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Prologue
This scene wasn’t me. If it had ever been me, it had been the me of yesteryear.
The trendy bar. The low lighting. The sexy dress.
Maybe six months ago I would have felt uncomfortable at Germaine’s, a bar I was visiting for the first time, because most people around me were in their twenties and early thirties. But, at that moment, it was difficult to feel anything but hot and needy.
The man across the bar was currently eye-fucking me.
Yes, eye-fucking me.
I could be ladylike and come up with a far sweeter descriptor, but really no other word could describe the heat in the stranger’s eyes as he looked at me.
I felt more than a pang of guilt that this stranger was the one making me feel this way: like the dress I was wearing was too tight, too everything, and I couldn’t wait to be naked. Naked and slick with sweat as my body writhed under the scrutiny of the man who was staring at me like I was the very embodiment of sex.
Staring at me in a way Nate hadn’t looked at me in so long.
At the reminder of the disconnect between me and my husband, I threw away my guilt and finally gave the stranger the small smile of encouragement he’d been waiting on.
He crossed the room with his drink in hand and gave me the sexiest smile as he settled on the stool next to me. Our fingers grazed as he put his glass on the little round table, and I felt the hair at the nape of my neck stand on end.
Our eyes met and locked.
Suddenly it felt difficult to breathe. There was so much tension coiling around my body. The only man who had ever made me feel this needy was my husband, and this stranger had the same magnetic, sexual ability.
“I haven’t seen you around here before,” the stranger said, his eyes dipping to my mouth and then to my chest, visible in my low-cut dress.
When his gaze came back to mine, I raised an eyebrow as if to say, Are you done?
The stranger laughed softly, and the husky sound elicited tingles between my legs.
“I’m not from around here,” I replied.
He cocked his head to study me. “Your accent . . . it’s hard to place. East coast, though, right?”
What he was hearing was the little Scottish inflection I’d picked up in my American accent over the years. I’d always had it because my dad was Scottish, but living in Edinburgh for years had made the inflection more pronounced.
“Arizona, actually.”
“I would never have guessed that.”
I gave a little insouciant shrug and he grinned, his eyes roaming my face.
Years ago I would have squirmed under his perusal, geeking out and stumbling over my words. Nate had changed me.
Doubt stopped me from returning the man’s smile.
My husband had done a lot for me. No, he wasn’t perfect, and he’d hurt my feelings deeply of late . . . but I knew I should be giving my come-hither smiles to him and not to this guy. Pretending might not be what was best for me right now.
“God, you’re sexy as fuck,” the stranger said. “I’ve been fantasizing about you since the moment you walked into Germaine’s.”
And as shallow as that was, the hoarse sincerity in his words gave me pause. Nate wasn’t here. It wasn’t Nate who wanted me like this. It was this stranger.
Stop thinking so much. I actually heard Nate’s voice in my head. Play a little, Liv.
At the perverse imaginary encouragement of my husband, I leaned farther over the table, giving the stranger a better look down my dress. “Tell me.”
“Tell you?”
“About this fantasy of yours.”
And so he did.
In detail.
Until my hands were trembling with want, until my nipples were tight and my breasts swollen, and I was seconds away from tearing off my dress and throwing myself at this potent man.
“What do you think?” the stranger said. “Sound like something you might want to make a reality?”
The part that was warring within me, full of guilt and worry, I shoved to the back of my mind. “Yes.”
The stranger’s eyes darkened with pleasure and he slowly, gracefully stood up from the stool and held his hand out to me.
All the reasons I shouldn’t do this swirled in my head.
I was married, for one.
I had two kids depending on my acting sensibly.
And I was in another country, far from home, where no one knew me.
This was irresponsible.
I should feel guilty as hell.
And yet somehow I still slid off that stool, put my hand in the stranger’s, and let him lead me out of the bar . . .



Chapter One
One month earlier
You would think that after almost ten years of marriage and fourteen years together I might have lost those magical tingles in my lady places when I looked at my husband.
But you would be wrong.
Watching my sleeping husband beside me in bed, I still felt a surge of desire, but now the sensation was overshadowed by longing, worry, and hurt.
Nate Sawyer was still a handsome bastard.
