass?” He raised his cup. “It’s certainly welcome.”

			“Glad it hit the spot.” She extended her hand. “I’m Jenna. It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Bayard.”

			“Och. Call me Liam. And thank you for the coffee.” He leaned against the back of the truck. “So I hear you’re taking your first lesson today?”

			“Yes, I’m excited.”

			“You’ve got a world-class trainer there.” He motioned to Nate.

			“Da, come on.”

			“No, she should know that you almost made the Olympic Team.”

			Jenna snapped her head toward him. “No way! Really? Why didn’t I know that?”

			“He doesn’t like tellin’ folks. I don’t know why.”

			“He’s too modest,” Jenna grinned at Nate, who appeared to be blushing. “You are full of surprises.”

			“Come on.” He hopped off the truck bed and took her hand. “Let me show you around.”

			“It was lovely meeting you, Jenna. I’ll be seeing you shortly with your horse.”

			All she could do was wave as Nate dragged her away. “You and your dad look so much alike. The smile, the eyes . . .”

			He was moving pretty fast, his long stride chewing up the ground as they followed the cobblestone path around the cottage. Once there and out of sight from prying eyes, Nate pushed her against a large oak tree, pinned her with his hips, and set his hands on each side of her head. He said nothing, he just kissed her.

			It was hot, wet, open-mouthed. It was meant to devour. To be desperate. To consume. Heat flared in her middle and traveled out. She was aware of him from head to toe, fingertip to fingertip, and the throbbing between her legs was the cruelest of all. He ground into her, his erection pressing against her belly as he moved his lips over hers, his tongue dipped in and out of her mouth, and Jenna thought she might come right there. “God, Nate.” She could barely breathe. “Nate, someone could see us.”

			“Let them.”

			She pushed against him and broke contact when all she wanted was to let him take her right against the tree. It was crazy the way they reacted to each other. The heat, the need, drove her crazy. Obviously it drove him crazy, too. “I’ve been having the dirtiest fantasies about you,” he ground out as he nipped at her chin. “So. Very. Dirty.”

			“Tell me about them later and we’ll see what we can do.”

			“I need you in my bed, Jenna. Waking up alone was the worst thing ever.”

			Holy shit. This was serious stuff. It was permanence and commitment and happily ever after. That wasn’t in the plan, but then Jenna imagined what it would be like to wake up with him every day. She had to admit it would be pretty damn awesome.

			But she couldn’t get her hopes up. Could she?

			“I missed you,” he whispered.

			“You saw me yesterday.”

			“I know. I must sound insane, but I’ve gotten used to being with you, Jen. I love being with you.” His leaned in so only she could hear him. “I’ve grown used to catching your scent when I wake up. Feeling your body next to mine, knowing I can slip inside you as you open your eyes and we can start the day making love.” He rubbed his scruffy cheek on hers. “Tell me you want that, too.”

			She nodded because who the hell didn’t want that? “You do not play fair. How am I going to spend the day here now? All I’m going to think about is being with you.”

			He smiled wide. “That’s not a bad thing in my book.”

			***

			Once their libidos calmed down, Jenna grabbed her camera and they took a walk around the property. She took photos of the open fields where the horses grazed, shot the house, the barns from a distance and Nate. She took many pictures of Nate, because there was no way she could resist it. There were so many opportunities—working with his da, talking and joking with some of the grooms and stable hands, working with the horses.

			“Warwick Nelson, who built the estate, was into polo. He kept six polo ponies here. He also had carriage horses and ponies for his children.” Nate was giving a mini history lesson as he gave her a tour of the property.

			“How many horses can you keep?”

			“There are twenty-four stalls for boarders and school horses. And we’re full up. We also have the breeding barn, and a training barn.”

			“Wow. How many horses are here total?”

			“About forty. We employ ten grooms, two barn managers. Office staff. It’s a big operation for what’s considered a small business. My parents oversee everything. Mostly Da now, and I told you, my mother’s not well.”

			“Do all those people live here?”

			“The barn managers do. Each has a cottage at the front of the property, similar to the one you parked near. That one over there, near the schooling ring, has two purposes. The first floor is for the business. There’s a kitchen, bathroom and offices. The second floor has two bedrooms and a small living area. The grooms cycle in and out of the overnight shifts, so they have a comfortable place to stay.”

			“I’m so impressed.”

			Jenna raised her camera, which was hanging around her neck, and took some photos of the house, the barns, the people, and the horses. There was so much to take in, and his family was to be admired. They may have had a lot of money, but boy, did they earn it.

			“Look at this shot.” Jenna showed Nate a picture she’d just snapped of his father with one of the horses. It was a true study of the man. He was standing near a big, black horse, his hands on the beast’s neck and in turn the horse, with its eyes closed was resting his big head on his father’s shoulder.

			“That’s him to the ground. You’ll have to show my mother that one. She’ll love it.”

			“I’ll make her a print, have it framed, if you think she’d like it.”

			“She’d love it. This is my father. You caught him like no one ever has.”

			That’s what Jenna liked to hear. “I’m blown away by this place. It’s . . . I dunno. It’s magic. There’s a feeling here that goes beyond something special.”

			Nate’s eyes went soft as he leaned in and kissed her cheek. “You have no idea what hearing you say that means to me. Very few people understand.”

			How could people not understand? That made no sense to her. “All anyone would have to do if they want to understand is listen.”

			“Listen?”

			“Stop. Don’t say anything. Just listen. Breathe and listen.”

			Nate did what she asked, and Jenna closed her eyes, doing the same. She felt the warmth of the sun and at the same time a cool breeze licked at her skin. She heard leaves rustling, birds singing, men talking, footsteps and hooves moving about. There was no glorification of busy. But work was happening, life was happening. There was purpose.

			And peace.

			God, she loved it here.

			Opening her eyes, Jenna gazed at the man holding her hand and realized something else . . . she was in love with him. Deeply, passionately in love with him.

			This was a disaster.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			He should be good with his hands.

			—#14, Jenna’s Boyfriend List

			“The goal with everything that’s been done here was to maintain the original stable building. It was a piece of history no one wanted to let go.”

			Jenna brushed Pip, who had been a perfect gentleman during her lesson. “I’m glad. This is an amazing example of the excess of the time period, but it’s stunning, nonetheless. It would have been a crime not to preserve it.”

			The main stable was a two-story, all-brick structure, with a slate roof, grand carriage doors, and a huge Palladian window in a gable over the center. There was an apartment on one side of the second floor and a hayloft on the other. It was a U-shaped building with a brick courtyard, a brick aisle, and every amenity a horse or horse owner could imagine. Even though it was built in 1890, it had updated easily.

			“My great-grandfather lived in the apartment on the second floor when he started working on the estate.”

			She put the brush back in the bucket, and pulled out a hoof pick. “Now what do I have to do with this? It looks dangerous.”

			Nate was treating her like every other student and he was really proud of the fact that she’d jumped in with both feet. “Let me show you. It’s tricky the first couple of times.”

			He picked Pip’s feet and then led the horse to his turnout. As soon as he was off his leadline, Pip trotted off into the pasture.

			“So, do I get to meet Roger?” she asked, remembering what he’d told her about his old horse.

			Nate grinned, grabbed her hand, and walked her to the next paddock. Once he gave Jenna a kiss for good measure, he put two fingers in his mouth and whistled. The horses, who were across the paddock, all lifted their heads from grazing and trotted toward the fence.

			“They come when they’re called?” she asked. “Like dogs?”

			“Some do.” Roger could be intimidating. He was a huge horse at almost eighteen hands and 1,300 pounds, but for all his bulk he was nothing more than a puppy. Nate reached into the pocket of his jeans and put a treat on the flat of his hand. Roger gobbled it up and nudged him for another. He fed treats to the two mares in the adjacent paddock before giving Roger anything else. Then he offered a carrot to Jenna.

			“You want to give it to him?”

			She looked stricken. “Me?”

			“Sure. Open your hand like this.” Nate broke the carrot and then showed her the proper way to offer it, with the fingers straight and palm up. Jenna followed his lead, and when he put the carrot in the palm of her hand, Jenna slowly moved it toward the snorting horse.

			“His teeth are pretty big,” she said nervously. “He doesn’t bite, does he?”

			He shook his head. “He’s not a biter . . . usually.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean? Usually.” She turned her head at the same moment Roger took the carrot. It startled her and Nate laughed as she took a step away from the fence.

			“He’s so big. I can’t get over it.”

			“He doesn’t know that.”

			They stood in silence while she pet Roger and gave him another treat. After a few minutes, the horse trotted away.

			“You know . . .” Jenna fluttered her eyelashes at him, turned, and walked toward the barn. “I’d love to see the rest of the old stable.”

			“Really?” He followed, confused. “I don’t know that there’s much else—” He was startled when Jenna’s hand brushed the crotch of his jeans, making him hard almost immediately. Damn. “I think I get it.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah.” He opened an outside door on the north side of the barn that was out of everyone’s view, and gave her a little push inside. “Let me show you around the old apartment.”

			“Oh, I’d love it,” she cooed. “Like a history lesson.”

			Following her up the stairs, Nate wrapped his arms around her midsection, holding her tightly to him, as he whispered in her ear, “I have every intention of teaching you a lesson, but it’s going to have nothing to do with history.”

			Jenna smiled and bit her luscious lips before she grabbed his hand and pulled him up the stairs.

			***

			Taking the path around the house, Jenna was worried that Nate’s family would be able to tell what they’d just been up to. She felt like she had to fix her hair or put on lipstick or . . . something. “Could you wait one second?” Fishing through her bag, which was a mess of epic proportions because they’d dumped everything out in search of a condom, she pulled out a cherry-flavored lip balm. Shit. No lip gloss, lipstick, nothing. Just cherry-flavored lip balm.

			“You look fine. No one is going to know.”

			Feeling her face flush, Jenna started to panic. Dropping her bag on the grass, her arms slipped around his waist and she pressed her head into his chest. Her eyes burned, her breath got short. No. No. No. She was not going to cry. Not over this.

			“I want them to like me. What was I thinking?”

			Nate’s arms came around her, strong and secure. “Hey, hey. Stop. Why wouldn’t they like you? My da likes you already.”

			Jenna took deep breaths so she wouldn’t totally lose it, holding on to Nate like he was her only lifeline. “It was so dumb.”

			“Eh, it was a little risky. But never dumb. Being together is never a bad idea and I won’t let you think that.” Jenna’s heart stopped pounding, soothed by his voice, by his words. With the gentlest touch he tilted her face toward his, and in his eyes she saw everything she’d ever wished for—everything she’d dreamed about as a little girl, as a teenager wishing for love—was right there. She thought she’d been in love before and she’d been so, so wrong. This, the quiet support, the kindness, the warmth was what she wanted. It was what she’d always wanted.

			“Come on. Let’s go back, have a nice lunch, and my mother can tell you embarrassing stories about me.”

			“I can’t imagine you ever did anything embarrassing,” she sniffed, pulling herself together.

			Right then, his father rounded the corner and smiled at them, patting Nate on the shoulder. He stopped short, fished in his pocket, and turned. “Lass, I think this is yours.”

			He held out her brand-new lipstick. “Th-thank you.”

			“My pleasure. One of the lads found it right outside the apartment door.” When he winked and grinned Jenna felt the burn in her cheeks return. She could only imagine how red she’d gotten. Zero to mortified in no seconds flat.

			“Shit, Da.”

			“What?” He spied Jenna’s face and threw up his hands. “Oh, jeez. I’m sorry, darlin’.” He took her by the shoulders and pulled her into a massive bear hug. This was the most amazing group of people. She was still horribly embarrassed, but his father was a dear man. “Don’t fret. You aren’t the first caught in the apartment, you won’t be the last. Hell, where do you think that one was conceived?”

			He waved his hand at Nate, who froze, and that was all she could stand; Jenna burst into a cascade of giggles.

			“Oh, God.” Nate rolled his eyes, grabbed Jenna’s bag along with her hand, and pulled her away from his father. “I’m so sorry about that. I really am.”

			“It’s okay,” she replied, trying not to laugh. He was embarrassed for himself, for her. The poor guy. There was no controlling parents. She knew that well. The truth was, she was going to have to bring him home to see her family very soon. Her mother was asking an awful lot of questions.

			“I just don’t know if there’s enough brain bleach for the images floating around in my head right now. I’m never going to be able to take you up there again.”

			“Our parents say horrible things. I think it’s to get even with us for torturing them when we were growing up.” She kissed his cheek. “You’ll feel better after you meet my whole family. My father has nine siblings. My mother has six. They all live in Nassau County. It’s insanity.”

			“Shit. How many?”

			“Too many. They’ll make your family seem completely normal.”

			There was a moment of clarity between them that told them everything was changing.

			“We’re meeting families,” he said. “That has to mean something.”

			Jenna swallowed hard. “I think so. Now, introduce me to your mother before I chicken out.”

			***

			Nate’s mom was sitting in a chair on the patio reading a book, and sipping a glass of iced tea. He was relieved to see she looked better than she had in the morning, but being dressed, with her makeup on, did help her look less stressed by the illness. But when he caught sight of her wrists and her hands, he could see the bones. A sign of what the cancer and the treatment had done to her body.

			She was in a pair of white slacks with a navy top and little red shoes. She looked like she should be going to the club. But that was his mother’s uniform. She’d been raised by strict parents who enjoyed their money and position. They were members of their church, of the country club, and the Junior League. A proud graduate of Barnard College, his mother planned on teaching. Then she met his father, and four children later, she was happily settled in, raising her family. There was a sadness around his mum sometimes, though, and it wasn’t the cancer. He wondered, when he caught her looking out in the distance, if she was thinking of his brother. If she knew something the rest of them didn’t.

			She must have heard them because she turned and smiled. Thank goodness there was something the cancer hadn’t stolen. His mother’s smile was still blinding. When she rose, Nate watched for a stumble, but she was steady on her feet and looking better than she had in a long time.

			“Jenna.” She extended her hand. “It’s such a pleasure to finally meet you.”

			“Thank you, Mrs. Bayard. Likewise.”

			“No Mrs. Bayard. That’s my mother-in-law. Please call me Liz.”

			“Thank you. Everything here is so beautiful. I’ve really enjoyed the morning.”

			Nate choked and his mother reached out and patted his back, concerned. If only Mum knew how much they enjoyed the morning.

			“We’re actually going to eat in the sun room. The landscapers are coming and they’re going to be doing the lawns. I think Sally is just about ready for us.”

			She led them into the kitchen and then through the house. Nate watched Jenna’s face as she took in each space, each piece of furniture and each color choice. The sunroom was off the wood-paneled great room with its massive fireplace and high ceilings, and just before they stepped into the glass-enclosed sun room, Jenna stopped dead. He almost slammed into her it was so unexpected.

			“What is it?”

			She was staring at a piece of art on the wall above the couch.

			His mother came back and saw what she was gazing at. “Oh, The Mustang. Isn’t it a gorgeous piece? My father bought it for us when he was in New Mexico a few years ago. An up-and-coming young photographer, Gia Albanese.” His mother stopped, her eyes wide. “Oh, oh my goodness! Is she a relative? I didn’t even realize.”

			But Nate did. He made the connection right away. Gia was what her parents sometimes called her. And some of her relatives. It was short for “Giovanna.” He said it without a thought.

			Hearing her name brought Jenna out of her trance.

			His mother was confused. Hell, he was confused. He knew she’d been a photographer in California, but he thought maybe she was doing baby portraits or wedding shoots. He didn’t know she was a high-end art photographer.

			“It’s not a relative, Mrs. . . . Liz . . . I’m Gia Albanese. As Nate said, my real name is Giovanna.”

			His mother brought her hand to her chest. “I’ve been trying to find you for years! I was hoping I could commission you to take some photos here, of the farm. My husband would treasure them.”

			Nate couldn’t believe it. Jenna had a camera full of photos she could share with his mother and no commissioning would be required. He was dating a serious artist. One who was no longer part of the art world, but was teaching little kids to love color and texture and light.

			What the hell had happened? What took her away from work she loved and was obviously a gift? He was going to unravel the mystery tonight. He’d called Harper earlier and she didn’t need Jenna for the next couple of days, so Nate had every intention of taking her to his house. He was going to find out what was going on with the ex-boyfriend who had obviously messed with her head, and with her photography.

			Something really bad had happened. He wanted to know what it was.

			***

			Jenna followed Nate to his house, winding through the tree-lined streets of Locust Valley, another beautiful North Shore hamlet not too far from his parents. It was a secluded area, with older homes set on large lots, hills, and quaint neighborhoods. Jenna’s area, on the South Shore of Long Island was newer and flatter, but she’d grown up in an equally great neighborhood. Learning about life from the other kids on the block was one of the best things about their street. To this day, her best friends were the ones from her childhood. Not many people could say that.

			At lunch, his mother wanted to know all about Jenna’s work. About her inspiration and when she first knew she saw something special through the camera lens. It was odd talking about that part of herself. And talking about it with someone so interested, so excited to meet her, hadn’t happened in over two years. She’d left it behind when the bottom fell out of her life in California. Coming home was a fresh start, but seeing the photo, considered her signature piece, her personal favorite, hanging in someone’s home, brought the need to create flooding back.

			She’d done very well with her photography, gaining some minor celebrity status in the very tight-knit art world, but she’d always seen it as catching slivers of life. The world changed every second of every day. Her photographs froze time, like a memory. Unfortunately, her work was connected to too many memories Jenna wanted to forget.

			But today with Nate’s mom, there was a spark. Showing her the photos Jenna had taken of Nate’s da that day, and the ones of her very handsome boyfriend at the polo match, brought back the joy. Joy that had been stolen from her by a rat bastard who had never been punished.

			She pulled her Jeep into the long driveway, following his big silver pickup truck. Stopping in front of a three-car garage, Jenna took in the beautiful house. It was a single level with a porch that ran from one end of the house to the other. The siding, which was a dark gray, was set off by bright white trim and black accents. It was understated, classy—very much like the man who lived there. There were gardens around the house, lining the walks and surrounding the trees. Getting out of the Jeep, Nate took her bag from the backseat, and kissed her forehead. “Come on, let me show you around.”

			Once again, his fingers threaded with hers, and Jenna thought there wasn’t anything that made her feel so safe. He had questions though. She knew that. After their lunch, after what he found out about her career, Nate would want to know more. He deserved answers, especially if they had any chance of making it.

			He punched a code into the keypad by the garage door, and as the door opened it revealed an expensive sports car sitting in the bay. Jenna glanced at his well-worn truck and again at the car, which was spectacular. Nate waited for her reaction.

			“Is this a Maserati?” Jenna recognized it, she’d seen a few when she was out west. Talk about lifestyles of the rich and famous.

			“Yup. A GranTurismo.”

			“And you don’t drive it.”

			Nate shook his head. “Not usually.”

			“Oh. This car cost as much as the down payment on a house, and you let it sit in here?”

			“Pretty much. It’s not my style. I bought it because Owen and Jason pushed me. They thought we needed fancy cars for the image. I don’t give a shit about the image. I like my truck.”

			He walked toward the back of the garage and turned. He really didn’t care. Based on what Jenna was seeing, he was pretty uncomfortable with the whole lifestyle. “Show me your house,” she said, hoping to redirect the conversation.

			With his hand securely on the small of her back, Nate guided her inside, bringing her into a mudroom that looked like it came out of a catalog. The stacking washer and dryer, gorgeous counters and cabinets, a bench with cubbies, hooks for coats—it was perfect. Jenna loved the place already.

			The rooms worked together in a well-designed, open floor plan. It wasn’t a huge house, but it didn’t need to be. The kitchen was one that dreams were made of—cherry cabinets, granite, and high-end appliances. It also looked like it was never used, like the car. It was connected to a family-size dining room, which flowed into a great room with large, comfortable furniture. Finally, they ended in his bedroom, which was on the opposite side of the house from where they entered.

			Nate dropped her bag on a chair and pulled Jenna close. As always, every fiber of her being responded to the contact. They were right together. The chemistry, the way they read each other’s bodies, she’d never had a more generous lover, and as a result she responded in ways she never had before. Nate was hers. He was made for her. She just had to be strong enough, brave enough, to let herself fall completely into the relationship.

			One piece of clothing at a time, they undressed each other until they stood naked in each other’s arms. His touch was a gentle caress, almost like worship. They kissed and, soon, Nate was lowering Jenna to the mattress and covering her with his body. She loved this feeling—so close, so protective, so loving. He reached into his drawer, opened the packet and protected her, and then she felt him enter her slowly, inch by inch, stretching her, a welcome invasion. One that made her feel whole. Complete.

			Matched.