In sleep, he looked younger than his years—his features smooth and relaxed—despite the peppering of gray in the hair at his temples. He still had a head of thick hair and I suspected he always would. Dark with sprinkles of gray, salt and pepper, or full-on gray, it wouldn’t matter. With his naturally tan skin and movie-star good looks, my husband would always be attractive. Even when he was awake and you could see the rugged, sexy smile lines that crinkled the corners of his eyes, he was hotter than he ever had been as far as I was concerned.
There was something completely unfair about the fact that men seemed to grow more appealing with age while women had to work at that shit.
Tracing his features with my eyes, I just stopped myself from reaching out and touching him. Nate was tired a lot lately and I didn’t want to wake him up for Saturday-morning nookie when I suspected he wouldn’t thank me for it.
And wasn’t that just the most depressing thought ever.
There had been a time when Nate Sawyer wanted nothing more in this life than to be woken up with his wife’s mouth.
Don’t get me wrong, we were still having regular sex . . . but it wasn’t like it used to be. We had had sex last night. We both came, but there was something almost perfunctory about it. Like it was part of our routine or something. Nate just finished, rolled off me, leaned over to switch off the bedside light, said good night, and bam, he was asleep. No kissing, no cuddling, no whispering about our day.
Nothing.
And I fell asleep with tears on my pillow.
Not for the first time.
Feeling those tears prick my eyes anew, I huffed at my sentimentality and blinked the stinging wetness away. I was being so ungrateful. Look at my life. I had a great life!
Nate and I had made two beautiful kids. And God, did I mean beautiful. Lily was eleven and January was eight, and the two of them had gotten the best of the both of us. They were the spitting image of each other with their gorgeous olive skin and tumbles of dark hair. The only differences between them were that Lily had my golden-hazel eyes and Nate’s mouth, while January had Nate’s dark chocolate eyes and my mouth. But thankfully they both got Nate’s dimples. On my husband, those dimples were hot as hell.
On my girls, they were the sweetest dimples in the world, upping their cute factor by ten zillion.
They were adorable kids. Lily was our sweet little angel with a quiet, quirky sense of humor like her momma, whereas Jan was louder, outgoing, and full of mischief. Although they could fight like cats and dogs—something most sisters were known for, I’d been informed—Jan was super protective of her big sister. Adorably, bossily protective of her sister. It was as though, despite her young years, she understood that Lily had a sensitive soul that needed to be protected from those who wouldn’t treat her with care.
Yes, I had the best kids.
I had a great job as head librarian at the University of Edinburgh.
A nice house in Kirkliston, just a thirty-five-minute commute from the city center. We’d moved out there because it was more affordable and we could get a four-bedroom house for a fraction of what it would cost us in the city.
Since Nate had gone into business for himself and his photography company was doing well and had been for the last few years, we were financially comfortable.
So my husband worked a lot, and our weekly date nights that we’d promised to each other to keep our relationship fresh were a thing of the past.
However, it was really the last year or so that had taken a toll on our relationship.
The older the kids got, the more extracurricular activities they got involved in, the bigger their friendship circles grew, and I felt like I spent half my life splitting chauffeuring services with my husband, driving our kids all over the city. Plus, we both were busy with our careers.
We were busy.
Busy, busy, busy.
Somehow, though, we made it work.
Until about a year ago when we got so busy we stopped making it work so well.
And then it got worse six months ago. When Peetie—
Nate’s alarm suddenly blared into the air and I jolted my head around, staring up at the ceiling. I heard my husband groan beside me and felt the duvet shift across my body as he twisted around to switch off his alarm.
Then the duvet was shoved toward me and the mattress depressed as he sat up and swung his legs out of bed.
“Morning,” he mumbled sleepily and got up, scratching his bare chest as he wandered toward our en suite bathroom. His pajama bottoms hung low, showing off the top half of his muscular backside, and I flushed at the streak of arousal that coursed through my body.
Nate was a martial artist and he ran a judo club with our friend Cam MacCabe and their friend Josh McPhee. They were all 5th dan graded, meaning they were senior member black belt holders in the British Judo Association and extremely skillful. They also had their qualifications to coach. Nate had tried to coax me and Cam’s wife, Jo, into taking classes, but it was never really something I was all that into. But our girls were into it, and I liked that not only were they learning to defend themselves, they were learning it from their dad. So I was into that. I was also into the fact that my husband liked to keep in shape, and at forty-two years old, he had a better physique than most men half his age.