			The slow movements, the deep strokes, built in intensity and pace. Jenna followed his lead, watching the strain of the muscles in Nate’s shoulders, seeing the pleasure on his face.

			He was so beautiful, from his soft golden-brown hair, to his hazel eyes, to his beautiful toned body, she’d never want anyone else again. Nate was her heart, her soul, her love. She had to be brave enough to accept it.

			The orgasm built slowly, but once it took hold, it threw Jenna up and over. Arching against him, her hips ground into his, and with one final drive, he called her name as he found his release.

			Spent, Nate collapsed, rolling to his back and bringing her with him. She settled into the crook of his arm, their skin damp and warm. Bringing the covers over them, Jenna snuggled in as sleep took her.

			***

			Jenna officially loved Nate’s kitchen almost as much as she loved him. After their nap, they went to the market, picked up what they wanted for dinner, and she set to preparing it as soon as they got back to the house. He had everything. Every conceivable pot, pan, or gadget was here, and it was all perfectly organized. Which was how she knew the kitchen was never used.

			“You don’t cook?” Jenna forced herself not to laugh as she watched Nate struggle with a clove of garlic.

			“Could you tell?”

			“Kind of. Here, let me show you. Since I’m just going to chop this up for a sauce, it doesn’t need to be perfect.” She took a large butcher knife with a substantial flat area, laid it on top of the garlic, and smashed it with the flat of her hand.

			“Jeez! That’s a little violent.”

			“Cooking is messy. But it gets the job done.” She chopped the garlic and tossed it in a pan with heated olive oil.

			Nate sat on a stool at the counter and watched her. It should be making her nervous, but for some reason, just being together was comfortable. This life they were settling into was exactly what she wanted in a relationship. There was no push-pull, no competition. Just companionship, cooperation . . . love.

			She never thought she’d feel this way again. Stopping herself, Jenna realized she’d never felt this way before. What Nate Bayard had brought to her life was new and fresh and wonderful. A gift Jenna never thought would be hers.

			Hearing a pop, she turned around and saw he’d uncorked a bottle of wine, filling two glasses with the deep red liquid.

			She couldn’t hold it in anymore. She had to say it. “I love you.”

			Nate looked up and locked eyes with her. Crap. She’d been thinking it all day, but what if he didn’t feel the same way?

			“Excuse me?” He put the glasses down, and walked toward her. “Did you say . . . ?”

			“I love you.” It came out on a breath. “I love you, Nate.”

			The gentleness with which he took her face in his hands, in the way he kissed her, almost brought Jenna to tears. “I love you, too. So much,” he said. Resting his forehead against hers Nate made Jenna’s heart sing. “So very much.”

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			He should be protective.

			—#3, Jenna’s Boyfriend List

			Having dinner with Jenna’s family shouldn’t have concerned him, but as they got closer to the Italian restaurant where they were celebrating her uncle Sammy’s seventieth birthday, his stomach let him know that he was pretty nervous.

			Originally, she told him this was a small family dinner. Of course, small to the Albaneses had a different definition than small to his own family. He was walking into the mother of all Italian families at their family friend’s Italian restaurant. From what Jenna told him, “everyone” would be there. Every living aunt, uncle, and cousin, plus close friends, would be there to sing “Happy Birthday” to her favorite uncle.

			Things were changing quickly, and he hoped that nothing was going to spook her. He’d met her parents briefly at the wedding along with her sister, Tina, but he wasn’t sure what to expect at the party. These were her people, not an elegant, formal wedding. When she met his parents, they loved her, and they couldn’t have been more thrilled that the relationship was serious. From the way she handled his father to the photographs she’d taken at the farm, Jenna was the new favorite. Once they went back to his house they’d had a perfect weekend. She told him more about her ex, about her life in California, but he got the sense there was more to the story.

			“How am I possibly going to keep track of everyone,” he wondered aloud. His family wasn’t small by any account. His mother had three siblings, his father had four, he had some cousins, but not like this.

			“You aren’t going to,” she responded. “Do your best, and if you don’t remember someone, ask. It happens all the time. They only have you to remember, you have a hundred people.”

			A hundred people. Great. “Anyone I should be wary of?”

			“Marco and Bunny. Toxic, toxic. They might take shots at Owen and Kim, so be prepared for that.”

			He remembered that Marco and Bunny were the ones who caused so much trouble when Owen and Kim had gotten serious. It had been a nasty weekend that sent Kim running and Owen getting drunk off his ass.

			“It’s going to be fine. Fine . . .” she mumbled.

			“Are you nervous?”

			“No,” she said. “It’s my family. Why would I be nervous?” Her words were hitting him like machine-gun fire. He’d never heard anyone talk so fast.

			“Right.” He didn’t believe her for a second. “Because I’m the one who should be nervous.”

			“Are you?” she moaned. “Oh. I mean. You don’t have to go. They can be overwhelming, my family. Crazy.”

			He took his hand from the stick shift of the Maserati, and squeezed her fingers tight. “I’m going. Crazy or not, it’s important I meet them. All of them.”

			“I really love you,” she said, bringing his fingers to her lips and leaving a sweet kiss on his knuckles.

			“Good. Because I really love you, too.”

			But he was speechless when they pulled up to the restaurant. The parking lot was packed. Then he saw the sign that the restaurant was closed for a private party. He’d never seen anything like this. They closed an entire restaurant for dinner. “Wow,” he whispered to her. “This is a little birthday dinner?”

			“It’s actually not bad. We’re a little late and the place isn’t full. Go park over there.” She pointed to a spot. “You might have lucked out.”

			Lucked out? They made their way inside and all Nate saw were people. Lots of people. “Are you related to everyone?”

			She glanced around the room. “Almost.” She went up on her toes and kissed him lightly on the lips. “Thank you.”

			“Gia!” Nate looked up to see short, rotund woman coming at them with her arms extended.

			“My great-aunt Concetta,” Jenna whispered. “She’s almost ninety.”

			“Concetta.” He repeated her name so he remembered. “She moves pretty well. She must take good care of herself.”

			Jenna shook her head. “She smoked like a chimney for seventy years, puts a shot of Sambuca in her coffee every morning, and she drinks an entire bottle of red wine every day. Go figure.”

			He laughed as her aunt stopped and hugged her niece. “It’s been too long, cara. Is this your billionaire?” The old woman couldn’t have been five feet tall, but her deep, raspy voice made him think of a big burly longshoreman instead. Looking around at all of her relatives, many of whom were sizing him up—The Billionaire, as Concetta said—he realized how important it was to Jenna that he be accepted.

			“This is Nate, Aunt Connie. Nate Bayard.”

			“Bayard? What kind of name is that?” the old woman asked.

			“It’s Scottish. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He extended his hand, only to be pulled in and kissed on each cheek.

			“Scottish, hmm? Do you have one of those skirts?”

			“A kilt. Yes, ma’am. I do. In our clan colors, in fact.”

			“I wouldn’t know one color from another,” she sniffed. “I’ve been wearing black since nineteen seventy eight, when my husband died.” She blessed herself after the mention of her husband. “You look good, Gia. This man makes you happy?”

			She nodded. “He does.”

			Concetta looked him up and down, and then let go several, deep rattling coughs. “You be good to her, Billionaire. She was with that bastardo and he didn’t deserve her.” She looked around and whispered conspiratorially, “I put the maloccio on him, but I don’t know if it worked.”

			He noticed Jenna stepped back a bit as he navigated the conversation with Concetta. He discovered malocchio is the “evil eye” and it’s considered very dangerous, even more dangerous than what his grandmother called “The Hairy Eye”. But after several minutes, Nate could see at the core of all Concetta’s bluster was a deep love of her family, and that was something he could relate to. He liked her a lot.

			Seeing this side of Jenna answered many of Nate’s questions. He could see there was a dynamic that surrounded the family. Each generation was supposed to do better than the one before. Hard work and education were valued. But deference to the elders was expected in all things.

			Her siblings and cousins had mastered the game . . . they knew how to keep their parents and grandparents happy while doing what they wanted. Jenna was a bit of a rebel and it got her in trouble.

			Watching her now as she was playing with some of her young cousins, seeing her with children, made Nate think about having a family of his own. It wasn’t something he’d ever attached to a relationship, but someday he’d love to have that family with Jenna.

			***

			Nate sat in the meeting with the lawyers and his business partners about the possibility of taking Reliance public, but he couldn’t get his mind off the mare who was ready to have her foal, and the three kids they had going to their first schooling show this weekend. His parents had left for the Hamptons because Reliance was having a big Independence Day party at Kylemore East next week.

			He should care about the numbers being thrown at him, and the proposals, but he couldn’t; he thought about the barn, his family, and Jenna. Always Jenna.

			He’d survived meeting her very large family, and the day after the party, the feedback was that he passed muster. All good news considering he wanted to make things permanent with Jenna and the Albaneses were going to be stuck with him.

			“Nate!” Owen’s booming voice snapped him back. “Keep your head in the game, man.”

			“Sorry, I can only listen to the same numbers over and over for three hours and I think right now, we’re going on hour four.”

			“You don’t have to be a jackass.” Owen threw his pen on the table. “I just want to be clear about what we’re getting ourselves into. It could take the business into the stratosphere.”

			“Or, it could be a disaster,” Nate said. “There’s risk. No doubt about it.”

			“No risk, no reward,” Tristan responded. With his constant presence, Tris was becoming part of the Reliance culture. They all trusted him and involved him in the day-to-day operations as they moved toward this new milestone. He knew his shit, no doubt there, and because they shared a common love for horses, the financial whiz was becoming his friend.

			“Are we done?” Nate rose from his chair and closed his laptop. He’d had enough of the numbers, enough of the endless talk about the same thing, enough of the stress. He had an errand to run and he figured a walk through town was better than losing his shit.

			Everyone was tense, but Owen especially was driving them crazy. Even Harper, who was the most hyper-focused of the group, was getting a little fed up. Owen was pushing hard for the IPO. Jason and Harper were being cautious, and Nate had no desire for things to get any more out of control.

			“Yeah,” Owen said. “Let’s meet again around four to see if there’s anything else we need to explore before we bring in the firm that will be handling the offering.”

			Nate wondered if he could get a plane booked and ready for a quick getaway before four o’clock rolled around.

			“Owen, can we give this a few days to simmer? It’s a lot to take in and I want to think about it.”

			“What’s to think about? We’ll talk later.”

			Jason, who’d been pretty quiet, finally said something. “It’s not unreasonable to table the discussion for a few days. Nate’s right. There’s no rush.”

			Exasperated, Owen grabbed his laptop and portfolio and without a word went through the door that led to his office. The Reliance campus had been designed with collaboration in mind. In this wing, the executive suite took up most of the square footage. Each of the partners had an office, and there was a central bullpen for their assistants and a clutch of offices for middle managers and staff. The wing on the opposite side of the building housed human resources, operations, the gym, the nursery, and the medical suite. The ground level, which had a wall of windows looking out on the harbor and opened to a landscaped courtyard, was where research and development, marketing, and sales lived.

			Nate was exhausted. Scrubbing his face with his hands, he thought about what an IPO could mean. It would change the culture of the business. It would change expectations and he didn’t know if he wanted it.

			They’d built a business that had been written up, examined, and used as a model for entrepreneurs. He was an incredible success, but it felt hollow, and taking the business public wasn’t going to change that. All these meetings and conferences were helping him realize he wasn’t where he wanted to be.

			Nate had been asked back to Duke, his alma mater, more than once to speak to different groups at the business school. He’d endowed a scholarship. He did all the things a young, rich billionaire was supposed to do with his money and success . . . except enjoy it.

			Jason was the one who had gone all in, with his houses, yacht, the apartment in Manhattan, and the lifestyle that was off the charts. But even with all that, his wife kept her teaching job and they juggled childcare.

			Owen, a Naval Academy grad, shook all the expectations when he stayed in the Marine Corps Reserves and did several tours in war zones while being the CIO of the company. He was type A all the way, and Nate hoped Kim was going to slow him down. His house and boat were modest, but for some reason he was stressed and intense about going public. Being the best was always important to him.

			Nate had had a privileged upbringing. The wealthy horse set on the Island were his people. His parents ran in the right charity circles, but the truth was, he’d grown up mucking stalls and picking hay out of his hair.

			The Bayards had money. A lot of it. Nate never aspired to have a multibillion-dollar business on top of that. He wanted to continue the tradition of Kylemore and grow its operation. He’d ridden the Reliance juggernaut with his friends, content to let the business run him since he didn’t have much of a life. But now that his relationship with Jenna was serious, he was ready to rethink his priorities.

			He wanted to marry her. They’d spent the entire weekend together, just enjoying time with each other. He’d taken her riding again, they’d stocked his kitchen, watched movies, and fallen asleep spooned together. She’d told him part of what went down in California  and he wished he could help take away some of her worry about commitment.

			He knew he had to give them a little more time, but Nate could see the future with her. He’d loved everything about Jenna from the minute he’d met her, and now he’d fallen in love with her. He’d bought a ring. He’d wait a few months to give it to her, but she was the one. And there was no doubt in his mind about that.

			***

			The Cove Deli was Jenna’s go-to place if she needed a great sandwich and a view to go along with it. She was going to stay at the cottage for lunch and take some time for herself, but Kevin had an off day, then Harper came home, and the kinetic energy level in the house went off the scale. When it was that way at the house, it was everywhere. It was a lot less stressful to come to town, get a sandwich, and go eat in the park. It was a gorgeous warm day and she didn’t have to deal with the questions about her and Nate. They’d been together for six weeks, and it seemed like every one of their friends had an opinion about the relationship. Harper was one of the most vocal. There was no doubt that Harper was a good woman, and she cared deeply for her friends, but sometimes she cared too much and Jenna felt smothered. Today she needed some time. She needed some space.

			She had a lot of thinking to do.

			Taking her turkey sandwich and water across the street, Jenna headed to Harbor Park. This wasn’t her first time here and she had a favorite bench near the water, where she settled in to have a quiet lunch. All in all, she liked her job. Harper and Kevin were great people even though they lived a high-maintenance life. She loved Anna. The little girl was bright and fun, but demanding to the point of exhaustion.

			And “exhaustion” wasn’t even a sufficient word to describe how she was feeling. So here she was. The salt air helped her clear her head. She’d gone into a total zone-out when she felt a hand on her shoulder. She jumped and turned around to see Nate smiling down at her.

			“This seat taken?” he asked, motioning to the space next to her.

			“No, not at all.” She scooted over. “What are you doing here?”

			He smiled again and pulled a sandwich and drink out of a lunch bag. “Looking for you.”

			Looking for me? Jenna’s heart skipped a beat when he sat down. He was so gorgeous. His tan chinos, blue-and-white-striped button-down, loafers, and Ray-Ban aviators made him look like he’d stepped right out of a Banana Republic catalog. But it was his smile, his presence, something uniquely him that made her toes curl.

			“I stopped by the cottage to take you to lunch and Harper told me you come here sometimes. What’s up?”

			Jenna sipped her water and looked out at the harbor. “Ah, you know, good view. Helps me think.”

			He took a bite of sandwich, and looked at her, intensely. Once he’d swallowed, he continued. “What are you thinking about? Me, I hope.”

			Jenna chuckled, he knew her so well. Even though they’d only been together such a short time, he knew exactly what to say. “I always think about you,” she said as she leaned her head on his shoulder. “I’m thinking about how I’m going to handle something that’s happened. Something difficult.”

			He nodded. “Does it involve anyone I know?”

			“As a matter of fact, it does,” she responded.

			He took off his sunglasses, rested an elbow on the back of the bench, and looked right into her eyes. Jenna couldn’t have moved if she wanted to. His gaze froze her in place. Brushing a piece of windblown hair from her cheek, he smiled. “Put it out there, Jen. Nothing you want to talk to me about should be difficult. I love you, and whatever it is we’ll work through it.”

			She kissed him, right then and there. The magic, the connection they’d forged over the past month and a half was stronger every day, and as much as Jenna had been worried about what she had to tell him, she knew it would be okay. Nate would make it okay. Then, a voice broke the trance.

			“Jenna?”

			Pinching her eyes shut, she cringed. How could she have forgotten? Her mother and aunts had been walking around the park on nice days for exercise. So much for peace. So much for talking to Nate.

			“Hi, Mom.”

			“What are you doing here? And you’re not alone. Hello, Nate.”

			Nate stood, a gentleman to the core. Taking her mother’s hand, her guy charmed Mom with a look. “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Mrs. Albanese.”

			“I forgot you all have been walking. The weather is sure good for it.” Once Jenna came to grips with the fact that she’d just lost all her privacy, she gave each of the women a peck on the cheek. Her aunts, God love them, were trying to be cool about the fact that she was here with “The Billionaire”.

			Mama glanced at Nate, and then at Jenna, and back at him. Finally, her mother fixed her gaze on Jenna’s face. First there was confusion and then awareness sparked in her mother’s eyes. Oh, God. She knows.

			The moment of clarity passed quickly between them, and her mother kissed her cheek. “You call me later,” she whispered in Jenna’s ear. “Come on,” she said to her sisters. “Let’s leave them alone. It was nice to see you again, Nate.”

			Like a whirlwind, they were off. Jenna was relieved she’d avoided the big family scene that so often came when her mother and aunts traveled in a pack, but now she was back to Nate. And he also knew something was up.

			“Are you going to tell me what happened there?” He took her hands and brought them both back to the bench and what was left of their sandwiches. “From what I’ve seen of your family, I got off way too easy.”

			He’d been to one family party and he already had them figured out. How was she going to tell him? Her heart was skipping beats. Was he going to think she was trying to trap him? He’d said he loved her, but that was a long way from a permanent commitment.

			“So what’s the deal? Your mother and your aunts should still be interrogating me.”

			“That’s true. I guess my mother sensed we needed to be alone. I have something I have to tell you.”

			***

			Nate actually felt pressure in his chest. What the hell was going on? Whatever she had to tell him had her spooked, then without any warning, Jenna drew a long, shuddering breath and tears spilled onto her cheeks. One and then another. She was crying? Jenna didn’t cry.

			“We moved too fast, didn’t we? Are you breaking things off?”

			Please don’t dump me.

			She shook her head. “No, no. You don’t want that, do you? Oh, God . . .” She covered her mouth, stifling the sobs.

			“Jesus, no. I love you.” She was still crying, hiccupping with each breath. Cupping her cheeks, he examined her tear stained face. “Oh, baby. Tell me what it is. We’ll fix it. I promise. Don’t cry, Jenna. Don’t cry.” His thumbs brushed at her tears, and he wished he could do something to comfort her.

			Shaking her head, she buried her face against his chest. “It’s nothing to fix. I’m . . .” She swallowed air in big gulps, barely able to speak. “I’m pregnant,” she finally squeaked out.

			Now he’d had the wind knocked out of him. Holy shit.

			“Pregnant?” Everything went fuzzy for a second, and his first instinct was to get up and walk, but he had a crying woman in his arms and if he walked away it would only get worse. Pregnant.

			“Uh-huh.” She sniffled. “I’m sorry.”

			Nate held her head close to his chest and dropped a kiss onto her soft silky hair. “Don’t apologize. You’re having a baby. That’s nothing to apologize for.”

			“I should have been more careful.”

			“We should have been more careful. I was there, too.” Pregnant. The word kept echoing in his head. “But we’re not teenagers, we’re old enough to handle it and we love each other.”

			He was saying all the right things, hoping to calm her down, but a dozen questions ran through his mind. How did this happen? When did this happen? They’d been careful, but this was confirmation that nothing was foolproof.

			Did he want kids with Jenna? He did. No doubt. He just didn’t expect it to happen now. Taking a deep breath, Nate held her tight. His response to her news would determine how this all turned out.

			Everything he’d been planning—a proposal, a new house—everything else was irrelevant. There were only two people he needed to think about—Jenna and their baby. The future just happened.

			Their baby. He was going to be a father. Now his eyes were burning. Looking down at the trembling woman in his arms, Nate tucked a finger under her chin, tilting her face toward his.

			“I love you. Those weren’t just words. It means we’re in this together.”

			“But people will think I did this to trap you. Because you’re The Billionaire.”

			“Oh, for Christ’s sake . . . We know the truth. Jenna, I want to marry you. I was going to propose after we’d been together a little longer, but I guess we’ll have to rethink the timeline a little.”

			“I don’t want you to feel like you have to marry me.”

			Easing her away, Nate gently took her by the shoulders and stared into her big brown eyes. “I want to marry you. I love you. I’m happy. Jenna, I already have a ring. I’m not going to lie and say this didn’t take me by surprise, but I love that we’re having a baby.” Finding a clean napkin that came with her sandwich, Nate mopped her eyes and face. “Now we need a plan.”