So why, then, as I watched him close the bathroom door behind him, did I feel that achy longing in my chest whenever I got turned on just looking at him? Honestly, I didn’t even want to analyze it because the fear of what it all meant was paralyzing.
I got up out of bed instead and had just pulled on my robe and was about to leave the room when I heard the toilet flush, the tap run, and then Nate appeared. “Don’t,” he said, sauntering over to his dresser to pull out a T-shirt. “I’ll get breakfast this morning.”
As he pulled the T-shirt over his head, I thought again how lucky I was. Nate and I shared all of our parental responsibilities. I never felt like I was alone in parenting Lily and Jan. For anything.
So why I was unhappy?
“Okay. I’ll grab a quick shower then.”
He nodded, and passed me by.
No kiss good morning.
And it wasn’t until I was in the shower that I let myself cry, where no one could see or hear me.

* * *
By the time I wandered into the kitchen there was no trace of my tears. I hadn’t done my makeup yet and my hair was only semi dry, but the hot water had brought a flush to my cheeks and that, with my bright, cheery smile, was all it took to make my kids believe everything was right in their world.
That was what mattered most to me. That my kids thought everything was good and right in their world.
The girls were sitting on high stools at the island in our kitchen, eating chocolate chip pancakes and watching their dad as he made them on the stove. He glanced up at me as I wandered in and smiled. Correction: Sometimes his dimples were adorable, too. “Want some?”
He was wearing his glasses and I couldn’t help but smile back, sure my tenderness and love was written all over my face. Nate didn’t seem to notice, turning back to watch his pancakes.
A few years ago, he had to get reading glasses and he hated them, but I loved them. They made him geeky hot, like Clark Kent, when normally he was Superman. Truth was, while growing up, waiting for my perfect guy to show up, I’d always wanted a Clark Kent, preferring him over the too-perfect Superman. I got Nate instead.
Glasses or no, it didn’t matter. I loved my husband beyond all reasoning, so I used to think I would take him any way I could get him.
Used to.
“Morning, Mummy!” Jan shouted, bringing my attention back to my sweet girls. There was rarely a time when Jan didn’t shout in greeting, and I envied my kid her boundless enthusiasm and energy. I swooped over to them, standing in between them and wrapping my arms around their little shoulders, drawing Lily’s head to me first so I could kiss her cheek, and then Jan’s.
“Morning, Mum.” Lily smiled sweetly up at me over her shoulder.
They were both still in their pajamas, Lily in purple with stars and Jan in blue with a Pixar Nemo pattern. Their long tangles of dark hair tumbled around their shoulders and down their backs in adorable bedhead style.
“So what is on the agenda today, kiddos?” Nate asked, turning around to put three chocolate chip pancakes on a plate. He shoved the plate toward me and then turned to his daughters expectantly.
“I’m going swimming with my friends,” Lily said after swallowing a bite of pancake. “I need someone to drop me off at Lucy’s house. Her mum is taking us.”
“I want to come!” Jan shouted around a mouthful of pancake.
I grabbed some cutlery Nate had put out and poured myself a glass of orange juice. “Don’t speak with your mouth full, baby.”
“But I want to go!”
“No.” Lily shook her head. “It’s my friends, Jan. Lucy didn’t invite you.”
“So you invite me,” Jan said in a duh voice that made me bite my lip to stifle my smile. I shared a look with Nate and saw he was struggling not to laugh.
“I can’t invite you.”
“Can so!”
“Can’t.”
“Can so!” Jan shoved her and Lily gripped the counter to stay on her stool.
“Hey, hey, hey,” Nate said sharply, pointing a spatula at our youngest. “Apologize to your sister or I won’t take you to the cinema today.”
“Really? Can we see the dragon movie again?”
I winced in sympathy for my husband because we’d already seen that movie at the beginning of the month.
But Nate didn’t even flinch. “Only if you apologize to your sister.”
Jan wrapped her little arm around Lily and squeezed her close. “Sorry, Lily-Bily. You can have my last pancake if you want.”
Lily giggled and squirmed out of her sister’s hold and graciously allowed Jan to keep her pancake.
Sensing peace reigning again, I took the stool next to January and started to dig into my pancakes as Nate made a few more for himself.
“Mummy, are you coming with us to see the dragon movie?”
“No, baby girl.” Nate spoke for me, turning around to sit at the counter with his breakfast. “Mum is going shopping with Aunty Jo today, remember? We’re going to have a daddy-daughter day.”
Jan clapped her hands in excitement but I noted Lily’s downcast expression. She hadn’t had a daddy-daughter day in while. “Hey, Lily-Bily,” I called softly, and she looked up at me. “How about you and I have a mummy-daughter day tomorrow, and then next weekend, we’ll switch.” I gestured to Nate.
He caught on quickly. “Daddy-daughter for me and you, Lil, next Saturday, and Jan and Mum can have a mummy-daughter day on Sunday.”
The girls seemed happy with this arrangement.
Me?
Well, I was just wondering what happened to family day. I’d come up with the idea of individual daughter time myself, of course, but still . . . where were Nate and I in all of this? Were we not to even spend time together with our kids?
Then of course it hit me that we were spending time together right now and it was more than what some families had. I needed to slap the ungratefulness out of myself.
“Would you rather have a big spot on your nose for the rest of your life or have a bogey hanging from it for the rest of your life?” Jan said.
I let myself relax into breakfast as soon as she asked the question.
It was tradition, our “Would You Rather” games. Something Nate and I had passed on to our kids. So what if Nate and I were disconnected lately? We still had this with Jan and Lily, and I was not going to waste my time mooning over my dissatisfaction when I could be enjoying my family.
“A big spot or a booger?” I said.
She nodded seriously.
“That is a tough one,” Nate mused.
“Very tough,” I agreed. “But I’m going to have to go with booger.”
“Ugh.” Lily giggled. “Why the bogey?”
Jan cackled hysterically, probably at the thought of her mother with a permanent booger hanging from her nose. I reached out and tickled her, making her laugh harder, as I explained. “Pimples are painful. Boogers are not.”
“I think I’m with your mum on this one.” Nate grinned.
“Me too,” Lily said.
“Then I choose the big spot!” my youngest declared.
Of course she did. My kid liked to be different from everybody else.
“Um . . . would you rather lick stamps for the rest of your life or . . . my feet.” Lily smiled mischievously, sticking out her foot to wiggle her little toes.
“Stamp!” Jan declared, throwing her sister a disgusted look.
Nate and I shared an amused look. “I don’t know,” my husband said. “Those little piggies are very cute.”
“Very,” I agreed. “I’m going to have go with your feet. In fact”—I slid off my stool—“I think I’m going to start right now.”
“No!” Her girlish laughter lit up the room as she jumped off her stool to run from me. “I’m too old for this, Mum!” she objected, but still she ran and still she laughed, managing to get past me and out of the kitchen. I finally caught up with her in Nate’s study, sweeping my eleven-year-old into my arms and tumbling to the ground with her as we laughed at our ridiculousness.
Thoughts of my husband’s distance and lack of passion toward me disappeared, fading out into the background.
This, I thought as I tickled my kid, her giggles like bubbles of champagne popping on my skin, this is my happiness.



Chapter Two
This morning with my kids felt like a distant memory as I stared at my reflection in the mirror. The mirrors and lighting in most changing rooms were atrocious. I didn’t understand why they put such crappy lighting and mirrors in there because they made us normal ladies with our cellulite and problem areas look like shit in the clothes we tried on. I hadn’t even gotten into the dress Jo had insisted I try on for the upcoming birthday party I wasn’t sure I wanted.
Instead I’d gotten lost in the image in front of me.
Me. In my bra and knickers.
A long time ago, Nate had helped me. I stopped hating what I saw in the mirror and started to see myself through his eyes. However, I’d never truly gotten comfortable with my naked body. When you had self-esteem and weight issues like me, it wasn’t something you ever really got over. I’d just gained confidence over the years. But with age, the confidence started to wane instead of increase. So much so I’d let Joss talk me into joining her gym and being her gym buddy. I didn’t have a lot of time for it, but I made time, and Joss kept me on track. Still, I liked my food, and after having two kids I was fuller-figured than I was when Nate and I first got together. My weight also tended to yo-yo when I was feeling particularly stressed. Since Peetie . . . well, I’d put on weight.