			Her head bobbed up and down. “Okay. A plan.”

			“What do we tell people? When do we tell them? Our families are going to have a stake in this.”

			The tears started to flow again. “I know we should tell everyone—our families and friends, but all I want is to be with you. I wish we could just run away and figure some of this out.”

			Here was the advantage to being a billionaire. Nate pulled his phone from his pocket and set his finger to dial. He felt a grin pull at his face as Jenna watched him. “Where you want to go?” he said. “I’ll have everything arranged with one phone call.”

			“What? Really?”

			“Let’s get out of here. You’ll need your passport. Where do you want to go? Europe? Hawaii? Bali? The Caribbean?”

			“You’re serious?” He’d surprised her. He liked that.

			“Of course I’m serious.”

			“I don’t . . . God.” Jenna look down and wiped her eyes, breathing slowly in and out. “You don’t have to do that.”

			“I know that.” He kissed her gently. “Jenna, your boyfriend is a billionaire. I know you’d rather forget that sometimes, but here’s the advantage: you can go anywhere in the world at a moment’s notice. I can have a private jet waiting and a condo arranged in less time than it takes to get a sandwich from the deli.”

			“You would do that?” She’d started to calm down. Her breathing was leveling off and the tears weren’t falling as fast. Thank God.

			“I’ll do anything for you. Just tell me. I want you happy and I want you to know you have me. No doubts. I love you.”

			Jenna rested her head on his chest. “I love you, too,” she whispered. Then she looked up with a shy, sweet smile on her face. “Italy. I want to go to Italy.”

			“Good choice. I know just the place.” He pulled her close and pressed the screen of his phone.

			His assistant picked up on the first ring. “Hi, Nate.”

			“Luanne, I need you to make some arrangements for me.”

			“Okay. Shoot.”

			“This is top-secret. No one can know. I’m going to vanish for a few days. First, arrange a jet to Milan. I want to leave tonight. Next, call my grandparents. Tell them I’ll be using the villa.”

			“Wow,” she responded. “Everything is okay? What should I tell Adelaide and Martin?” She was using his grandparents’ first names to throw off anyone who might be listening.

			“Just that I need to get away. Jenna and I have some things to discuss.”

			He could hear Luanne’s excitement through the phone. “Really?” Her voice became a covert whisper. “Like a ring may be involved?”

			When he ended the call, he stood, and brought the mother of his child with him.

			“Your grandparents?” Her poor eyes were swollen and red. As long as she didn’t start crying again, he could handle anything.

			“They have a villa on Lake Como. We’ll go there. It’s beautiful, private, and the weather this time of year is perfect. You’ll love it.” He kissed her gently. “You’re right. We need time to make a plan. No family. No rushing. Just you and me.”

			“Thank you.” Jenna had cuddled into his side, like she was looking for shelter. Nate would provide that and more. He would protect her from the fallout, from the gossip, from their families and friends, who would question them at every turn.

			Getting her out of the country was drastic, but it was the only way they could handle this without interference, without questions. He and Jenna had a lot to adjust to, along with celebrating their new life together. Jesus. This was big.

			“I have to tell Harper.”

			“Shit.” Of all the people at Reliance, Harper was the least likely to keep a secret. Especially from Owen, who would be asking the most questions. It had been said at more than one board meeting that Harper would give up company secrets if her interrogators threatened her with a splinter.

			“I’ll go with you.”

			“You don’t have to . . .”

			He laid a finger over her lips. “Get used to it. I want to. We’re in this together.”

			***

			Harper had taken the news pretty well, and had promised to keep their reason for going away and the pregnancy a secret. To do that, she was going to go on Kevin’s next road trip. “Owen and Jason can’t ask me questions if I’m not there,” was her response.

			The real moment of truth would come when Nate took Jenna home to her parents’ house to get her passport. Jenna was hoping they wouldn’t be home, but when they arrived at the well-kept split-level home in Seaford, they had no such luck.

			Her mother greeted her at the side door and held it open as she and Nate entered the bright, sunny kitchen. The Albaneses had suffered a tragic loss when her brother, Tom, was killed in Afghanistan. Now she was going to fly off to another country to avoid having to face her family with what they would consider another one of her missteps. She was disappointing them, yet again. Unmarried and pregnant? That wouldn’t go over so well in her Italian Catholic family. Jenna had never felt so sick.

			“So how far along are you?” Her mother didn’t miss a beat.

			Jenna swallowed. Taking a glass from the cupboard, she filled it with filtered water from a pitcher in the fridge. She offered it to Nate but he waved it off. “I’m a few weeks gone. Not long.”

			“Did you forget to use protection?” she snapped at Nate. “Are you rich men always so irresponsible?”

			There was the first barb. Her mother had been sweet as pie to Nate as long as he was just a fling; now this was getting serious. “Mom, knock it off. Not that it’s any of your business, but we did use protection.” Mostly. They mostly used protection.

			“You need to start thinking, Giovanna. You’re too reckless. Haven’t you made enough trouble for yourself? And now you’re pregnant?”

			Her mother was a tough woman, made tougher by everything she’d gone through in her life, but Jenna didn’t need her anger or advice right now. She wanted her mother’s understanding.

			“Mrs. Albanese . . .”

			“You stop right now. What are your intentions? Are you going to try to buy her off? Pay her to get rid of it?”

			“Ma!” This was out of control.

			“No.” Nate’s hand found Jenna’s and he wrapped his fingers around hers. “I love Jenna, and if she’ll have me I want to marry her. Since that’s the case, you can stop insulting her. I understand that she’s your daughter, but I won’t have you upsetting her.”

			Whoa. He just told off her mother—no hesitation, no worry about taking a stand. No one had ever done that for her. Damn. “I’ll get my things.”

			“What things?” Her mom was panicking now. She was a woman who wore her whole heart on her sleeve, but when Nate stood up to her she lost her moral high ground. Now she was worried about losing her daughter.

			“I’m taking Jenna away for a few days. We need time to be alone and make some plans without anyone rushing us for a decision. My grandparents have a villa on Lake Como, in Italy. We’ll go there.”

			“Oh. A villa. I’m sure that will be lovely. You can make all your plans without your family.”

			“We won’t be gone long, Ma.” Jenna kissed her cheek. “We’ll talk when I get back. But Nate’s right. We need to get away. I’d appreciate it if you kept this to yourself.”

			She left her mother in the kitchen and when she had Nate alone in the hallway, she threw her arms around him and kissed him.

			“What was that for? Not that I’m complaining.”

			“For standing up for me. No one ever has before.”

			“I love you. You’re carrying my child, and one day you’ll be my wife. I will always have your back. Always.”

			Running the pad of her thumb over his lips, Jenna smiled. “That’s what the kiss was for.”

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			He should be romantic.

			—#6, Jenna’s Boyfriend List

			Jenna awoke in a big, soft bed in a room decorated in varying shades of blue and cream. The windows were open, letting in a soft breeze that made the gauzy curtains look like angels’ wings floating in midair. Sitting up, she clutched the covers to herself, because even though they’d arrived in the middle of the night, exhausted, she and Nate had made love.

			It seemed all he had to do was touch her to have her wanting him. Sometimes she worried it was all they had. They got along, and they genuinely cared about each other, but the real connection between them was being forged in bed. The sex was beyond good. It was magic.

			She rose and stretched her arms over her head. The cool breeze licked at her skin, causing a little goose flesh to rise across her belly and her nipples to draw into tight buds. One thing she’d noticed over the past few days was that her body was hyper-aware. Her senses were more acute. Being touched brought the most amazing response.

			Dropping her hand to her belly, Jenna pressed the flat of her palm against her womb. “I love you, baby. I promise to be a good mommy.”

			She was startled for a split second when she felt Nate’s hands come from behind and covered hers, and Jenna leaned back into him. He was damp and warm and freshly showered. There was a towel wrapped around his waist, but she could still feel his erection pressing into her.

			“You’re going to be an amazing mother. Our baby is very lucky.”

			“I don’t want to mess it up. You heard my mother. I don’t think. I make bad decisions.”

			“Jenna.” Nate turned her so they were facing each other. “Trust yourself. No one is perfect. Mistakes get made. We all do it. But we’re together in this and you have nothing to worry about. Now come on, I have to show you something.”

			Walking her toward the French doors that led to a terrace, Nate grabbed a soft white throw from the foot of the bed and wrapped it around her. Then, he threw open the curtains, revealing the most beautiful scene. Blooming flowers on the terrace, in a wash of pink, blue, yellow, and white, framed her view of the crystal-blue lake, the villages and the mountains beyond. It was like a dream and she was here with the most wonderful man, who loved her and was ready to be a father to their baby.

			“Don’t be afraid.” He stood behind her, his arms wrapped protectively around her middle, and dropped such a sweet kiss on her shoulder, her knees almost buckled. “I’m not going to leave you, or hurt you.”

			More than anything, she wanted to believe him, to trust him, and each time she’d let herself go, let herself fall more in love with him, Nate hadn’t disappointed her. He’d been there, loving her, without question. She glanced at him over her shoulder and couldn’t believe she was so lucky.

			“What do you want to do today?” he asked.

			“I don’t know. I’ve never been here.”

			“Well, we could go into town, do a little shopping, have something to eat. Whatever you want.”

			“That all sounds so perfect.” She stepped onto the terrace and looked at the scene below. “I can’t believe we’re really here. That you arranged everything so quickly.”

			“We have an appointment, but if you don’t want to go, we can skip it.”

			“An appointment? With who?”

			“A judge. If you’d like we can arrange to be married while we’re here.”

			“Oh, Nate . . .”

			“If we met with him today, we’d just talk it over. That’s it.” His eyes, his sweet smile, told her everything was going to be okay. But she still worried that he was feeling rushed. All he wanted to do was make her happy, but who was thinking about him?

			“Okay. I just don’t want you to feel we have to do this.”

			“I know. I wish you’d stop worrying about it.”

			“I’m trying to think of you as much as you think about me.” Going up on her toes, she kissed him.

			Holding her face gently in his hands, Nate pressed his lips to her forehead. Jenna had never felt so cherished. “If we do that, I think about you and you think about me, for the rest of our lives, we’re going to have a really good marriage.”

			Jenna looked into his eyes and saw the sincerity and love there. She could trust this man. “Okay. Let’s go.”

			***

			Their meeting with the judge went well. He was a very kind old man named Antonio, who had a lovely home with a garden where he received those who wished to be married. He would make all the arrangements with the town hall in Como, where the wedding would take place, and have witnesses for them if they didn’t have anyone to call on.

			Before they left for town, Jenna wandered outside into the expansive yard that fronted the lake. Filled with flowers and charm, it was one of the most beautiful places Jenna had ever seen. All she had to do was say the word and she would be getting married there in a couple of days.

			It was a huge decision. Something life-changing. But even as she thought about the gravity of such a choice, it felt completely right.

			“What do you think?” Nate asked as they walked down the cobbled streets in Bellagio, the beautiful village not too far from his grandparents’ home. The Promenade was a landscaped walk on the lakeshore and it was bustling on this beautiful day. Jenna had traveled some, and was not a stranger to Italy, but she’d never been to this stunningly beautiful northern province.

			To answer Nate’s question, Jenna had been completely charmed by the elderly gentleman as he kissed her hand and spoke of amore.

			“He’s lovely. How did you manage it?”

			“Manage what?”

			Jenna smiled and squeezed Nate’s hand. “We arrived in the middle of the night. How did you set this up?”

			“I’m very resourceful.”

			“I can tell.”

			Nate stopped walking and turned her to face him. “I’m also head over heels in love with you, Giovanna Albanese.”

			“That’s good,” Jenna said. “Because I’m stupid in love with you, Nathaniel Bayard.”

			And she was. More than she ever thought possible. Nate had mended her heart, a heart that was so broken, so cynical, she didn’t believe love like this was possible.

			“Come here.” He led her to a stone bench surrounded by a rainbow of flowers, it was a gorgeous spot filled with people who were also enjoying the beautiful day. The lake spread out in front of her and Nate kept hold of her hand as he dropped to his knee.

			There was a smattering of cheers and a bit of applause as the crowd gathered around them, ready to see two people in love promise their lives to each other. Jenna didn’t even try to hold back the tears that spilled out of her eyes as she looked at the man who was making her so very happy.

			“Jenna. My beautiful Jenna. I think I’ve loved you since the minute I saw your eyes smile. You’re brave, smart, kind, and passionate. With you, I see everything my life could be. I love you.”

			Jenna’s hand went to her mouth to muffle the happy cries that threatened to escape. This was really happening. Looking into Nate’s sparkling eyes, which were filled with emotion, promise, and love just for her, she reached out and stroked his face. “Marry me, Jenna. I vow to spend every day of my life making you happy.”

			Again there was a smattering of cheers, but Jenna kept her eyes focused on the man she loved. The man who’d brought her heart back to life. “Yes,” she whispered and kissed his gorgeous, full mouth. “Yes, I will marry you.”

			He reached in his pocket and pulled out a red box that elicited oohs and ahhs from the crowd. Women were dabbing their eyes and men were openly impressed.

			Jenna was sure that she let out an audible gasp when he flipped open the top of the box and revealed a large cushion-cut diamond, surrounded by more diamonds and set in a diamond-encrusted band.

			It was spectacular, but in truth, he could have put anything on her finger if it meant they were going to be together. Closing her eyes as he slipped the ring on her left hand, Jenna touched her forehead to his, letting her fingers gently caress his face. She kissed him and kissed him again as the crowd cheered. Jenna felt like her life couldn’t be any more perfect.

			“Should we call Judge Tony?” he asked.

			“Yes,” she said. “I can’t wait to marry you.”

			When his lips brushed hers, again sealing their promise, any last parts of her heart that she’d been holding back broke open and took him in. He touched her in so many ways, mentally, emotionally, and physically—Jenna had no idea she could feel so much. That she could feel so happy.

			Jenna felt cared for, cherished. She felt loved. Not manipulated or used, like she had in her relationship with Royce. Nate loved her.

			He was smart, sure, and kind, and for the first time in her life, she had no doubts. Jenna loved him with her whole heart.

			***

			There were so many things Nate wanted to do, but more than anything he wanted to shout from the rooftops that he’d married the woman of his dreams, the woman who made everything right, who made him see his future exactly how it should be.

			Their plane was approaching the airport in New York. They’d spent five perfect days in Italy, exploring small towns, planning for their future, and making love. His wife was curled against him, asleep, her long dark hair pulled away from her face. He wished they could have stayed there longer and he could have protected her from what they were about to face. Jenna didn’t know, but he’d heard from pretty much everyone that the information about the pregnancy had slipped out. He wasn’t exactly sure how, but he knew no one was happy about it. His parents didn’t understand, her parents were heartbroken, and their friends were angry and confused. Nate shouldn’t care, neither should Jenna, but everyone who was important to them was looking for answers, and they were going to have to provide them somehow.

			He was almost thirty-five years old and she was twenty-nine, but no one seemed to trust that they knew their own minds. And it pissed him off.

			The sun was just coming up on the East Coast. They’d go home, get some sleep, and then head out to the Hamptons farm for the big barbecue his parents were hosting the next day. There would be a lot of Reliance people, friends, family . . . it should be nothing but a good time, a celebration with their friends and family, really, but Nate had a feeling it was going to be an inquisition.

			“Jenna.” He kissed the top of her head. “We’re going to be landing soon.”

			She snuggled in and moaned. “Couldn’t you tell the pilot to turn around? I don’t want to go home.”

			He smiled. “I wish, but we have to face the fallout at some point.”

			“Fallout? What fallout? We’re both adults. We can support ourselves. It’s not like we’re a couple of teenagers who got knocked up. Why is this everyone’s business?”

			“I’m not sure, but there are a lot of people wondering what the hell is going on.”

			“Let them wonder,” she snarled. “If they don’t watch what they say, I’m going to tell them all to fuck off and then you and I can go back to Italy and have our baby there.”

			Nate had to smile. Pregnant, tired, and hormonal Jenna was not going to take anyone’s shit. This could be very entertaining.

			But that didn’t mean she wouldn’t hurt. Some of the strongest messages he’d gotten had been from Owen. His friend had been dealing with his own issues since his return from his last tour and the injury that changed his life. He was more driven, less forgiving. He wasn’t violent or abusive, but he was harder. And he was asking questions about Nate’s relationship with Jenna that no one would have dared asked him when he got involved with Kim.

			That would wound Jenna deep. Owen was married to his wife’s best friend, and truthfully, he didn’t know what Kim was going to do.

			They readied for landing, and once the plane touched down at JFK, it started taxiing to the private terminal, where they would clear customs before they disembarked. Jenna reached in her bag and turned on her phone. The pings started and kept going. “Holy shit,” she whispered. Her face was frozen in disgust and sadness. “Why can’t they just be happy for me?”

			Nate took her phone. One hundred and eight text messages. Fifteen voice mails. Holy shit was right. “I’m sure they’re just worried.”

			“They’re worried they won’t be able to control my life. They think I’m impulsive and act without thinking. You heard my mother. God, this is such bullshit.”

			She shoved the phone back in her bag and headed toward the restroom. This was what he was worried about. The texts and voice mails weren’t congratulations. More than likely, Jenna was being scolded, questioned, and reprimanded.

			Nate promised himself right then and there he would run interference if he had to; he’d stand up for her. He’d make it stop.

			She did not deserve this.

			***

			Jenna considered staying locked in the airplane lavatory indefinitely. Since when did her life become everyone’s business? Over a hundred texts? She didn’t even see who sent them, but she could guess. Her sister Tina, Kim, Joey, her mother and father, to name a few. She did notice a couple from her younger sister, Francesca, and those she’d probably answer. Chessie was just twenty, she’d lost her big brother, and chances were she was confused. Her family was going crazy.

			Jenna opened the first text from her mother. It was all in caps, never a good sign. She wrote the thing without any spaces. Something about LYINGANDSHAMINGTHEFAMILY. Christina just asked over and over if she’d gone crazy.

			But for the first time in a long time, Jenna didn’t feel crazy. Or lost. Or like she’d done something that could wreck her life. Or that she’d embarrassed her family. No. For the first time in a very long time, she felt like she was doing something right.

			Seeing a small travel-size bottle of mouthwash, she took advantage and rinsed out her mouth. The mindless activity helped her think. She was so mad. Why couldn’t people just worry about their own lives? She’d married a great guy. One who loved her. Wasn’t that a good thing?

			Stepping back into the cabin, Jenna didn’t know how to answer the messages. How did she defend her happiness? And why weren’t the people closest to her letting her enjoy it?

			Nate wrapped her in his arms, and without a word gave her more support than people she’d known her whole life. When she finally picked up her bag and checked her phone again, there were ten new texts. The most recent one was from Kim.

			“You’re my best friend and I love you but we need to talk. Will meet you at Nate’s with Starbucks in an hour or so. It will be decaf for the prego. Can’t wait to rub your belly. Xoxo”

			Jenna’s eyes filled with tears. “Oh, honey.” Nate pulled her in and held on. “What?”

			“Nothing bad, for a change. Kim’s trying to be understanding. She said she’ll meet us at your house with Starbucks.”

			“Okay. Uh, Jen?” Nate frowned. “I’m guessing she’ll bring Owen?”

			“Huh? Oh . . .” Jenna felt the knot in her chest tighten. “Probably.” Rubbing her temple, Jenna felt a headache coming on. “I don’t know if I can take him this early in the morning. I know he was a marine and he’s all lethal weapon and all that, but I might kill him.”

			“If he does anything stupid,” Nate replied. “I might help you.”

			“By the way, did you tell Kim you were pregnant?”

			She frowned. “No, I didn’t.”

			“Do you think Harper spilled?”

			“More than likely it was my mother. She probably got on the phone and told every relative, all the neighbors and the priests at church. I’m sure she’s lit a dozen votive candles by now. Kim’s going to be hurt, though.”

			Coming off the plane, they walked on the tarmac to the private terminal, where the car service would be waiting for them. Nate lived a very low-key lifestyle, but when he pulled out the stops, he didn’t go halfway. Jenna had just married a billionaire in an ancient town hall in Italy. She wore a Grecian-style designer gown that her new husband bought for her and wore a wedding ring that was so encrusted with diamonds it was almost embarrassing.

			Judge Tony had invited people he knew to the ceremony to wish them well, and Jenna had been spoiled by the friendly and accepting manner of all the wonderful people she met.

			She’d loved everything that had happened the past few days. She loved being spoiled, but mostly, she loved her husband. He was a wonderful man and she’d done the right thing.

			No one was going to second-guess her about that.

			***

			When Jenna walked into the house that was to be her new home, Nate wanted her to have a memory she’d never forget. So before they left Italy, he arranged for dozens of roses to be delivered to the house and left in every room. He didn’t go with one color over another, but mixed it up with pink, white, pale yellow, and red for the bedroom.

			The pregnancy, he guessed, was taking its toll, even though she slept in the plane. Thank goodness there hadn’t been any morning sickness, but she did tire easily. When they were in Italy, she’d had to go back to the villa more than once for a nap. She’d slept almost the whole flight home, and on the car ride from the airport to the house. Either it was the pregnancy or he’d married someone with sleeping sickness.

			His index finger drifted over her cheek. He loved watching her sleep. She was so at peace, so lovely, with her soft skin and dark hair, containing all that creativity.

			Nate felt so lucky. Jenna was this remarkable creature who had trusted her magical heart with him. There was nothing in the world he cherished more and there was nothing that could make him take it for granted.

			Jenna opened her eyes, and even without makeup on, she had the longest lashes Nate had ever seen. Lush and full, her eyes looked like they were rimmed with incredibly soft feathers, when there was nothing enhancing them. Just like everything else about her, the beauty was natural, real.

			Pulling into his driveway, Owen and Kim were sitting in two deep chairs Nate had placed on the front porch, having coffee and eating what looked to be breakfast sandwiches. He nudged Jenna and she popped her head off his shoulder and looked around. She spotted Owen’s Range Rover first, then she saw her friend and her husband. Even with the doubts she knew everyone had about them, or might have, tomorrow or the next day, Jenna looked incredibly happy.

			Kim rose from her seat and bounded down the porch steps. As soon as the car stopped and was in gear, Jenna was out the door. The two friends embraced long and hard, and Nate hoped Kim would be the extra support Jenna needed when she faced her family. Owen didn’t look as happy, but he wasn’t scowling, so that was a start.

			He grabbed his carry-on and went to his bride, who was still in her friend’s death grip.

			“You didn’t have to run off to get married. We would have been there for you.”

			“That wasn’t why we left. We went to spend some time together so we could make a plan. Once we were there, everything fell into place. I thought my family would be happy for me.”

			“They will be,” Kim said. “I’m sure it’s the shock. You know how your mother is.”

			“My mother,” Jenna said, cringing. “You should have heard her on the phone when I told her we’d gotten married. You would have thought I’d died. Then the text messages. I lied, I shamed the family . . . I thought she would have been happy for me.”

			Kim cupped Jenna’s cheek. “I’m sorry. I don’t want you to think for one second that we don’t care and that you aren’t supported, but it happened so fast. I’ll see if I can get my mom to calm your parents down? That might work.”

			Kim and Jenna’s parents had been friends for twenty-five years. Nate figured if anyone could get Jenna’s mother to stand down, it was Mrs. Torres.

			“Now, tell me about this baby. You’re having a baby?”

			“I am. I can’t believe it.” Seeing Jenna touch her belly with her left hand, the one that wore his ring, drove it all home.

			Leaning against the porch rail, reality swamped him. He was going to be a father. He was a husband and a father. It was no longer about his company and his horses. He had real family to look after. Damn.

			A large hand dropped on his shoulder. Owen had been quiet so far, and he hoped he held on to the rule from kindergarten. If his friend didn’t have anything nice to say, he wouldn’t say anything.

			“Jenna looks happy. Kinda. Congratulations.”

			“Thanks. Once the shit with her family calms down, she’ll be fine. In some ways I wish we could have stayed in Europe longer.”

			“You could have stayed. We would have covered for you at work. But that wouldn’t have settled anything here.”

			“You’re right,” Nate agreed. “The Albaneses are going to be a problem.”

			“Yeah, I got that.” Owen was next to him now. “Kim must have gotten fifty calls from them this since you’ve been gone. Jenna’s older sister? The doctor? Man, she’s tough. Gave Kim a really hard time.”

			“I’ve heard.” Nate was not looking forward to his first encounter with Dr. Christina Albanese. “Wait. Why did she give Kim a hard time?”

			Owen folded his arms and smirked. “You didn’t know? You and Jenna? It’s all Kim’s fault because she introduced the two of you. The pregnancy? Kim’s fault. Apparently she forced you two into bed together. Apparently Dr. Tina is smart as a whip but lacks common sense.”

			“What the hell? Are you shittin’ me? She was happy Jenna was going to see me when we first went out.”

			“Nope. I started to feel bad for Jenna when I realized what she was up against.” Owen sipped his coffee. “I still think you rushed getting married and that this could be a mistake, but I’m here if you need me.”

			“Wow.” Nate said. “Is this a kinder and gentler Owen?”

			“Bite me.”

			That was a relief, Owen was still in there somewhere. He guessed the marine had been threatened by his wife, but it was nice to know he had Nate’s back if needed. Jenna’s family was going to be a trip.

			“Why don’t we go inside?” Nate grabbed their suitcase and Owen took Jenna’s bag and followed him into the house.

			“Holy shit,” Owen said. “Did you buy out the florist? You’re going to make me look bad.”

			Nate could barely hear him when Jenna walked into the house and squealed. “Oh, my God!” Clutching her hands to her chest, his new wife examined the dozens of roses and threw herself into his arms.

			“You did not have to do this, but thank you. It’s so beautiful.”

			“I know it’s over the top, but it seems like every time I do something for you, it never seems like enough. I always want to do more.” Nate held her, this woman—the love of his life—and uttered a hundred prayers of thanks.

			“I hope you don’t think I expect more. I have you. That’s all I care about.”

			“I know.” Her scent, even after traveling all night, was intoxicating and all he wanted to do was get her into bed so they could sleep.

			“So,” Kim said as she walked around the room looking at the roses. “Do you know anything about this pregnancy? Or just that you are?”

			“Three tests over two days. All three were positive. I’m going to the doctor in a couple of weeks.” Jenna hadn’t even told Nate all the details. He never questioned her, he probably should have.

			“Let me know when your appointment is,” Nate said. “I’ll go with you.”

			“How do you feel?” Kim had switched into nurse mode. “Sick at all?”

			“No morning sickness, but I’ve been really tired. Anything else, Doc?”

			“No. It’s just early, that’s all. No drinking, acetaminophen only. Eat right. Your doctor will prescribe vitamins.”

			“Got it.” Kim and Jenna hugged and Nate was happy there hadn’t been a scene. That was the last thing anyone needed. Jenna smiled at her friend. “See you in the Hamptons later? We can talk?”

			Kim nodded. “You bet. I need to hear the entire wedding story and you’d better have pictures to show me.”

			“We’ll be there about four,” Owen replied. “I’ll be glad to get there before the party. It’s nice of your folks to put us all up.”

			“It should be a good time.” Nate shook Owen’s hand. “Thanks, buddy. I appreciate the support. Especially before eight in the morning.”

			When Owen and Kim left, Jenna sipped her Starbucks and looked out the front window as Owen and Kim’s car pulled out. “Was that weird, or is it me?”

			She was so damn sharp. Nothing got past her. “It was a little weird. Do you think they’re reporting back to your family?”

			“She might call my sister, if only to tell her to stay off my back, but I don’t know. Maybe I’m just sensitive.”

			“Maybe. I think she’s happy for you,” he said.

			“I just wonder what other people might think. You know . . .”

			“Don’t say it, Jen.”

			“That maybe I trapped you?” Jenna bit her lip and looked away, focusing on a pretty pink rose in one of the bouquets. “That’s what Owen thinks. He doesn’t want to, but the question is running around in that head of his.”

			“Owen can be tough to read. All that matters is that I don’t feel trapped.”

			“No?”

			Now he was annoyed. He’d spent the last four days removing any doubt from Jenna’s mind about his feelings, and Kim and Owen had gotten all the wrong wheels spinning again. Jenna deserved better.

			“No. I told you, I’d bought the ring. I was going to propose to you. The baby just changed the timeline.”

			“Okay.” She burrowed into him, slipping her arms around his waist. “As long as you’re sure.”

			“Very sure.” Wrapping his arm around her shoulder, Nate steered her toward the bedroom. “Now let’s get some sleep, then we can pack and head out east this afternoon.”

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			He should trust me with his secrets.

			—#14, Jenna’s Boyfriend List

			Jenna kept her gaze fixed out the window as they drove east from Locust Valley to Bridgehampton. The drive was an hour and a half without traffic, but because it was July 3rd, there were a lot of people on the road. They should have left earlier, but she and Nate had fallen into such a deep sleep, half the day was gone by the time they got on their way.

			They took the Maserati because the truck was a mess. And once he got used to the difference, it seemed, like most guys, he enjoyed driving his low-slung Italian coupe. They chatted through the first half of the ride, recapping some of the highlights of their trip. Jenna smiled at every memory. Each day had been more perfect than the one before.

			Now, as they drove through the Pine Barrens on the eastern end of the Long Island Expressway, her mood shifted as quickly as the scenery sped by. Less than twenty four hours ago, she’d left Italy a happy newlywed; now she was nauseous, and it had nothing to do with the baby. Nate had reassured her numerous times that everything would be all right. He’d spoken to his parents again, and his mother sounded much better than when he’d called her the day before. Still, Jenna couldn’t shake the feeling they were headed for an ambush.

			There was so much weighing on her mind, and there shouldn’t have been. The only ones she should be thinking about were the amazing man sitting next to her and the baby in her belly.

			Without warning, Nate exited Sunrise Highway and Jenna noticed they were heading into the town of Westhampton Beach. She looked at him, but she couldn’t read his expression since his eyes were covered by a pair of aviators.

			She watched the road as he made deliberate turns, knowing exactly where he was going, finally pulling into a space in the town lot.

			“Uh, why are we here?”

			“I figured we could stretch our legs, get some ice cream.” He got out and came around to her side of the car, offering his hand to help her out of the low-slung bucket seat.

			“Don’t you want to get to your parents’ house?”

			“We’ll get there. Come on.” The warmth of his hand was rivaled only by the warm summer air, and getting out of the car was a good idea. Westhampton Beach wasn’t a seaside village, but the beach wasn’t far, and the smell of salt water and the sound of gulls permeated the air. They walked down Main Street to a local ice cream shop he was familiar with, where they each got a waffle cone filled with their favorite flavors.

			Once they ventured back on the street, they walked quietly side by side. There was nothing awkward about the quiet; it was companionable, easy, which had been Jenna’s first clue that this thing between her and Nate was very right.

			“You want to tell me what’s eating you?” he asked. Jenna had to smile. People who’d known her for years wouldn’t have picked up on her mood, but he did. He knew her better than anyone.

			“Is that why we stopped? To talk?”

			“We could have talked in the car, but I figured a break wasn’t a bad idea.”

			There wasn’t a whole lot to say. Jenna wasn’t sure what, exactly, was bothering her. Nate had been nothing but supportive and understanding. Her family? That was another story. He also hadn’t told her anything about his family’s reaction. Nate had two younger sisters who were around her age, and she had no idea what they thought. His mother and father, who had seemed to like her at the farm, might have a very different opinion today.

			Sure, it took two to tango, the baby was as much Nate’s as hers, but the girl still got the blame. “I can’t shake that people are going to think I’m after your money. That I did this on purpose because I saw you’re such a good guy and that you wouldn’t shirk your responsibility.”

			“I wouldn’t, but I wouldn’t have married you unless I loved you. That’s something no one is taking into account. Including you.”

			“Oh.” She couldn’t argue the point. He was right. This man had such quiet strength—there was no bluster, no posturing, just deep, unshakable confidence.

			“Jenna, baby, I’m second-guessed all the time. Of the three partners, I’m the one who stays in the background. I get that I’m not the front man like Owen, or the brains of the operation like Jason, and that’s fine. But because I’m not aggressive, people tend to think I’m indecisive, weak, or at worst, stupid.”

			“What? That’s ridiculous.”

			“Of course it is. I graduated from Duke with honors. I have a master’s in economics from Harvard. If you gave me ten dollars, I’d turn it into a hundred dollars by the end of the day, and ten thousand dollars by the end of a week. I’m that good with money. Jason would still be doing R and D in some lab if I hadn’t seen the potential in what he was developing and figured out a way to bring it to market.”

			“Is that how it happened?” Jenna knew part of the success story, about how the three friends built the business. But Nate’s specific role wasn’t ever brought up.

			“Jason had the idea. I saw the product and developed the strategy. When Owen’s first commitment with the marines was up, he came out and organized the operation, which became more and more important the bigger we got.”

			“Wow. So why is everyone questioning your decisions? Considering you laid the foundation for the company . . .”

			“They always do, and to be honest, it’s my own fault. I let them. Owen is a presence. Jason, too. I’ve been content to manage the finances and stay out of the way, but sometimes it pisses me off.”

			“Why is that? Why isn’t your role bigger?” It didn’t make any sense to her. If they all had a stake in the success in the business why didn’t Nate become more of a player?

			Seeing she was done with her ice cream, Nate took the napkins and the wrapper from her hand and tossed them in a nearby trash can. He took a breath before continuing. “Truthfully? I don’t care that much. I just don’t. I never saw myself doing this. I was going to manage my family’s money. The foundations. The farms. Something like Reliance wasn’t even on my radar.” He shrugged. “They have no idea how much money I have. With my investments, the trust from my family, I’ve taken the money I’ve made at Reliance and multiplied it five times over.”

			Did he just tell her that? That he had more money than Jason and Owen? That he really didn’t care about the business? Good Lord. It seemed quiet, sweet Nate was quite the tycoon. They started walking again, letting his declaration sink in.

			“I’d never let anything bad happen at Reliance, ever. But I’m considering taking a buyout and walking away.”

			“Nate, are you serious? That’s a huge step. It would blindside Owen and Jason.”

			“I’ve been thinking about it for a while, and I’ve mentioned the idea in passing, but they just blow it off. Now with you and the baby, I want to be around more.”

			“Great, so I’ll be the gold-digger who got knocked up and wrecked not only a successful business partnership, but, possibly, a twenty-year friendship. It’ll be like breaking up the Beatles.”

			“Well, if that happens I’ll just have to call you Yoko.” He chuckled.

			“That’s not funny.”

			“They’re going to think what they want. The party tomorrow will be filled with people who are going to believe you only want me because of the money. But they don’t know you. I choose to believe you want me. That you love me. Does that makes me naïve? I don’t know. But I believe in you, Jenna. In us.”

			Jenna was overcome. Her heart was so full of love for this man, she thought she might lose herself in him. Everything had changed. Since meeting Nate, being part of an “us” was the most important, most magical thing in her life. And she believed in that magic. Heart, soul, and body, she believed.

			Reaching up and touching his face, Jenna let the tears fall. Not tears of sadness, but tears of joy. Tears of hope. Tears to celebrate the life they would share together. “No, my darling, you’re not naive. You’re the most wonderful man, and I am so lucky to be your wife. I do love you. I do want you. And our baby could never have a better father.”

			“I know this has happened fast between us, but you were always meant to be mine. Once you walked into my life everything made sense.”

			“I just want to make you happy, Nate. That’s all.” She sighed. “That’s all.”

			Holding her close in the middle of the busy sidewalk, Nate kissed her soundly. “You already do.”

			***

			The farm in Bridgehampton was on a piece of open land, encompassing twenty acres. It wasn’t as large as the Muttontown property, but no horses were bred there. This was a boarding and training facility, and he anticipated it was where his parents were going to retire.

			Jenna had calmed considerably since their walk, and he was happy to see her relax and enjoying the idea of the party. In truth, Nate didn’t know what to expect. Both his sisters would be at the house, as would Owen and Kim, as well as his grandparents.

			It was tomorrow that concerned him. Friends, clients, extended family, people who would judge Jenna, would all be milling around the property, and at that moment he questioned the wisdom of coming home when they did.

			They could have stayed in Italy for a few more days. They could have traveled anywhere in Europe. He didn’t have to subject her to being here.

			Pulling into the parking area next to the house, he spied everyone he mentioned on the back patio. The first person to spot him was his sister Leah. A lawyer, she was a year older than Jenna, methodical, cynical, and suspicious. He loved her like nothing else, but if anyone would give Jenna a hard time, it would be Leah. Amy was a softer soul. At thirty-one, she was a well-established architect, dealing specifically with design and restoration of old buildings. She was smart as a whip, but would give Jenna a chance.

			Nate was taking their bag from the car when Leah came out of the yard. She was gorgeous, his sister. Tall, slender, her fair skin set off by auburn hair and green eyes; she looked like a Celtic warrior woman. And next to her, Jenna looked like a Roman goddess in her long pale blue sundress and silver sandals.

			“Hey, big brother. You have a lot of nerve getting married without consulting your attorney.”

			She gave Nate a hug, all the while keeping her eyes on Jenna.

			“I wasn’t aware I needed an attorney. Leah, this is Jenna, my wife. Jenna, my sister Leah. She has absolutely no filter.”

			Jenna offered her hand and smiled. “It’s nice to meet you. I have a sister with no filter, too, so I’m already broken in.”

			“Oh, Nate. She’s pretty and quick-witted. I’m impressed.”

			That was mean even for Leah, and Jenna’s eyes flared at the suggestion she was lacking in intelligence. “You really have to back off, sis.” He leaned in to make sure she understood he meant business. “Otherwise, I’ll get back in the car with Jenna and leave. Then you can tell Mom, Dad, and the grands that I left because you were being unthinkably nasty to your new sister-in-law.”

			“I’m trying to look out for you,” she said. “I apologize, Jenna, but my brother is too nice for his own good sometimes.”

			Jenna nodded like she understood, but something in her posture told him different. When she took his hand he could feel the tension—like a snake coiled and ready to strike. “Nate is the kindest man I’ve ever met. I don’t think describing him as nice is adequate.”

			“You’re probably right,” Leah agreed.

			“However, he’s not unable to make decisions. His confidence is one of his most attractive traits.”

			That was perfect. Polite, firm—he’d have to give his girl a big fat kiss as soon as he got the chance.

			Leah didn’t know what to make of Jenna, and keeping his sister off guard was definitely a good thing. They made their way to the backyard, where there were way too many people for a small family gathering. It wasn’t just his parents, grandparents, and sisters, but Jenna’s parents, Kim and Owen as well as Jason, Meg, and the kids.

			They were greeted by a flurry of activity—thankfully, it was more excitement than anything—but separated from the crowd were Jenna’s mom and dad. They were not happy.

			Jenna stood with him, nervous, and Nate looked at his own mother, wondering why the Albaneses were here. His mom shrugged. “We thought it would be nice to have them out. To celebrate. I’m trying, honey.”

			“I know. Thanks, Mom, but some warning would have been nice.”

			He couldn’t fault his mother and her kind heart. At least she saw their marriage as something to be happy about, but Jenna’s parents were pissed. He couldn’t blame them for some of it. Should they have told them the plan? Probably. All her mother knew was that they were going away pregnant and they came back married.

			Taking the first few steps, her parents met them halfway. Jenna’s mother looked stricken, like someone had died. Her father looked like he wanted to rip out Nate’s throat.

			“Walk with me,” was all her dad said. Nate squeezed Jenna’s hand before going off with her dad. Fortunately, everything was in eyeshot of the patio, so if he planned to take Nate out, there would be plenty of witnesses.

			“You married her without our blessing. I don’t know what to say to that.”

			“I’m sure you’ll think of something.” They’d stopped by one of the large paddocks. The horses were out because it was better to turn them out at night in the summer. A pretty bay horse came over looking for attention, and Nate obliged, giving the big guy some pats. And waiting for her father to figure out what he wanted to say. Nate appreciated that he was angry, but he didn’t particularly care. He was Jenna’s husband and the father of her child. He would do whatever she wanted, and that’s it.

			“Got an attitude, do you, kid? Think because you have money you can just do whatever the fuck you want? Stick your dick wherever you damn please and then use your money to take a girl from her family?”

			“Do you kiss your wife and daughters with that foul mouth, sir? Maybe you could clean it up a little.” Nate leaned back against the fence and folded his arms. The retired cop was fuming at having been called on the carpet for his trash talk, and Nate didn’t give a shit. “I understand you’re upset, that your wife and family are upset, but Jenna’s happy. That’s all I care about. She’s my priority. I don’t care about how this looks, or what you think. I care what Jenna thinks.”

			“I’m her father.”

			“And I’m her husband. I love her with all my heart. I will take care of her, protect her and our children, love her until I die, and that’s what you should be worried about. Your choice, Mr. Albanese, is whether you want this to be easy on Jenna or hard. Will you accept her decision or not?”

			“And if I don’t accept it?”

			This guy was stubborn, and Nate was losing his patience. “What do you want me to say? That I’ll kick your ass? We both know I can, but that’s not my style. You will, however, have to go through me before you get to her unless she tells me to stand down. I’ll do whatever I have to do to protect her.”