My waistline wasn’t as trim, my little belly pouch was bigger, although it didn’t jiggle because Joss made me do a million sit-ups. Okay, that was an exaggeration, but it felt like it. And although my legs were long and slender, I had cellulite on the backs of my thighs that no amount of running or time on the cross-trainer and exercise bike seemed to be able to take care of. Moreover, my breasts were no longer as perky as they used to be. Not that they were ever perky, per se, because they were too large to be truly perky, but they’d definitely sat higher on my chest ten years ago.
I looked tired.
I felt old.
And sad.
The sob burst out of me before I could stop it.
Suddenly the curtains on my changing room split open momentarily and Jo stepped through them, closing them behind her before staring into the mirror in concern. “Liv? What is it?”
I tried to get a handle on my runaway emotions but I just couldn’t.
My best friend turned me around and pulled me toward her, holding me tight. I wrapped my arms around her, feeling how slender she was under my hands, and for some stupid reason it made me cry harder.
Jo was a knockout. Like, the most beautiful woman I’d ever met in real life. She couldn’t possibly understand what I was feeling.
But she was Jo. She was also the kindest, most compassionate woman I’d ever met. She could try to understand what I was feeling. “I’m turning forty,” I managed to calm down enough to whisper. “That’s what’s wrong. And I don’t think my husband is attracted to me anymore.”

* * *
Jo decided dress shopping should wait, and once I had myself together and was in my own clothes, we got in my car and drove back to Kirkliston to my empty house.
My friend insisted I sit down in our snug at the back of the house—it was our smaller, cozier sitting room—while she got us some wine.
Once we were situated with a giant glass of red wine for each of us, Jo put on the stereo so Lord Huron played softly in the background and she demanded, “Speak.”
The need to tell someone, to share how lonely I’d been feeling these last few months, made the confession bubble up out of me. I didn’t feel cornered into sharing. I knew I needed this. Nate had always been the person I turned to when I was feeling sad. Now that I didn’t have him, it was time to lean on my friends. “It started with Peetie.”
Pain shimmered in Jo’s eyes and I reached out to squeeze her hand.
Six months ago, Cam and Nate’s childhood friend Peetie was killed in a car crash with his wife, Lyn. Years ago, just a few years after Nate and I got together, the couple had moved up to Aberdeen for Lyn’s job and we hadn’t seen nearly as much of them. But Nate and Cam stayed in contact with Peetie, and he and Lyn always came back to their home town of Longniddry so their daughter, Sara, could be with her grandparents. The guys had grown up together. They were close.
So Peetie’s death had hit them both hard.
They grieved together and I was glad they had each other.
But . . .
“Cam seemed to turn to you,” I said to Jo. “He seems to be working through the loss.”
Jo nodded. “He is. If anything, we’re closer. It was just a reminder that life is short, you know, embrace what you have.”
Jealousy swept through me and I hated myself for it. “Nate turned away from me,” I whispered, aching with the pain of it. “Not physically . . . We still have sex. But it’s like he isn’t really there. There’s no passion between us anymore. And we always had passion.”
“Liv, have you spoken to him about it?”
“I’m afraid to. I’m afraid to know what’s going on in his head because I don’t think I’m going to like it. I’m not what I was.” I gestured to myself. “I mean, I’ve never been perfect, but you know Nate, he liked his women any way he could get them. I wonder if this disconnect between us, this distance, is because Peetie’s death has made him think about his own life, and maybe it’s not what he thought it would be. I’m scared he’s unhappy with where our life is now. That he’s fallen out of love with me.” I wiped at the tears that flowed silently and quickly down my cheeks.
“Never, Liv, never.” Jo shook her head, adamant. “This is Nate we’re talking about.”
“But you haven’t been here. You haven’t . . . It’s the little things, you know. We used to kiss and cuddle after sex and talk about our day. In the morning, he’d always kiss me before seeing to the girls. And then he’d kiss me before he left the house. I’d be doing the dishes or making dinner, or pottering around, and if the girls were out of sight, he’d come up behind me and feel me up like we were teenagers. It’s all gone now. It all stopped after Peetie died, and I have no clue what that means. I just . . . I feel him slipping through my hands and I have all these thoughts racing around in my mind.”
“What thoughts?”
“That maybe he has met someone else.” The words were out before I could stop them. My deepest fear, finally given a voice.
Jo looked horrified by the suggestion. “No way. Nate would never cheat on you.”