			“Going to throw your millions around, is that it?”

			“Actually it’s billions. With a B. Remember? And yes, I will. Don’t push me.”

			Without warning, Jenna’s father grinned and stuck out his hand. “Good man. I was afraid with all that money you’d be a candy-ass. Call me Rocco.”

			Nate shook his hand. “Was this a test?”

			“Yes it was. And you passed with flying colors. I don’t like how this all went down, but I’m glad my daughter has someone who’s solidly in her corner.”

			“I am. No question there.”

			“She has a big soft heart, my Gia. She’s been hurt, badly. Manipulated. I worry about her. So, let me put you on notice, Nate. If you hurt her, I will rain hell down on you a thousand different ways. I won’t give a shit about your billions.”

			“Noted.” No longer playing a caricature of the tough Italian father, Rocco Albanese was a man to be reckoned with. “Will you be able to get her mother and sister to stand down?”

			“My wife, yes. Christina, I don’t know. I have a feeling she’s going to be as difficult as your sister Leah.”

			“Great.”

			“She’ll be here tomorrow. So will Francesca.”

			And a hundred other people who would gossip and talk crap about him and Jenna and their quickie wedding. He definitely should have kept her away from here. “I’m going to go find Jenna and let her know everything is okay.”

			Rocco nodded and walked with him. “This is some place. I can’t imagine what it would be like to grow up with this kind of space.”

			Nate nodded. “It’s one of the reasons I never moved to the city. Where I grew up, we have over forty acres. I couldn’t handle being so closed in.”

			“I spent the first ten years of my life in an apartment in Astoria. Then we moved to Levittown, and we had a yard to play in. That was heaven for a kid like me. Forty acres . . .” He whistled through his teeth. “That’s a lot of space.”

			“That we share with a lot of horses.”

			“Wow. I’ll have to come by and see it sometime. I spent eleven years in the mounted unit.”

			“Yeah?” If that didn’t take all. You never knew where you’d find common ground. “Jenna didn’t tell me.”

			He chuckled. “I’m not surprised. It was a very sore spot for my little girl. Still is. She wanted to ride in the worst way, and we couldn’t afford it. Not with four kids.”

			“I’ve given her a couple of lessons, she’s a natural. If you’re up, take a ride with us tomorrow; we’re going out early. I’m sure we can find you some gear.”

			Rocco smiled. “Maybe. I haven’t been on a horse in twenty years.” He stopped and watched a group of horses playing in the distance. “You’re going to let your pregnant wife on a horse?”

			“Did you just say the word let? Have you met her?”

			Once they returned to the group, Rocco went to his wife and Nate found Jenna. She was talking to his sister Amy, who gave him a hug when he came in from the paddocks. Leah was standing nearby, scowling.

			“Come on,” he said to Jenna. “Let’s go inside and get you something to eat.”

			“Everything go okay?” Her face was filled with concern, but she had to see both he and her dad came back unscathed. “I mean . . .”

			“I know. Everything is fine. Your dad and I had a nice talk. Now, let me feed you.”

			The kitchen was very much like the one in Muttontown, including Sally, who was puttering around putting food in containers. “Now you get here. Took you long enough.”

			“Hi, Sal.” He kissed her cheek.

			“Are you trying to starve your bride, you evil man? Where have you been all day? And she’s carrying your baby.”

			“We had ice cream.”

			Jenna giggled. “You evil man. What is wrong with you?”

			Sally grinned as she put food on the plates. Fried chicken, ribs, potato salad, and grilled vegetables. “I like her.”

			“Yeah,” Nate said as he took a seat at the kitchen island next to his dark-haired beauty. “Me, too.”

			“So,” Sally folded her arms and leveled her gaze at Jenna. “When is the baby comin’?”

			“I have to go to the doctor, but I think late February, early March?”

			“Good time to have a baby.”

			Nate took Jenna’s hand and rubbed his thumb back and forth over the soft skin. “How’s your mom handling things?”

			“Eh. She told me that I was incredibly selfish. I guess maybe I was.”

			He brought her hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “It was not selfish, but even if it was, it’s not on you alone.”

			“How was my dad?”

			“He pulled his bad cop routine, tried to provoke me into beating the shit out of him, but even though he doesn’t like how we got married, he’s okay with it. I passed the test.”

			“The test?”

			“They had a pissing contest.” Sally refilled their water glasses. “Who’s tougher? Who loves you more?”

			“Seriously?” Jenna asked.

			“He started it.” Nate took a healthy forkful of potato salad. “It’s fine. He’s also going to get your mother to back off. He said no promises with Christina. Although he did suggest sending Leah after her. The two of them could stay occupied with each other.”

			“She really doesn’t like me. Amy is nice, though.”

			“Amy is a sweetheart.” Just as Nate said it, everyone, and it truly was everyone, entered the kitchen. Two sets of parents, siblings, his friends, and his grandparents were all there. “Crap.”

			Jenna lowered her head to Nate’s shoulder and clutched his arm. “I want to go home.”

			It wasn’t a bad idea, and if he didn’t think they’d run him down, he might just take Jenna out of there. But he wouldn’t get away with it for a second. Knowing his father, at least one tire on the Maserati was already going flat.

			Of course, they’d planned their attack and, not willing to take any chances, they sent in the big guns first. His grandmother—his sweet, beautiful grandmother, whom he would never deny anything—reached out and touched his shoulder.

			“You guys play dirty,” he growled.

			“Of course we do,” his da snapped back. “What did you expect?”

			“I expected you to respect our privacy!” he shouted. Everyone in the room jumped because Nate never raised his voice. Jenna rubbed his back in a steady motion, trying to calm him down. “Jesus . . .”

			“Nathaniel?” Grandma again. They were relentless. “Why don’t you two just tell us all about it?”

			In his head, he was wondering if they really wanted to hear about how he and Jenna couldn’t keep their hands off each other, because what he felt for her he didn’t know if he could put into words. He didn’t know if he wanted to. Those feelings were for her and her alone, and he couldn’t believe his family had reduced themselves to this kind of meddling.

			“What do you want to know?” Jenna spoke before he had a chance to tell the lot of them to take a hike.

			Kim approached cautiously. “Everything just happened so fast. That’s all. We’re worried.”

			“Well, it’s a little late for that, isn’t it?” Jenna’s eyes locked on his for a split second. In their depths he saw love, faith, and determination. He had to trust her with this.

			She continued without giving Kim a chance to answer. “Look, we met ten months ago when you and Owen first got together. Everything just clicked at your wedding. Nate is the kindest, most generous man I’ve ever met. He’s good to the bone. Smart, resourceful, loyal. I can tell you that this—interrogation—hurts him. He’s given the lot of you his time, his friendship, and his love. And you question him like he doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

			Jenna hopped off the stool and walked toward Kim. “No one questioned you, or Owen, about your relationship. Based on his telling, he fell in love with you a year before you ever really ‘met’. Why do all of you get to ask questions about our relationship? We’re not teenagers who need guidance.” She turned to both sets of parents. “None of you should say anything. One pair of you eloped, and the other pair had a ‘premature baby’ who weighed eight pounds.” Her mother’s eyes bulged. Christina’s quick arrival after their marriage was never discussed. But all the meddling and snide comments meant all bets were off.

			“Nate’s never been impulsive. He’s methodical to a fault,” Leah interjected. “That’s all changed. I want to know what you did to my brother. What are you holding over him other than your pregnancy?”

			“Leah!” His grandmother was officially horrified, and everyone else was equally shocked—they wanted information, but no one would ever sling mud like that. That was the last straw for Jenna; she headed for the door. Nate got up to go with her, but before he walked out he went over to his sister. “That was out of line, Leah. If you can’t be civil, don’t say anything. Back. Off.” He shot a look at everyone in the room. “All of you, back the hell off.”

			He was regretting coming back to the States already. The stress couldn’t be good for Jenna. Walking outside, he saw her immediately. She was on the far side of the patio, curled into a large wicker chaise lounge. There was a fire going in the outdoor hearth and the sun was just below the horizon, allowing the light from a few bright stars to shine in the sky. He heard some neighing from the stable, and he wished they were back at the farm in Brookville.

			Every time Nate saw Jenna, his breath caught a little. It wasn’t just the physical reaction to her beauty, it was her. Her vision, her intelligence, her humor, her ability to understand him, her vulnerability made her so much more than a pretty face. But her sweetness, her willingness to give of herself, is what stole Nate’s heart. That his family was lashing out, especially his sister, was unforgivable.

			He was planning on making the best of the barbecue tomorrow, but now, if Jenna wanted to go, they were out of there. He wasn’t going to wait around for another ambush. Not when it chased away her inner light.

			Giving her a nudge, he sat on the chaise and stretched out his legs. She immediately curled against him and he wrapped his arms around her. “I really don’t like your sister,” Jenna said quietly.

			“I don’t like her, either, right now. I don’t like any of them.”

			“What kind of information do they want? We’re married, we’re pregnant. I don’t understand.”

			“I don’t know.” And Nate didn’t. There was no logical response.

			Jenna picked up her head and faced him. “Leah asked what I did to you. What does that mean? It’s not like I cast some spell. I . . . I . . .”

			Not wanting her to get more upset, Nate pulled Jenna in and held tight. “She was out of line. You’ve done nothing except make me happy.”

			“Why has everyone gone crazy? This should not be a federal case.”

			“It shouldn’t. That’s why we’re going to leave. Neither of us should have to deal with this.”

			Easing himself off the chaise, he pulled Jenna to her feet and started toward the house, only to be met by his father. For once, Da looked sheepish. He never fully admitted to being wrong, but the expression on his face told Nate he was probably as close as he was going to get.

			“Don’t leave. Please, Nathaniel.”

			“And why should I continue to let Jenna be subjected to this bullshit? You want to tell me that?”

			“You shouldn’t, and it’s a testament to the man you are that you’re not going to allow anyone to insult your wife.”

			No kidding he wasn’t going to let anyone insult her. He was on the verge of punching something, he was so fucking pissed. “This is no one’s business, Da. No one but mine and Jenna’s.”

			“I know. You’re right. But you two are members of families. There’s a big picture here.”

			Stuffing his hands in his pockets, Da was trying to explain why everyone had gone off the deep end. “Your mother feels a little left out. Yours too, Jenna. A marriage is the kind of thing that’s celebrated with the people you love. You two went off and did it on your own.”

			He was trying to appreciate his father’s point, and he could see it was rolling around in Jenna’s head as well. “We didn’t mean to make anyone feel that way,” she said. “We wanted some time to think about all the changes we were facing. To make a plan. Getting married made sense to us. We’re in this for the long haul.”

			“I understand. I do.” Da’s hand settled on Jenna’s cheek. “I couldn’t be happier for my son or our family that you’re with us. And that there’s going to be a grandbaby, well, that’s gone and put us all over the moon.”

			“I’m glad you’re happy, Mr. Bayard.” Maybe there was hope.

			“Oh, darlin’, no more Mr. Bayard. You call me Da. You’re family now, and I’m sorry we didn’t make you feel welcome straight away.”

			Jenna nodded and Nate saw a small smile tick the corner of her mouth.

			“Da,” Nate said. “Leah has to stop.”

			“Yeah, well. She’s a tough one, your sister. I can’t get her to do anything. If I say the sky is blue, she’ll tell me about how the carbon footprint of the farm is going to turn it gray. I don’t know how she grew to be so contrary. She wasn’t always like this.”

			Nate had an idea, but he wasn’t about to share it with his father.

			“Why don’t you two go to the guest house and get settled in. Tomorrow’s a long day. If you want to meet me at the barn around six, Nate, I could use a hand.”

			“Sure, Da.” Nate wasn’t too thrilled about leaving Jenna in a comfy bed that early in the morning, but he wasn’t going to let his father handle the work on his own.

			Jenna slipped her hand into Nate’s, but before they left, she stood on her toes and kissed his father on the cheek. “Goodnight, Da,” she whispered.

			His father grinned, knowing he’d won her over. For now anyway. Nate still didn’t know how tomorrow was going to go.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			He should be honest.

			—#10, Jenna’s Boyfriend List

			There was nothing quite as sexy as waking up on a warm summer morning with your husband’s arms wrapped around you and his erection pressing into your backside. Moving ever so slightly, she heard Nate groan, which meant he was awake or having quite a wonderful dream.

			She wiggled again. He groaned again. “Jenna, don’t do that.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I have to get up and get down to the barn.” It took no effort for him to roll her onto her back and hover over her. He tried to be menacing, but it did no good. He was too sweet, too adorable, even when he pulled her nightshirt over her head in a show of husbandly force.

			All she could do was giggle.

			Nate pushed her hair to the side and nibbled at her ear and neck, moving down and closing his mouth over one breast, and then another. “Still think this is funny?”

			She arched into him. “Hilarious.”

			“Really? I guess I have some work to do.” It was delicious, slow, and sexy, and then he took it up a notch, stroking her already wet folds with his finger.

			“Ohhh.” That was her moaning. Yes, it was.

			“You started it,” Nate teased.

			“I know. I’m sorry.”

			“Liar. You’re not sorry. I’m not, either. But I’m going to finish you off, Beautiful, you ready?”

			“Mhmm.” Was she ever.

			Without any other warning, Jenna felt him ease between her legs at the same time he laced his fingers with hers, bringing her arms over her head. She felt completely under his power, vulnerable, but totally and completely safe. Protected. Loved.

			His body teased hers just before Nate slipped inside, joining them. He was gentle and patient. Moving slowly, carefully, like she might break, Jenna’s husband made slow, sweet love to her as the sun came up and she heard the horses tittering for their breakfast.

			Sex with Nate could be hard and hot, steamy to the point of bursting, but this time, it was about being close—being one. Warm and loving, his mouth stayed near her ear and neck, kissing and nibbling at will, and Jenna melted into the sensations.

			“My beautiful wife, I love you. I love you.” His voice, deep and sure, made her believe everything was going to be all right.

			More deliberate with his movements, Nate brought them closer and closer until the climax took them both in a wave of pleasure. It wasn’t explosive or wild, but deep, warm, and perfect—just like their feelings for each other.

			She missed him when he left her body, but stretching, she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him close. Staring up at his handsome face, his eyes looked green today, probably reflecting the morning light and the acres of meadows outside. He dropped a kiss on her lips. “I’m going to shower and get out there before Da comes looking for me. You sleep. There’s food downstairs for when you get hungry, unless Owen and Jason get there first.” Right. Owen and Kim; Jason and Meg and their kids—were sharing the guest house with them, something she’d forgotten about until Nate reminded her. “If that happens, you’ll have to go to the main house and Sally will make something for you.”

			“Okay. That sounds good. I like Sally.”

			“She likes you, too.”

			“I love you,” she cooed. Lord, was it legal to be this happy?

			Another kiss and a smile. “I love you, too.”

			With that he was off to his shower, and Jenna started to feel like today could actually be a good day.

			***

			Nate walked into the feed barn, found a pair of gloves, and followed his father’s voice.

			“Eh, morning. You’re late. Something hold you in bed?”

			Nate felt himself grin as he thought of the soft, sweet-smelling woman he left a little while ago. “I’m not talking about this with you, Da.”

			“You don’t have to. You’re looking rather pleased with yourself. That’s quite enough.”

			“The lads in the next barn have watered and fed all the horses. There’s a big boy in the third stall whose feet need some attention. Had an abscess.”

			Nate nodded and started out when his father clamped a hand on his shoulder. “I am happy for you son. She’s a lovely girl, and I know you love her.”

			“I do, Da. It happened fast with the baby, but I’m glad we didn’t wait.”

			“I can’t believe you’re going to be a father.”

			“Me, either. And it’s gotten me thinking about things.”

			His father was latching the feed bin so some resourceful pony didn’t eat more than he was supposed to. “What things in particular?”

			“I think I’m going to leave Reliance.” There. He said it to someone who had a stake in his plans. Nate felt like he’d just jumped off a cliff.

			“Interesting.” His father picked up an old bridle and fiddled with the straps. “What would you do? Based on what you told me about your finances, you could retire now, but I don’t think that’s where you’re going with this.”

			“I’d like to focus on Kylemore. It’s what matters to me.” He went to the open barn door and looked out at the acres and acres of pasture. “I don’t want the pace that Reliance would require. It was never my dream.”

			“Have you talked to Jenna about this?”

			He nodded. “She’s supportive, but worried Jason, Owen, and Harper will blame her if I leave. She’s not wrong to worry. There could be a lot of bad blood.”

			“Do Jason and Owen have any idea what you’re planning?”

			“Nope. I’ve mentioned it in passing, but I’m guessing they don’t think I have the nerve.”

			His father belly laughed. “I can’t believe those boys, after all these years, haven’t realized you have nerves of steel.”

			“That’s part of the problem. I love them like brothers, but I’m tired of the assumptions. The expectations about where I fit in. The company’s getting bigger, Owen is the one at the helm, and he’s intense. Everything is a crisis. Me? I don’t see things that way, but when he’s got a full head of steam, I eat antacids like candy. They need a CFO who’s about the pressure. I’m not.”

			“Don’t sell yourself short. You can handle pressure, you just don’t want that pressure. So, if a change is what you want, and your wife is with you on this, you know your mother and I will welcome you as a partner. It’s what we’ve always wanted.”

			He’d never been so relieved, and hugged his father, thankful he understood and respected his  decision. His parents had been disappointed when he put his plans to work at Kylemore on hold for Reliance, but they never pressured him and they were proud of everything he’d accomplished. Nate hoped he could be half the parent to his own kids. “Thanks, Da.”

			“Anytime. Now, go take care of that gelding for me. Just because we’ve had a moment doesn’t mean the chores will do themselves.”

			“I’m on it.” Nate started to make his way to the big barn and looked toward the guest house, where Jenna was probably still in bed. Because of her, he was finally finding the courage to put his life back on its original path. The one he was meant to be on.

			***

			Jenna was lying in bed in a post-sex stupor when there was a knock at the door. All she could think was that it was her mother. Or Nate’s mother. Or Sally. Dammit. Popping up in the bed she called out, “Who is it?”

			“It’s me.” Kim.

			“Okay, hold on.” She looked frantically for her nightshirt, but hadn’t found it when not only Kim, but Meg, entered the room.

			“Well, we know what went on in here this morning.” Meg grinned. Kim was starving and Meg was carrying a basket with muffins, but Jenna was still contemplating violence. “Enjoy it now. Once the kids arrive, there’s no more morning nookie.”

			“It’s early, why are you guys here?” Still naked, she pulled the covers over her head.

			Kim had a pot of coffee and basket with mugs, cream and sugar, which she’d placed on the dresser near the door. “You’re kidding, right? We saw Nate leave for the barn, now we want details.” Kim pulled the blanket down just enough so Jenna’s eyes were visible.

			“Details?” Jenna asked.

			“Yes.” Kim plopped on the bed and tossed the T-shirt she found on the floor to Jenna. It was Nate’s but she didn’t care. Pulling it over her head, she reached for the basket Meg had in her hands. “Give me that. I’m hungry.”

			Meg handed it over and Kim picked a blueberry muffin and a napkin out of the basket and drew in its scent. “This is heaven. And it’s still warm.”

			“Okay, you’re fed and I have coffee, but come on. We want details.”

			Jenna reached for the phone on her night table and opened up the camera gallery.

			It took them seeing one picture for her friends to fall into line. It was a candid shot that a perfect stranger had taken when Nate proposed to her on the Promenade. The gentleman had texted it to her, and it was one of Jenna’s favorites from their time away. The love on her face, the love on Nate’s, was palpable. There were pictures from the wedding with her in her beautiful gown and Nate in his formal kilt and jacket, which made her smile all over again.

			Kim shook her head. “He wore a kilt? Damn.”

			“He’d packed it just in case we decided to get married when we were there. He looked amazing.” He did, and there was no shortage of fun investigating what her handsome Scot had under his kilt.

			“No kilt for Owen,” Kim said. “It’s sad.”

			“He has a uniform,” Meg reminded her. “Jason has a kilt, but he never wears it.”

			Kim flipped through the pictures and stopped. A tear spilled down her cheek. “God, Jenna. You look beautiful and so happy.” Glancing at her phone, Jenna saw she was looking at a picture from just after the wedding. She and Nate were walking hand in hand through the square near the ancient town hall in Como, and someone had caught a photo of them smiling at each other. “I wish I’d been there. I wish I hadn’t made you feel like you couldn’t tell me.”

			“It wasn’t you.” Jenna hugged Kim. “Nate just thought it was best if everyone was out of the loop so we had time to really think about what we wanted for our future. We didn’t go to Italy thinking we were going to be married, but everything fell into place.”

			“It sounds like something Nate would do,” Meg added. “He gets so annoyed with Owen and Jason. They question him all the time, not thinking anyone notices, but I have and Harper has, big time. Those two knuckleheads forget that Nate keeps them grounded. Owen would go off halfcocked at times if Nate didn’t diffuse a situation, and Jason wouldn’t ever come out of his lab.”

			Jenna pulled her knees up as she thought about all the things he told her on their walk yesterday. How he felt about the business and the changes he wanted to make. “He loves both of them like brothers. It’s hard for him, and lately the challenges are coming from all sides. I mean, what the hell is up with his sister Leah?”

			“Oh,” Meg said. “She is interesting. What an attitude.”

			“Attitude is one way to put it. All we want is for our families and friends to let us be happy. And to be happy for us. That’s it.”

			Meg hugged her. “I don’t think that’s unreasonable.”

			“Me, either,” Kim agreed. “So, now the job is to get everyone else on board.”

			Jenna shrugged, tired of fighting for approval. She didn’t know if they would ever get everyone’s blessing.

			“Show your mother the pictures,” Meg said. “That should do it.”

			“You’re really underestimating her. She’s tougher than all of us. Harder. Trust me on that. It’s going to take more than pictures for her to change her mind about me.”

			Kim handed her friend another muffin. “I’ve known your mother a long time, and yes, she’s a tough nut, but those pictures of you and Nate in Italy? She will cave. No doubt about it. She’ll be happy for you.”

			***

			Jenna couldn’t believe the number of people at the Bayards’ July 4th party. They’d pulled out all the stops and made it not only a family day, but a day for business and a day to make themselves more a part of the community on the East End.

			Reliance had asked a number of clients to come. There were friends of the family, new and old, from the horse community, and all Reliance employees were invited as well. Jenna had a big family, and there had been some huge parties over the course of her life—the “family” dinner Nate attended had almost one hundred people—but absolutely nothing rivaled this “barbecue”. Sally and Nate’s mother were directing the chefs who manned the grills, the caterers, the servers, and the bartenders. Valets were parking cars. When she was chatting with Sally that morning, she found out they’d gotten a permit to have the party. A permit.

			She’d learned a lot over the past few days, about her new husband and the people in his life. Money was a presence. They had it, they used it. But they didn’t think about it.

			The party she was witnessing? It wasn’t about impressing people. It was about doing something nice, saying hello, saying thank you. It was hospitality, albeit on a grand scale, but that’s what it was. The Bayards could afford it, so in their eyes, why not do it?

			Jenna grew up in a home that kept to a strict budget. Her parents were good people but tight-fisted. However, the result was that they paid off their house early, contributed heavily to their children’s college educations, and would have a secure and comfortable retirement. No small feat. And something to be proud of.

			But choices were often made that made Jenna feel like she didn’t belong. Sports camps for her brother and sister, science competitions, trips for business clubs, her parents found money for those. Dance classes? Art classes? Riding lessons? Jenna was the outlier in the family, and she definitely felt like one.

			It was probably part of the reason they had such a hard time with what Jenna went through in California. They saw her life as one of excess. Of relying on talent rather than serious hard work. Nothing good could come from that.

			Her family never understood her art. They respected brains and bravery, not photographs and paint. In her mother’s opinion, people who spent a lot of money for something to hang on the wall should donate the money to those who needed it.

			In turn, Jenna resented the idea that her mother felt “left out” of her life. She never really wanted to be part of it. Her mother wasn’t abusive or cruel, but she was disinterested. Jenna was so different from her siblings, she never felt connected to her mother. And it hurt.

			“Hey.”

			Jenna turned and came face to face with her sisters, Christina and Francesca. Chessie looked nervous, but Tina looked mad. Really mad. “Well, you really upset Mom and Dad this time, Jenna. You couldn’t even invite them to your wedding?”

			“Well, hi there, Tina! How am I? I’m great. Yeah, I’m feeling terrific. We’re very happy. How are you? How’s work?”

			“Don’t be a bitch,” Tina paced, snarling like a rabid dog. It wasn’t a good look for her big sister, who was, when she wasn’t biting off heads, a raven-haired stunner.

			“Oh, for God’s sake, Tina.” Chessie lunged at Jenna, arms extended, and wrapped her in a bear hug. “Don’t listen to her. I’m so happy for you. Worried, but happy.” Chessie, sweet as always, touched Jenna’s belly with the flat of her hand. “You’re going to be a mommy? I can’t believe it. You’re going to be the best mother.”

			Sweet Chessie. When her mother brought her little sister home from the hospital, Jenna thought the baby was just for her. Almost nine years apart, she and Francesca had an unbreakable bond. Jenna felt better just knowing one of her sisters was in her corner. “Thank you, Ches. You are going to be an amazing aunt.”

			Tina was glaring at both of her sisters, not liking the feeling of being dissed. Jenna didn’t care one single bit. Not at all.

			“Tommy would kick Nate’s ass for getting you pregnant.”

			“Oh, are you really going there? Invoking our dead brother’s name?”

			“Why not? He was a good man. Can you imagine what he would think?”

			“Tom was a brave marine, but I don’t think a guy who cheated on his fiancée should be your moral compass.”

			“Don’t speak ill of the dead,” Tina snapped. “What if Mom heard you?”

			“Then she’d cope.” Her brother had been engaged to Kim and his cheating was discovered right after he was killed in action in Afghanistan. Tom was a good marine, who did his duty honorably, but he wasn’t honest with the woman he’d asked to marry him. “Besides, I think Tom would have liked Nate. If you think about it, you know I’m right.”

			For once, Tina didn’t argue. No one could argue with the facts.

			“Whoa. Who is that?” Chessie was staring toward the food tent, and when Jenna focused on the figure walking toward them, she smiled. Her gorgeous husband was decked out in a pair of blue shorts, boat shoes, and a soft red plaid button-down shirt, that he’d left untucked and rolled up the sleeves. He was a preppy dream come true. His short golden-brown hair caught the sunlight, as did his lightly bronzed skin.

			He was wearing a pair of wayfarer sunglasses to finish off his look, which exuded class, wealth, and confidence. If he made it look easy, it’s because it was who he was born to be.

			Nate pushed his sunglasses up on his head and he looked at her with the knowledge one has of someone they know intimately.

			“Holy crap, Jenna, that’s Nate?”

			“It is.” Chessie had been away in Europe finishing her semester when Kim and Owen were married, so unlike the rest of the Albanese clan, she had never met Nate.

			“Oh, my God. You’re sleeping with him?” she blurted out.

			“Francesca!” Tina scolded.

			“What? He’s like a freaking movie star.”

			He was. And the best part was the beauty on the outside was reflected within. And Jenna knew he loved her without any reservations. He walked right to her, grabbed her around the waist, and kissed her soundly. “Hello, Wife.”

			“Hello, Husband.” The way he looked at her, the way she felt when she was with him, had Jenna falling a little more in love with him every moment. “I want you to meet someone.” Jenna reached out and grabbed Chessie by the wrist, dragging her close. “This is my sister Francesca. We call her Chessie for short. She’s amazing, and she’s happy for us.”

			Nate smiled his killer smile and hugged her little sis hard. “Jenna talks about you all the time. I’m really glad to meet you.”

			He glanced over and caught sight of Tina, who hadn’t stopped scowling since she’d gotten there. It made her sister, who was only thirty-three, look much older than her years. Jenna was going to tell him to leave her alone, but he must have seen something, a crack in the armor, that had her darling husband reaching out to her big sister.

			“Come on, Tina. You know you’re not mad. You’re hurt.” Shockingly, Tina let Nate fold her into his arms. “Am I right?”

			“You married my little sister.” She sniffled. “We didn’t even know she was that serious about you.”

			“I know. But I will take care of her. I promise.”

			Tina smacked his arm. “You’d better. She’s special. Not like the rest of us.”

			Jenna was stunned listening to her sister’s words. She was special? Tina was protective? What the hell?

			“I know she’s special. I know. I’ll take care of her. I promise you that.”

			“Good. If you don’t I’ll have to hurt you. I’m a doctor—there will be no evidence.”

			Nate nodded. “Noted, and thanks for the warning.”

			He stole a quick look in Jenna’s direction and winked. “Let’s get a burger.”

			“A burger?” Tina asked.

			“Yes, we have food here. Burgers make everything better.”

			Tina stopped and narrowed her eyes at the man who had been manipulating her to his will. She was wise to him.

			“You’re trying to sweet talk me with a hamburger?”

			“Uh. Hmmm. Grilled shrimp? Lobster tail?”

			“Food doesn’t do it. Tell me you’ll love my sister forever.” Tina’s eyes were full, the tears threatening to spill over.

			Nate nodded. “Without a doubt.”

			There was quiet as the two of them considered each other. Nate, his face open, and accepting. Tina, more skeptical and suspicious. Finally, there was a softening in her sister. An acceptance, and Jenna couldn’t believe it.

			“I might try to like you,” Tina grumbled.

			Nate grinned and took a long pull on the beer bottle he was carrying. “I’m irresistible. You’ll love me before long.”

			“Don’t be so sure,” she said.

			Nate and her sister challenged each other. They were both brilliant, both quick on their feet. Jenna had no idea what to expect next, but simply walking arm-in-arm with her little sister and seeing her oldest sister spar with Nate was worth all the aggravation of the day. He was so easy with everyone. Not one person who arrived that day felt anything but welcome. Jenna counted her blessings. He was amazing.

			Right now the only person who was really putting a damper on the party was Leah. And for the life of her, Jenna couldn’t figure out her problem. Maybe it was something as simple as worrying about Nate’s money. Leah was an attorney and being cautious and protecting people was part of the job. Additionally, Jenna was a fairly low-paid teacher. To Leah, it looked like Jenna was after Nate’s fortune, as well as the status being part of the Bayard family provided. So, if that was Leah’s thought process, she couldn’t fault the logic, except for the fact that Jenna didn’t care about money. She cared about people.

			Jenna always cared about people first, and it tended to bite her in the ass from time to time.

			Walking with Chessie, Jenna relaxed for the first time since the party began. Her sister chatted away, telling her all about her semester abroad and asking a dozen questions about Nate and the baby. Talking with her sister helped take her mind off any discord about the marriage and her nerves about being the center of attention at the party.

			Yawning as she sat on a deep, comfy chair on the patio, Jenna wished she could go back to bed and take a nap. Suddenly so tired she was afraid she’d fall asleep, she was jarred into full consciousness when she heard a very smooth, very distinct voice. It was deep and a cross between a Boston accent and English; she knew immediately who it was.

			Royce was here, and this officially became the worst day ever. There was no way to describe to anyone what she was feeling, but as the bile rose in her throat her flight reflex was kicking ass, and not in a good way.

			Royce. The man who’d stolen more than just money from her, was back in her space. Why was he here? Last she heard he was in Boston, no doubt living quite well. She hoped he wouldn’t notice her, that the Bayards’ party was just one of many he was attending that day and that he’d be leaving, but knowing her luck that wasn’t going to happen.

			Just then, he turned in her direction. They locked eyes and at first, he looked nervous, but then his unshakable confidence kicked in, and he started toward her.

			“Jenna?” Frozen in place, Jenna didn’t know why he’d dropped back into her orbit. Nate, who was close by, came over when he heard her name.

			“Oh my God, of all the places to see you. How are you?” Royce’s blonde head dipped slightly and kissed her on the cheek. “You look gorgeous. Are you photographing the horse set now? Good plan.” He leaned in, so only she’d be able to hear him. “These folks have money to burn. I can only imagine what they’d pay to have a picture of little Buffy on her pony.”

			Still slimy. Still a money-grubbing bastard. Jenna’s skin crawled being close to him.

			“Royce. What are you doing here?”

			“Oh, my company has a marketing consultant working with Reliance and another company on the Island, so when the invitation came in for the party, I volunteered.”

			“Of course you did.” Could her luck be worse?

			“I’ll hang here, glad-hand a few folks, and then head out to my friend’s house in East Hampton.”

			“You’re working with Reliance?”

			He nodded, raising an eyebrow. “Top-secret,” he whispered. “They’re looking to grow the company in the big way. But let’s stop talking about me. What have you been up to since California? I’d love to see you for a drink, maybe. For old times sake.”

			“I don’t think so.” What an asshole. For old times’ sake? The last thing she wanted was any reminder of the time she spent with him.

			“Come on.” He sat on the arm of the chair and got close enough for her to smell the liquor on his breath. “We were good together.”

			Was he kidding?

			“Hey there.”

			Nate. Now she’d have to introduce them.

			“Nate Bayard! I’m Royce Camden. I work with Rigsby Consulting.”

			Nate shook Royce’s hand and Jenna felt a little ill. Two completely disparate parts of her life were crashing together. It could not have been worse. “It’s a pleasure, Royce.”

			Yeah, not a pleasure. Nate was being cordial, that was all. He’d already figured out her connection to Royce. “I see you know my wife.”

			If someone had dumped ice water on Royce’s head, he could not have been more surprised. “Excuse me?” Royce turned his head toward Jenna. “Did you say your wife?”

			“Yes.” Nate’s hand settled on the small of Jenna’s back. “Very recent. We just got back from Italy yesterday. We were married there.”

			“Well,” Royce said as he ran his hand through his perfectly coifed blond hair. “That’s just stellar. Congratulations to you both. Thank you so much for your hospitality, Nate. It’s a great party.”

			 Royce swept off to try to charm another group of people, which included Piper Lansing and her new husband. Jenna wished the world would just open up and swallow him. He was at the root of the worst chapter of her life. Not only had he brought all kinds of misery down on people she knew in California, now he was here, with a connection to Reliance.

			“You want to tell me about that? Your ex?” Nate didn’t look angry, but he sure as hell wasn’t happy Royce was there. “How did he get an invitation? And is he really working for one of our contract firms? That’s not going to last.”

			“Is there someplace we can talk? I have to tell you some things.”

			“Sure. Haven’t you told me most of it?” Never breaking contact, he guided her toward the guest house. No one would be there at this point in the day. At least that’s what they thought, until they entered the house and heard voices. It was Jason and Owen, and the topic of conversation made Jenna a little sick.

			They were talking about her.

			“He’s made a huge mistake,” Owen said. “He married her without a pre-nup. With everything he has to lose, his family has to lose, if she goes after them? No document. He’s going to lose his shirt.”

			“Why do you think she’d do that? I like Jenna and she’s been good for Nate.”

			“She’s an Albanese. I don’t trust those people. Kim may have forgiven them, but they caused her more heartache and pain than anyone should have to endure. I won’t forget.”

			“I don’t think that’s fair,” Jason said. “That would be like blaming me for my father’s dick moves over the years.”

			“She’s going to go after his money. That’s all she wants. According to Piper, Nate’s ex, she’s used an alias.”

			“An alias?” Jason couldn’t sound more annoyed than he did.

			“Gia Albanese or something like that. He’s been pining for her for a year and all of a sudden they’re madly in love? Are you fucking kidding me?”

			“You need to calm down, man. Nothing has happened. I don’t know what kind of bug has crawled up your ass, Owen, but it’s not really any of our business.”

			“It is if it can hurt Reliance.”

			Jenna never realized how much Owen disliked her. Now she was so hurt and humiliated she didn’t know how she’d face anyone. Is that what he thought? That her husband was a money grab? Jenna turned away from Nate and pressed her fingers to her lips.

			“I did a background check,” Owen continued. “Do you know she was implicated in a possible fraud scheme? Nothing could be proved, but her ex took off, and left her with almost two million in debt. She’s still paying it off.”

			Nate looked down at her. “Why didn’t you tell me? It’ll be gone tomorrow.”

			“The amount was significantly lower once I sold everything, including the condo,” she whispered. “Royce had been in charge of our finances, and when he left, I found out he hadn’t paid a single bill. It’s almost paid off.”

			“Jesus, is that what we were going to talk about?”

			Jenna nodded. “Yes, but there’s more. You can’t let Royce near Reliance or any of the people. He’ll bleed the company and the employees.”

			“Okay. I’ll need details.”

			“Of course. I’ll tell you what I can, but I’d be better off giving you the number of the lawyer at the SEC who questioned me for ten hours.” Jenna focused her attention back on Owen and Jason. “I can’t believe how much Owen hates me and my family.”

			“Yeah. He obviously doesn’t think very much of me, either.” That was the realization that was the most painful, and she could see it on Nate’s face.

			“I’m sorry. This is all my fault.”

			“No. That problem isn’t about you, but one that’s been a long time in the making. But it’s extreme, even for him.” Jenna held Nate, knowing he was hurting, knowing his life had changed irrevocably since she became part of it. Right then, Jenna didn’t know if she was the best thing for him, and it broke her heart to think about.

			“Go on upstairs. You look tired. I’ll be up in a few minutes.”

			Leaving him at that moment was hard, because she knew he was going to face down his two best friends, men who had shared almost every milestone with him. He was doing this for her, but he was also doing it for himself.

			However, the honest truth was that she knew being with her was bad for him. The fact that Piper Lansing, who’d been so pleasant at the polo match, had set her gums flapping was only the beginning of the gossip that could damage Reliance, as well as his family’s business. Just as Jenna thought . . . people didn’t need a reason to be rotten to others. The stability he’d built over the years, that he craved, was at risk because wherever she went, a cyclone followed.

			If nothing else, Jenna was consistent. Relationships were bad luck for the people she loved, and even though she loved Nate with all her heart, leaving was something she had to consider.

			Even if her heart would break.

			Sitting on the bed where he had made love to her this morning, where she stayed for an hour, safe, warm, and surrounded by his memory and his scent, Jenna didn’t know what she should do.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			He should stand up for what he believes in.

			—#9, Jenna’s Boyfriend List

			Nate stepped into the kitchen, where Owen and Jason had lapsed into what appeared to be a very uncomfortable silence. It was time for him to step in, stand up for his wife and stand up for himself. The armchair quarterbacking was over.

			“What are you doing in here?” Owen snapped.

			“Jenna is upstairs,” he said, circling the kitchen. “She’s tired. I wanted to make sure she was feeling okay.”

			Jason looked worried. “Jenna’s upstairs?”

			“Yup. Just went up. With the party in full swing, we were surprised to hear people when we came into the house.”

			Now it was Owen’s turn to be concerned. And he was. “Nate, I . . .”

			“Shut up, Owen. Don’t say a fucking word.”

			Nate turned to grip the granite countertop, leaned in, and felt every muscle in his back tighten as the anger filled him. Owen had insulted his wife. His friend thought he was some kind of idiot who couldn’t watch out for his own affairs. “You’ve crossed the line this time. I’ve been putting up with your cocksure, I-know-everything attitude since we were fifteen. I’ve been put down, pushed around, and dismissed, and I’m not putting up with your shit anymore.”

			“I don’t know what you heard, but you need to calm down, bro.”

			“I should calm down?” Nate turned and advanced on him. Even the big tough marine was wise enough to know Nate was not a man to be messed with at that moment. “Fuck you and your orders, Major Kent. You don’t insult my wife and think I’m going to stand for it. MY WIFE is off limits. You leave her alone.”

			Jason nodded, but Owen dug in. Nate could see he was annoyed at being questioned. “Your wife could be a problem for our business. For our lives. Your impulsiveness could end up being very expensive.”

			“Is that how my life breaks down to you? Is it only about net worth? That’s it?”

			“It’s not just about you. What if she goes after the business?” Owen snapped.

			“For Christ’s sake! She’s not going to! Why on earth would she do that?”

			“Because it’s worth billions of dollars.”

			“So am I.” Nate shrugged. “The business is a corporation. You don’t have anything to worry about. So what’s the real issue? Is it just your personal hatred of her family? Is it something else? What?”

			“How do you know she’s the one? I mean, you barely know her. She’s got massive debt and probably hooked up with you for your wallet.”

			“How did you know? How do you know Kim isn’t looking for a big payout? Do you have a pre-nup?”

			Owen froze. Jason was watching and Nate had to wonder what he thought. Jason was rarely without an opinion, but he didn’t always express what he was feeling.

			But Owen wasn’t saying a word. “You don’t like being challenged, Owen, you never have. In some ways I don’t know how we’ve been friends all these years.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“It means you’re acting like an asshole. And while I respect what you’ve given to this country, sometimes you treat people like fucking doormats.”

			“Look, we’re partners. We’re friends. I have a right to ask questions.”

			“No, you don’t. This is my personal life. My wife, my marriage, my child. You have no say.” Nate thought he’d be screaming, but he wasn’t. His voice was low. Steady. He felt the rage in his chest and if Owen pushed him too far, there was a good chance he might snap.

			Folding his arms, Owen stared at Nate. He considered him, his expression. And then like a rock, his friend’s words hit him square. “How do you know the kid is yours? How do you know she’s even pregnant?”

			Pain shot through Nate’s neck and heart, lodging behind his eyes, and making his jaw twitch. Heat flooded through him, and before Nate knew what happened, he lunged at Owen and dropped him with a right hook to the jaw.

			Grabbing Owen by the shirt, Nate was about to hit him again when Jason grabbed him from behind and hauled him back. “Nate, stop! Don’t.”

			Pointing at Owen, the rage bubbled. “You don’t talk about her like that. Who the fuck do you think you are?”

			Owen stood, rubbing his jaw and licking his lip where Nate had drawn blood. “I’m your goddamn friend. I’m trying to watch out for you. For your business. For everything you’ve worked for.”

			“I don’t give a shit about the business. Jenna and our baby—that’s who I care about.” He shook off Jason and stood toe-to-toe with Owen. “Reliance is not my dream. A family is. I’m done. I want out.”

			“Nate, you can’t mean that.” Jason moved to one side, positioning himself so he could jump between him and Owen if something happened.

			“I’ve been thinking about it for a long time,” Nate spat. “Jenna and the baby just sealed the deal for me.”

			“For fuck’s sake.” Owen snarled. “Again with the baby! What if there is no baby?”

			Nate moved to hit him again, but Jason intervened. “Owen,” Jason said, “if you say that again, I’ll hit you myself.”

			Owen backed himself into the refrigerator and stuffed his hands in his pockets while Nate leaned on the island and dropped his head forward. “I don’t want to do this with you. I don’t want to keep going with Reliance, either. This is not how I saw my life unfolding. I was going to work with my family’s business. That was my plan.”

			“You’re going to give up working with us, one of the hottest tech brands, to play with the horses?” Disdain dripped from Owen’s words. Nate should have expected it.

			“Pretty much. That’s my passion. Computers, tech, high finance? That’s all cool, but it’s not me. I’m not that intense. You tell me that all the time, Owen.”

			“I didn’t mean you should quit.”

			“Then what did you mean?” Nate righted himself and stretched his neck. “Obviously I’m not as strong a partner. Lesser somehow.”

			“I didn’t mean it like that. Shit.” Owen banged the back of his head lightly on the refrigerator door. “I just meant that you need to be more aggressive. More forceful.”

			“I’d have to give enough shits about it to be aggressive or forceful. I think when I hit you I qualified. What do you think?” Nate raised an eyebrow and enjoyed Jason’s suppressed laughter.

			Owen rubbed his jaw. “I would say that’s definitely something.”

			“If I ever hear you talking about Jenna again, I will make you hurt, Owen. I swear to God I will.”

			“Noted. But I don’t want you to leave the company. We need you.”

			“To do what, exactly? You can find another person to do my job. Tris is completely able to take over, if that’s what you want.”

			“I don’t want that. I want us to keep this going.” Owen turned his head toward Jason. “Jay, say something.”

			Jason looked Nate dead in the eye. There was something sad in there, but he had a feeling he knew what was coming. “Your share of the business is worth about two billion dollars. We could do a cash payout for part of it and leave you with a smaller stake in the corporation. How does that sound?”

			“Are you fucking out of your mind?” Owen shouted. “What are you telling him?”

			“I’m telling him what he wants to hear,” Jason said. “What aren’t you understanding, Owen? This isn’t your decision.”

			“Guys have you seen . . .” Kim walked into the kitchen. “Oh, my God.” She walked to her husband and gently touched the left side of his face. It was swollen and a nice bruise was developing. “What the hell happened? You look like you walked into a wall.”

			Jason shook his head. “Nope. Nate’s fist.”

			Kim raised both eyebrows. “Seriously?”

			“Holy crap!” Now Meg was there. Wonderful. “Did you walk into a wall?”

			Owen rolled his eyes and winced. “Shit. No. Nate hit me.”

			“He what?” Meg stopped, thought for a second, and turned to Owen. “What did you do?”

			Owen just threw up his hands.

			“You said something about Jenna,” Kim began. “Didn’t you?” When he didn’t answer, Kim clenched her fists in frustration. “I love you, my husband, but sometimes you are such an asshole. Nate, where is she?”

			“She went upstairs to lie down.”

			Meg and Kim turned to each other and the look that passed between them made Nate’s heart skip a beat.

			“She’s not up there,” Kim said.

			“What do you mean she’s not?” Fear washed over him. She couldn’t just bolt. Leave without saying anything. She didn’t have a car. “Oh, no.”

			All of them ran from the guest house and searched the crowd first for Jenna, but then for Jenna’s parents or one of her sisters. Kim saw Mrs. Albanese first and headed off and, as Nate followed, Leah grabbed his arm. “Did you know your wife’s ex is here? He said to watch out for her, she’s not exactly honest. Has a history.”

			“Leah, stop it. You’re an attorney and you’re getting conned. He left Jenna with millions in debt and then took off. He’s the one who was investigated.”

			“So she needs the money. See? I was right.”

			“She’s managed to pay off most of it on her own. She doesn’t need anything. Have you seen her?”

			“A few minutes ago. I told her not to try to get her hands on your bank accounts.”

			“Leah! What is wrong with you?”

			Kim came running back. “Her mother hasn’t seen her, but Tina and Chessie left.”

			“Left?” Owen turned his eyes toward the long crushed shell driveway and to the road beyond. Where would she go?

			“My guess Jenna was with them.”

			“How could she leave?”

			Kim drew a breath and narrowed her eyes at Leah, who looked down. “Jenna is very proud. She would hate that you were catching all this flack about her. The gossip. She was burned so badly. Royce most likely took all the money from his clients. But Jenna was stuck with the fallout from the people in San Francisco that he conned.”

			“He said she took the money.” Leah folded her arms.

			“He said?”

			“Royce. Her ex. Twenty minutes ago. He’s over by the putting green.” She pointed. “And Piper had a few things to say as well.”

			Kim took a step and then waved it off. “I don’t have time for him now. I can’t imagine she’d leave just based on your argument with Owen. And who is Piper? Is that the woman you dumped last year?” Kim rubbed the back of her neck. “Is there anything else?”

			Nate glared at Leah. “Leah has a bad habit of jumping to conclusions and then running her mouth.”

			“Perfect. Her ex, Owen, Leah, and hormones. A shitstorm.” Kim sat on a stone wall, surveying the crowd, then she snapped her fingers. “She left with her sisters.”

			“She could go anywhere. The city, to see friends, on a trip.” Nate drew a shaky breath, ran both hands through his hair. “I hope you’re both happy now.” His sister and Owen had a hand in this. They pushed Jenna. Drove her away. Now he had to find her. He had to.

			“I feel awful,” Owen said.

			“You should,” Meg snapped. “You’re better than that, Owen.”

			“She couldn’t have gone far,” Owen offered. “Where would she go?”

			Nate shook his head. “She’s resourceful and she has friends all over the world. I’m going to head home. Hopefully she just headed there to get out of this hellhole.”

			Meg rubbed his arm. He could feel her worry. Crazy Meg. Always in everyone’s business, but the woman had the biggest heart. “What if she’s not there, Nate?”

			“Then I’ll find her and beg her to come home. I can’t imagine my life without her.” His breath shuddered. “Jesus. Why did she do this?”

			“She thinks you’re better off without her, is my guess.” Kim knew her better than anyone. “People haven’t been loyal to Jenna. They always tend to believe the worst, and I can’t understand why. She’s the best person.”

			“She is. God, Kim. Her heart is so big. It has so much love, she’s going to be a great mother.”

			“You should have heard her talk about you and the baby this morning.”

			“This morning? Is that where you disappeared to?” Owen asked. “To see Jenna?”

			“Meg and I took her muffins and coffee and talked about our men,” Kim said. “Just like when we were kids.”

			Kim walked away and looked at the people at the party, paying special attention to that weasel Royce. “She was telling me about the day she found out she was pregnant. She took three tests. She was scared about what you might say, Nate, but she was happy, too. She said the same thing about you.” Kim touched his arm. “That you’re going to be the best father.”

			That did it. “I’m outta here. Tell my folks where I went.”

			“Stop. Where are you going?” Owen asked.

			Pulling his keys from his pocket, Nate didn’t answer. He headed to the private driveway, where the family’s cars were parked. He didn’t say good-bye, he just got in his car and drove. He’d head home because it was the most logical step. Jenna’s passport was there. Her clothes. If she had any plan to go far, she’d have to go home first.

			He hoped he was right.

			***

			“Do you want to go home?” Chessie asked. Her sisters were in the front seat of Tina’s car and Jenna was in the back, staring out the window as they turned onto Montauk Highway.

			“No. Head to Sag Harbor. We’re getting on the ferry.”

			Chessie was confused. “The ferry?”

			Tina nodded. “We’re going to Shelter Island, drive around the island to the North Ferry, and once we get off in Greenport, we can go hide out at Aunt Marlena’s in Southold.”

			“That’s the plan,” Jenna said. Her heart hurt so bad, it was all she could do not to totally lose it. But hearing Nate fight with Jason and Owen and then getting hell from his sister, who was now buddies with Royce, had pushed her over the edge. “I need time to think. I don’t know if I can do this.”

			“Jenna, you’re pregnant. And you’re married. It’s a little late for cold feet.” Tina was the best at times like this. She totally cut to the chase.

			“I need to think. I don’t want him to feel trapped.”

			“Did he tell you he felt trapped?”

			“No, he didn’t.” A hot tear spilled on Jenna’s cheek. “He never did.”

			“Oh, Jenna. Nate loves you.” Chessie reached back and held her hand. “The way he looked at you, I can only hope someone will look at me that way someday.”

			“Me, too,” Tina said. “But if what you need is to get your head together, fine. Regroup and then you can talk to him. Chess, call Auntie Marlena and tell her we’re on our way. And that it’s top-secret. Jenna’s on the lam.”

			Her sisters were amazing. Sure Tina could be bossy, but when she needed support, family came first.

			“So they had a big fight, huh?”

			“Yeah. I think Nate hit Owen. There was a lot of yelling. Nate told them he wanted out of the business.”

			“Oh, man. That’s serious. That business is their baby, isn’t it? I can’t think Captain Asshole would take too kindly to that.” Tina had never warmed to Owen, even though he’d been nothing but honorable to their family. Still. Jenna knew the truth now. He thought the Albaneses weren’t so great. In fact, Captain Asshole was probably too good for him. “He didn’t like it one bit.”

			Staring at her engagement ring and her wedding band, she thought about Italy and how her wonderful husband made her feel like the most important person in the world. She definitely felt like the most loved.

			“Do you think I’m crazy?” Jenna asked. “Should I go back?”

			They were pulling into North Sea and traveling down the local road to the ferry dock. It wouldn’t be a long wait, the ferries ran regularly—all day every day, except in the very worst weather. “I can turn around,” Tina said. “Just let me know now.”

			Jenna thought about it and was convinced there wasn’t a right answer. Nate loved her. She did believe that, but she didn’t know if he was in the kind of love that would stick. He’d never leave her. He’d be good to her, and she’d adore him the rest of her days, but she never wanted him to resent her. She never wanted him to feel he had no choice.

			There were so many big things happening. The baby, the wedding, their families freaking out, and then calming down, and now the turmoil with his business, she felt like the cause of all his problems. Every last one.

			“No, let’s go. I need a little time.”

			“You’ll eat well, relax on the beach, Aunt Marlena will pamper you. It’s all good.”

			Aunt Marlena had married a wonderful man. A lawyer who had a practice near the county seat in Riverhead, he and her aunt lived in a waterfront home in the village of Southold on the North Fork of Long Island. The two had met in their mid-thirties and even though they had tried, there were no children. Aunt Marlena was the youngest of her mother’s siblings, a teacher, and only ten years older than Jenna. She’d just turned forty and wouldn’t have any problem letting her niece hide out for a couple of days.

			The rest of the drive was quiet. The ferries made smooth crossings on this beautiful day, and even though there was a little traffic on Main Road as they made their way from Greenport to Southold, Tina made good time. The first thing they saw when they pulled in the tree-lined driveway was Aunt Marlena standing on the front porch of her cedar-shingled home with her arms open and her smile wide. Jenna flew out of the car and into her aunt’s waiting arms.

			That was when Jenna lost it.

			“Oh, God, Auntie. What am I going to do?”

			“Oh, baby.” Aunt Marlena led her into the house, holding on and stroking her hair. Her aunt was tall and willowy with dark brown hair and big brown eyes. She and Jenna could have been sisters, and in some ways it was like they were. Aunt Marlena understood Jenna, encouraged her art, and was the first person on a plane to California when Royce left. “Did something happen? I heard about the baby and that you were married in Italy. So romantic.”

			“I’ve turned his life upside down. He’s having a bad time with everyone—his family, his business partners—all because of me.”

			“Whose life? Your new husband?”

			Jenna nodded and wiped her eyes. God, she was a hot mess.

			Her uncle was home, and they was celebrating the 4th on the beach with a few neighbors. It was quiet and low-key, nothing like the party she’d just left.

			“Come on down to the beach, get a little sun. You girls can eat and stay a few days. It’s going to be okay.”

			“How can it be okay?” Jenna blurted out. “I ran away. Part of me thinks it was the right thing to do and the other part of me is terrified I’ll lose him for good.”

			That was the big question. How could everything work out when, once again, Jenna had screwed up?

			“Sweetie, look at me.” With a big wad of tissues in her hand, Marlena mopped her eyes. “It will be okay because love conquers all, and nothing can stop a man when he’s in love. Nothing. Hang out here. Let him find you.”

			Jenna shook her head. “Unless someone tells him where I am, he won’t find me.”

			“My lips are sealed, but trust me on this, the man is going to find you. I have no doubt about that.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			He should love me.

			—#15, Jenna’s Boyfriend List

			Nate sat in his office at Reliance and stared out at the harbor. It was raining, gray, and a little bit cold. Pretty much exactly like his mood. It had been three days since Jenna took off from his parents’ house and the only thing he’d gotten from her was a text once a day telling him she was fine.

			At this point, he didn’t know what to do. He was on the verge of calling the private investigator the company sometimes used, but he didn’t know if he should. She hadn’t cut him off completely. She did stay in touch. But not knowing where she was, not being able to see her and hold her, was breaking him slowly.

			He wanted to kill Owen and his sister. Their big mouths and judgments had scared Jenna to death. If only she’d talked to him. He could have reassured her, but she just left.

			Royce, her ex, was under review by his company, and Nate had hired a forensic accountant to examine every bad deal the man had ever made. With luck, they’d find the money trail and lay the question of the failed investments to rest once and for all. At the very least, the prick knew to stay away from Jenna and keep his mouth shut about her.

			There was a tapping on his door and Nate groaned at the thought of having to talk to anyone. He wasn’t the kind who hid in his office, he always kept his door open, but the last two days he hadn’t wanted to talk to a soul.

			The door opened a crack and one of the secretaries poked her head in. “Nate, your sister is here.”

			“Amy?”

			“No, it’s Leah.”

			“Tell her I’m busy.”

			“I’m right here, Nate,” she called from the other side of the door. “Da told me you’re sulking in your office during the day and sulking in the barn at night. I have a date tonight, so here I am.”

			Not knowing how to keep her out, he indicated to his secretary his sister could come in. He didn’t want to see her, when he blamed her for being the straw that broke the camel’s back.

			“Hi,” he heard from behind him. “Are you still not talking to me?”

			“You’re here, aren’t you? What do you want, Leah?”

			He heard her draw a deep breath. “To apologize. I did a terrible thing, Nate. I got so wrapped up in my indignation that I forgot the most important thing.”

			“What’s that?” He turned his head, and his fiery red-headed sister was looking pretty sheepish.

			“I should have thought about you and Jenna. I thought about myself. I was wrong and I hope you can find a way to forgive me, and eventually Jenna can too.”

			Spinning in his chair, he considered the woman standing near the door, looking  like she was ready to run. Wearing a simple blue dress with a yellow sweater thrown over her shoulders, she looked every bit the cool professional. It was a good thing most people didn’t know she was a maniac.

			“I don’t know what to say. I feel like I failed her. But you were cruel, Leah.”

			“You didn’t fail, Nate.” She approached, carefully. “Some of this has to be on Jenna. I mean, she did just take off.”

			“She was hurting. I should have done more.” Nate was wracking his brain, trying to figure out what if anything could have been done differently.

			“You’re beating yourself up.” Leah crouched before him. “This is your deal, big brother. You know what to do.”

			“I don’t.”

			“Go to her.”

			“I don’t know where she is.”

			“As Da would say, ‘You’re a smart lad, Nathaniel. Go find out.’”

			He had to chuckle at his sister trying to imitate his father and his classic burr.

			“I have to think about it.”

			Just then, Owen walked in the office and handed Nate a sheet of lined paper. On it was an address. “That’s where she is,” Owen said. “It took Kim three hours to get it out of Chessie, but she finally caved.”

			“Did you two plan this?”

			Both Leah and Owen looked at each other.

			Owen shrugged. “No, but we have been talking. It just kind of worked out this way. I’m sorry, buddy. I am.”

			“Now you don’t have an excuse,” Leah told him. “Go.”

			Owen left and Leah stayed, hovering, like he’d need a reason to find Jenna. Nate had every intention of heading out, but in the meantime, he needed a plan. He picked up a piece of paper on his desk and examined it. It was a silly thing, the wishful thinking of a young teenager, but it was personal. Something of Jenna’s. Nate had taken it from her nightstand that morning, because it was hers, and it made him feel closer to the woman he missed so much it hurt.

			Looking at the list again obviously had his sister curious, and she grabbed it from his hands. With each passing second, his sister’s smile bloomed. “Wow, I love this. How old was Jenna?”

			“Thirteen? Kim found it a couple of months ago when she was packing things up before the wedding. Jenna kept in on her night table in this little journal she has. I love looking at it, I’m not sure why. I feel like she’s trying to tell me something.”

			“Maybe she is. It’s really adorable. You have all the qualifications, big brother, maybe you should apply for the job.”

			He wanted that job for the rest of his life. He’d do anything just to get her to listen to him.

			“I have to talk to her, Leah. Get her to understand how much I love her. That nothing in her past matters to me.”

			His sister hugged him, wrapping her arms around him and laying her head on his shoulder.

			“I know she means everything to you, and I know I haven’t been supportive. I just want you happy, Nate. That’s all.”

			He appreciated her words, he did, but Nate knew it would take him a while to fully accept Leah’s apology. Her intentions were always to protect him, as were Owen’s, but once again, he had a problem with the fact that his closest friends and family didn’t trust him to know his own mind.

			Thoughts of Jenna filled him. What was she feeling? How was she feeling? Had she made her appointment with the doctor yet? Did she regret ever knowing him?

			His world had turned upside down since he met her just a little shy of a year ago. There was that light he saw inside her that was tempered by caution and maybe a little bit of sadness, but every time she walked in a room, Nate felt his heart fill up just from her presence. She was kind, sweet, considerate, and smart. He knew she was beautiful, with her long, dark hair and soulful brown eyes, but it was the inside, not the outside, that most affected him.

			And he’d never get over it. Life would go on. He knew she’d never keep him from their child, but not sharing his life with Jenna was unacceptable. Leah had wandered to the other side of his office. Nate wished he knew what was eating at his sister. She was sharp and beautiful. Brilliant beyond words, but she was so angry and he wished he could make it better.

			Walking to the door, he called one of his assistants, Michelle, into the office. “I’m leaving the office. I might be gone for a couple of days. Get Tris to cover my appointments if he can, otherwise cancel them.”

			Nate jotted down a few things on a slip of paper and handed it off. “I need appointments with my financial advisers next week. Let them know I have to talk about some changes to my investments.”

			Nodding, Michelle took the paper and left the office.

			“Pulling out all the stops?”

			“I can’t lose her, Leah.”

			“I know. You won’t.”

			“Are you sure about that?” he asked.

			“Positive,” Leah responded with a smile. “And I’m never wrong.”

			***

			Jenna sat curled in an oversized chair in the sunroom of her aunt’s home, staring at the rain beating down on the deck. She loved the view from this room, looking out over the Peconic River, but today, everything was shrouded in mist. It was very much like her mood, which hadn’t improved since she arrived. Since she was slammed with the reality that she would be a drag on Nate’s life.

			Aunt Marlena had been a gift from heaven. When her sisters left two days ago, the two of them had a chance to talk and catch up in a way they hadn’t since Jenna arrived home from California. She’d missed her aunt, who was very much like an older sister, or even a friend.

			 The time at her house, with little to do but read or draw, was exactly what she needed. There were a number of things that had become clear, the biggest of which was that she didn’t want to live without Nate, but she didn’t know how they were going to make things work. Their families and friendships were important to them both, and Jenna refused to be the cause of so much discord in Nate’s life if those closest to Nate couldn’t accept her. Jenna so wished she was braver, but in truth she wasn’t. She was scared, she was unsure, she was so in love with him it hurt.

			Coming into the room with two steaming mugs of tea, her aunt looked like a movie star. Her nearly black hair hit just above her waist, and her eyes, which were also wickedly dark, seemed to hold the wisdom of the ages. “You look like you could use this. Lemon tea. Very soothing.”

			“Thank you.”

			“So, I’ve been pretty quiet about Nate. I’d like to know what’s going on since you’ve been hiding out here for quite a while now. I don’t know that you should keep avoiding your marriage like this.”

			“I don’t know how much of a marriage I actually have, or how much of it is about obligation. He’s such a good man, he’d never leave me alone with a child, but the general feeling among his friends and family is I trapped him.”

			Taking a lingering sip from her tea, her aunt curled her long legs under her. “Hmm, what does he think?”

			What did he think? She wasn’t sure. “He said what everyone else says doesn’t matter. He believes in me and that the marriage is between us.”

			“Very true. You shouldn’t allow a lot of extra people into a marriage. It gets too crowded.” Her aunt smiled and raised an expressive eyebrow. “So why don’t you believe him? Has he said something or done something, to make you think otherwise?”

			“Well, no, but . . .”

			“But nothing. This is so difficult, Jenna. Giving yourself to someone is hard. You open yourself up to all kinds of risks, physical and emotional. Why do you think I didn’t get married until I was thirty-eight? But if you love him, if the love is deep and burning in your heart, you have to trust him.”

			Trust him. God, she wanted to. More than anything.

			“But more than that, you have to trust yourself.”

			“Trust myself? I know how I feel. I love him so much, Auntie. I don’t know how I’m going to cope if he doesn’t want me.”

			“Oh, honey. There’s your problem. You’re trying to protect yourself, but there’s no way to do it and be in love with someone. You have to take a leap of faith. Otherwise there’s nothing.”

			“A leap of faith? I have a lousy track record. I don’t know if I . . .”

			Oh. Damn.

			“Ah-ha! See what I mean. This isn’t about Nate. This, my darling, is about you. You love him, but your heart is scarred and fragile, and you’re afraid to take a chance.”

			And there it was. How awful was this? In protecting her own heart, she’d hurt Nate’s. In her quest to find a relationship without risk, Jenna finally understood that there was no such thing. There would be risk each and every time. And that’s the way it was supposed to be—because without risk, there could be no reward.

			The doorbell chimed and echoed through the open space of the house. “Yeesh,” her aunt said. “Who’s out in this weather?”

			When she left the room, Jenna thought that it was about time she was out in the weather. It was time to be ready for whatever life threw at her.

			It was time to go home.

			If she still had a home with Nate. It was very possible she’d messed up the best thing in her life because she was too afraid to believe that love like this could be real.

			“Excuse me.”

			Jenna froze, unable to move, but her heart picked up a steady beat for the first time in days. Nate. Turning, Jenna saw the man of her dreams. Tall and handsome, his hair was ruffled from the wind and rain, but never had anyone been such a welcome sight.

			Planting her feet on the floor, Jenna gripped the chair cushion on each side of her, waiting to see what he might say. Nate approached, cautiously. “I understand,” he said quietly, “that you have a position you’d like to fill.” He held up a piece of paper. “I think I qualify for the job.”

			He was holding her Boyfriend List.

			God, she loved him so. And she was absolutely going to let this play out.

			“Please, have a seat,” she said, motioning to the ottoman right in front of her chair. He moved toward her like he was going to kiss her, but stopped just short of making contact. His scent, his heat, filled the air around her.

			Nate opened the list, and cleared his throat. “Now this says it’s a Boyfriend List, but I think I’d rather apply for the higher-level position of ‘husband.’”

			“Skipping right over fiancé?” she asked.

			“I think engagements are fine, but I don’t think being a fiancé is a prerequisite for the husband position.”

			“Fair enough,” she choked out as she contemplated how lucky she was. “Please continue.”

			He cleared his throat and straightened up, playing the part. She loved him so much. Jenna knew she should be begging him to take her back, and here he was, giving her all the control. Trying to make all her dreams come true.

			“The first item is that I must be good-looking. I can tell you my mother is willing to vouch for me. She says I’m adorable.”

			Jenna giggled, but the tears were already running down her face. He was amazing, and he was adorable. No doubt. How did she ever leave him?

			“Number two is that I shouldn’t be a quitter. I don’t believe in giving up. It’s not in my nature. I will fight for what I want and for the people I love.”

			Just like he was fighting for her at that very moment.

			“That’s admirable,” she nodded. “Go on, please.”

			“I should be protective . . . I will be. Until my last breath.” He paused, getting a little choked up himself. He’d put a lot on the line for her, including relationships that meant the world to him. That’s something that had to be fixed, but right now, Jenna was too in awe of the man she married.

			“Sweet. Hmm.” He seemed to be pondering whether he qualified as sweet. “Do you prefer flowers or candy?”

			“Puppies.” She grinned. She’d always wanted a dog.

			“Oh, puppies?” He grinned. “I can do that. Puppies.”

			He cleared his throat and continued. “Funny could be a weak spot, because my humor tends to be a bit dry, but I’m able to laugh at myself.”

			Jenna grinned. Her heart was so full, it was taking all she had not to jump in his arms.

			“Now, the next two seem to go together, that I like to hold hands and that I’m romantic.” He took her hand in his, and the contact was magic. “I love holding hands, but we have to fit.” Looking at their joined hands, he seemed satisfied. “It seems we do.”

			He glanced at the list again. “I am athletic. I love physical activity.”

			Jenna felt herself blush and Nate winked.

			“I think this is going well,” he said hopefully. “Do you have any questions for me?”

			“No. Go on. I’m very impressed so far.”

			He smiled, and Jenna’s heart kicked into overdrive. “I am honest and I do stand up for what I believe in. I will never lie, and you have to know I will be loyal to the end.”

			He stood. “Now, the next one requires a demonstration.”

			“What?” Jenna forgot what was next until Nate hauled her up and grasped her head between his warm, strong hands. “According to your list, I need to kiss like I know what I’m doing. Here goes.”

			The touch of his lips was gentle at first, warm, soft, sweet. He moved ever so slightly from one side to the other, creating a little heat and friction, letting the sensation build. Teasing her mouth open, their tongues touched and the fire consumed them. The kiss went on like only the best kisses do, with gentle touches, caresses, and the promise of all it could be. His hands went into her hair, hers went to his face, and Jenna knew there was no one else for her.

			“You do that very well. I don’t know that anyone will ever be able to . . .”

			He stopped her. “No one had better try,” he ground out. “Jenna, I do think you’re beautiful, and there’s no time or place when you’re more or less, you just are. I will tell you all my secrets for the rest of my days.” He dropped his head, coming so close they almost bumped noses. “I’ve missed you so much, baby.”

			There was nothing in this life more precious than the love she had for this man and the child she carried inside her. The two were connected, and in all her life, Jenna had never felt more loved, protected, and cherished. Nate was everything she’d ever wanted or needed, and there was no doubt she was the same for him. And it was something she would never take for granted.

			“I think there’s only one final requirement we need to discuss,” she whispered.

			He nodded and locked eyes with her. And that’s when she saw it. Everything that she wanted when she was thirteen years old was converging with the rest of her life. Her heart, her soul, all of it was right there.

			“I love you, Jenna. I love you with every part of me. I love you now and forever. Come home. Let’s grow our family and give each other magic forever.”

			Jenna’s entire life was right there. In her arms was the man who would make her whole, and allow her to see past all the trips and stumbles she’d made before.

			“I love you, too, Nate. I love you and I missed you so much.”

			He held her close, and Jenna melted into the strength of his arms. They stood there in the glass room, with the rain and the river at their backs, and Jenna understood that even though there would be gray days, the light was inside the two of them.

			“So,” he said. “About the job . . .”

			Cupping his face in her hands, Jenna kissed him, and then kissed him again for good measure. If she’d ever felt unsure about him, ever wondered if love could be forever, she had no doubt in that moment. She would never doubt it again. “You’re hired.”

			
		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Nine months later

			The large walnut table in the Reliance conference room had seen a lot of deals and milestones over the past few years. It was one of the first pieces of furniture Nate, Jason, and Owen bought when they actually moved their fledgling company to office space in Manhattan.

			It was the one thing they brought with them to the new campus on Long Island because they’d had good luck around the table. They’d celebrated, worried, brainstormed, and made a lot of memories.

			Now Nate sat there for the last time as a partner. It was time for him to do what he loved. To do what his heritage, his blood, and his heart beckoned him to do.

			He was taking over Kylemore.

			He’d agonized over the change. Even after the blowup in the Hamptons that day, the decision was hard to make. The nights he sat up with Jenna when she couldn’t sleep, too uncomfortable with their baby growing inside her, he thought about the kind of life he wanted for his children. The truth was, he wanted the life he had, that Jenna had. One that centered on family, around hard work, and doing what you loved.

			When his father informed him that he wanted to take his mother to the Hamptons property permanently because the pace was slower and she needed to recover without the hustle and bustle of so many people all the time, he’d asked Nate to take over.

			Finally, Nate had made a choice and pulled the trigger.

			Owen and Jason were surprised because they thought he’d changed his mind, but neither one fought him. Their friendship of twenty years wasn’t going anywhere, and they’d made peace, settling their differences. He guessed his friends knew this change was always in his mind, even when he wasn’t talking about it. It was Owen who asked him what took him so long.

			He was there today with lawyers, with his friends, with Harper, who had made the ride interesting, with the man who was taking over his position and buying a stake in the company, and with his wife and baby boy.

			He signed paper after paper, relinquishing control of something he’d help build from the ground up. He thought he’d be more emotional, but the truth of it was he’d outgrown his usefulness here. Sure, he could crunch the numbers, he could manage the finances, but Reliance was poised to get bigger than they ever imagined, and they needed someone who wanted to manage something of that scope, something that large and powerful.

			Tristan Wade was the perfect man for the job. The Brit’s business and finance background was, without question, exactly what the company needed. He was bold, brash, and smart. His attitude would piss off people all over the place, but he’d protect the company and grow it.

			Nate was glad he was going to be a part of the company. They’d become friends through their love of horses and polo, and he knew he’d do right by people, because for all his attitude, Tris cared about people.

			“This is the financial part,” one of the lawyers, he forgot which one, pushed a paper in front of him.

			He was keeping a fifteen percent stake in the company and leaving with a billion-dollar cash buyout. A billion dollars.

			Once the last paper was signed and the lawyers left the room, Nate set his eyes on Jason and Owen, who were on the other side of the big table. They looked shell-shocked. Maybe this wasn’t going to be as easy as he thought. Owen, the big bad marine, blinked hard. “We can tear up the papers right now if you want to change your mind.”

			“Excuse me,” Tristan said. “I don’t know if that’s possible anymore, mates. I signed mine, too.”

			Owen glared at him. “Sure it is. I’ll just shoot you.”

			Nate had to give Tristan credit, he didn’t flinch. “Is he always like that?” Tris asked.

			Nate grinned. “Not usually, but I’m not changing my mind. And I’ll be around while you transition into your new position. Once Owen gets to know you, he won’t shoot you.”

			Jason stood and grabbed a bottle of champagne from the cooler on the credenza behind him in spite of the early hour. He filled five flutes with champagne and one with sparkling cider for the new mom.

			When everyone had a drink, Jason raised his glass. “We are going to miss you around here, buddy. But you’re doing what makes you happy. We couldn’t wish more for you.”

			“Thank you.” Nate took a sip of his drink and settled his free hand between Jenna’s shoulders. He had so much to be thankful for. “How’s he doing?”

			William Nathaniel Bayard was just a month old. Every time Nate looked at his baby or his wife, he couldn’t believe how lucky he was.

			“He’s a champ. He’ll sleep all day and be up all night.” Jenna beamed up at him and he pulled her close. He always wanted them close.

			They stayed at the campus for an hour or so, packing up his office, saying good-bye to people in his department and showing off his son. Jenna and Harper were comparing baby notes since Harper and Kevin’s baby was only a few months older than Will—two little boys who would grow up together and who would probably be best friends.

			One of Nate’s assistants carried a box out to his car and Nate strapped in the baby’s safety seat. He’d traded his GranTurismo for a Mercedes SUV. It was a lot more family-friendly.

			Once he and Jenna were settled in the front seats, he leaned over and kissed her. He kissed her again and again, not knowing if he was ever going to be able to stop. She finally broke the kiss, and her hand came up to touch his cheek. Sweet, gentle, loving.

			Perfect.

			“Are you okay with this, really?” Jenna had been worried about the change since he’d decided. She never wanted him to feel that he didn’t have a choice, that leaving Reliance was something she expected of him.

			“No regrets,” he said. “If I’ve learned anything in this past year is that you can’t live wondering what if.”

			“Embrace possibilities,” she said.

			“Yeah. Basically I’m choosing to live the magic, the dream. With you.”

			
		

	
		
			ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

			It’s hard to believe I started this journey with the Forever Love Stories just shy of three years ago, and when I think I’ve thanked everyone, with each new book there’s someone else who has had a hand in the work becoming a finished product.

			Thank you to my writing buddies, the #Fab4: Jennifer Gracen, Patty Blount, and Jolyse Barnett.  I love that we’re on this journey together.  To my plotting girls, and my wonderful chaptermates from CTRWA and LIRW, you guys make this ride fun.

			Thank you to the team at InterMix, especially Jennifer Fisher, my lovely editor, who let me have fun with The Boyfriend List. My agent, Stephany Evans, is a constant support.

			I am so fortunate to have a wonderful group of readers, and my street team, The Moonpies, are some of the nicest people in Romancelandia.  Thank you, ladies, for being part of this crazy ride.  To all of my readers, thank you for trusting me with your time.  I love every letter, review, and comment you make about my books, and I am so very grateful to all of you for letting my stories be a part of your life. Thank you so much. Please do stay in touch and visit me at jeanniemoon.com

			Finally, my darling husband and wonderful children keep me going and support me no matter what.  You guys are my best things. I love you.

		

	
		
			Keep reading for a preview of Leah and Tristan’s story in

			BECAUSE I LOVE YOU

			The next Forever Love Story from Jeannie Moon

			Available from InterMix in November 2015

		

	
		
			 

			Nothing hindered a quick getaway more than not being able to find your underwear.

			Tiptoeing around the dimly lit bedroom, Leah Bayard was getting desperate. She looked all over the floor, under pieces of clothing, under the furniture. It had Leah wondering if she’d even made it to Tristan’s bedroom wearing her thong or if he’d pulled it off when they lunged at each other the minute they walked into his apartment.

			No. His hands had worked their magic on her when she was shoved against the wall in his living room, but she had definitely been wearing her thong when he tossed her on his bed in a most wonderful caveman move. By then, her now missing thong was the only thing she was wearing.

			The recklessness with which he pulled it off her didn’t seem to matter at the time, but now the temperature had dropped to just above freezing, and even though the wisp of black lace was probably the skimpiest thing she owned, it was better than going commando. Leah shivered at the thought, and with her hands on her hips, glanced around the room again. She’d found her bra lying on the coffee table, her dress in a puddle on the floor, and her shoes had dropped off when he’d thrown her over his shoulder . . . but where the hell was her thong?

			“Looking for this, love?”

			The deep voice that came from behind her filled the room with warm seduction. How did he do that? One word from Tristan Ward, and Leah was a puddle of goo. That was why she was trying to get away without waking him up. She was in a heap of trouble where Tristan was concerned. Since she’d first met him last summer, at the family July 4th barbeque, the man who was going to take her brother’s place at Reliance Software was never far from her thoughts.

			His sultry good looks and easy smile made the normally unflappable Leah weak at the knees. When he touched her, whispered in her ear, laughed with her, she was lost in the moment, and Leah didn’t have time for lost moments.

			That they’d had sex was another problem altogether. Not that the three orgasms he’d given her were a problem, but she didn’t want a relationship.

			And the way he made her feel screamed relationship.

			“Leah?” There was that voice again, his marvelous baritone enhanced by his cultured British accent. Sweet Jesus. And he was right behind her now, his warm breath caressing her neck. “Leaving, are you?”

			“Uh, yes. I should go.” She still hadn’t turned around. When she did, her gaze would be captured by his deep chocolate brown eyes and that would pretty much put her right back under his spell. And probably back in his bed.

			The bastard.

			“I guess you need this, then?” Suddenly, her thong appeared in front of her face, held securely by Tristan’s fingers.

			Perfect. Turning her face to his, the slow meltdown commenced as soon as they locked eyes. God, he was beautiful. His bone structure was defined, graceful . . . the word regal came to mind every time she took in his face.

			Gah. This was out of control. Time for her to go.

			“I’ll take that,” she said, snatching the lingerie from his fingers. In a move Leah never would have called attractive, she pulled her panties on and adjusted them under her dress. Certain she looked ridiculous, tugging and wiggling so the thong was in the right position, Leah avoided making eye contact with Tristan again. It was bad enough he affected her so completely on the physical level, he got to her in other ways too.

			He made her laugh. He made her think, challenged her, and at the same time kept her from getting lost in her own head.

			Tristan made her forget about the bullshit at work, and the changes taking place with her family. With him, Leah could let all the problems go. He’d become a good friend and she wanted to keep it that way.

			He didn’t take it easy on her either, didn’t let her take herself too seriously. Chances were he was laughing behind her back as she fought with her thong. Just the thought of it made Leah smile.

			But the smile turned to a sigh, as she felt Tristan’s lips touch the sensitive spot where her neck met her shoulder. Heat curled through her, centering low in her belly. “Mmmm.”

			The sound came out of her without consciousness or reason. It was betrayal, that’s what it was. Her need took over and self-control went right out the window.

			“You smell so good, Leah. Like a garden after the rain. Come back to bed.”

			He was so tempting. Too tempting. “I have to go.” It was all she could do to get the words out.

			Grabbing her hand as she stood, Tris pulled her back into the bed. “Why? It’s six o’clock on a Sunday morning. No work to run off to. There’s no reason for you to be sneaking out.”

			He threaded his fingers with hers and leveraged himself up, hovering over her. His chin was covered with a villainous scruff and his eyes were dark and playful. But it was the smile—his playful, mischievous grin got her every time.

			“Are you going to tell me why you were ready to bolt?”

			He wasn’t letting it go.

			“I have to go to mass.”

			“Mass? Suddenly devout, are we?”

			Leah looked away because she’d so been caught. Much to her mother’s chagrin, aside from Christmas, Easter and a wedding here and there, Leah hadn’t set foot in a church in years.

			Tris saw right through her. But hell, she was a lawyer, she could make this case. “Contrary to what you think, I’m not a heathen.”

			“I never said you were a heathen. But I think after last night, you might need to do a little more than pray to absolve you. It’s possible one or two of those things might send us straight to hell.”

			She laughed in spite of herself. He could be right about that. “I really should go. I didn’t plan on staying over.”

			“I know,” he replied, dropping a soft kiss on her forehead. “I don’t think you planned on any of this.”

			“No, I—” Stammering was not her thing, but how did she answer him? She was wickedly attracted to the man, which was the main reason she’d kept her distance. Leah wasn’t sentimental, but she was smart. She never made the same mistake twice. “I’d hoped to keep things friendly between us. Sex complicates things.”

			Still holding her hands gently, she felt the heat from his naked body seep through her clothes. “It can,” he said as he nipped her chin. “But we’re adults. We can remain friends and keep the complications to a minimum.”

			In theory, he was right. They were both professionals. Tristan was the new CFO of the tech company her brother and his two best friends took to the stratosphere, and she was a senior associate at one of the biggest law firms in New York City. They were smart, levelheaded. Focused. “So what are you saying? Friends with benefits?”

			He raised an eyebrow and shrugged. “Why not?”

			Why not? It was a good question and while Leah was never one to sleep around, she’d gone too long without a physical relationship. Tris was the first man she’d been with in three years. And it was nice. She liked being with him. They got along well and the sex was great.

			Really great. Like mind-blowing-fall-into-a-sex-coma great.

			There was no reason they shouldn’t enjoy each other’s company. They were two hard-driving, career-minded professionals. The arrangement was perfect if she thought about it.

			“Well, beautiful?” His voice was like a breeze on a hot summer night. Deep, rich and full of dirty promises. “What do you say?”

			She didn’t even hesitate. “Yes.”
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