“I know that.” I did know that. “That doesn’t mean he hasn’t met someone.” I took a huge swig of wine, trying to numb the knife-like hurt the thought provoked in my gut. “I don’t know what else to think. I’m just so tired of feeling invisible whenever my husband is around.”
My friend stared at me thoughtfully. “What are you saying? That you don’t want to be with him anymore?”
“I’m saying I hate the way I feel about myself when I’m with him.” And no, that couldn’t last. For the sake of my kids and my sanity, that couldn’t last.
Scooching forward on the armchair she sat on, Jo said, “I’ll tell you something that I haven’t told anyone. A few years ago, Cam and I went through a pretty bad rough patch. It was when he started his new job and he was working constantly. Any free time he had he spent with Belle, which I didn’t begrudge at all.” She referred to their daughter. Belle was seven years old now, and a big sister to Jo and Cam’s one-year-old son, Louie. “I started to feel just like you said—invisible. And hurt. So hurt, Liv.” She grabbed my hand and squeezed it in solidarity. “Finally, I turned up at his work on Valentine’s Day. He’d said he was working late but I wanted to surprise him. Instead I was surprised to discover that while he was supposedly working late, some young, gorgeous little witch of a colleague was perched on his desk, flirting with him. I lost it. Everything I’d been feeling those last few months just came rushing out of me in a hurt rage. I threatened to leave him.”
“Oh my God.” I’d had no idea Jo and Cam had ever had a moment in their relationship when Jo would ever think of leaving him.
“As wrong as Cam had been to take me for granted, I was wrong, too. I didn’t tell him how I was feeling because I was scared of what he’d say. So instead I let it fester, until it blew up into a massive argument. Threatening to leave him hurt him as much as his neglect hurt me. It was a mess. A mess that might not have happened if I’d just spoken up about how I was feeling.”
“But you’re okay now?”
“Of course we are,” she assured me. “And you and Nate will be, too.”
I shook my head, still gripped too tightly by my fear. “I think I’m afraid to know the truth.”
Before Jo could respond, we startled at the sound of the front door slamming shut. I frowned, glancing at the clock on the wall. I thought Nate was taking Jan out for dinner after their day together. And why was he slamming the door?
Uh oh.
I really hoped daddy-daughter day hadn’t ended in disaster.
Jo leaned into me quickly, her thumb swiping under my right eye. “A little bit of mascara,” she whispered.
I smiled gratefully at my friend. Even if she thought I needed to speak with Nate, she wanted me to reveal everything at my pace. The last thing I needed was Nate seeing evidence of my tears and questioning it.
The door to the snug opened and Nate nodded at Jo as he wandered over to the stereo to turn off Lord Huron. “Alright, Jo?” he asked.
“Good. You?”
“Aye, not bad.” He finally looked at me and I stiffened at the blank expression he wore. “Lucy’s mum called and said Lily is staying for dinner. Mum and Dad caught up with me and Jan in the city today. They wanted to take her for dinner so she’s with them and then they’re going to pick Lily up from Lucy’s for us later. Means it’s just us for dinner tonight. Unless you’re staying, Jo?”
“Oh, no. I better get back.” Jo stood up.
“I’ll give you a lift,” I said, scrambling to my feet.
“I’ll do it.” Nate nodded to my wine.
Of course. I gave him a tremulous, grateful smile. “Thanks.”
“I don’t want to put you out, Nate,” Jo said, grabbing her purse off the floor.
“When is getting you home safe ever putting me out, sweetheart?” he said congenially.
She smiled at him and then hugged me tight. So tight. And I knew it was her way of silently saying “talk to him and I’ll be here for you after.” I loved my friend. I kissed her cheek and bid her good-bye.
“I’ll make dinner,” I said as I followed them to the door and asked Nate. “What do you fancy?”
“Let’s order something in,” he said, not looking at me. “When I get back.”
As I waited for him to come home to our empty nest, I paced and paced, and paced some more, wondering if Jo was right and I should come out and ask him up front what was going on.
I thought I’d even worked up the courage, but when Nate finally walked through that door my bravery fled. Instead I wondered if it might be possible to just try and make things better with him. I didn’t want to leave my husband, for goodness sake! I just had to stop feeling sorry for myself and try harder.
So when he was pouring me another glass of wine as we waited on our Chinese takeaway being delivered, I hugged into his side.
He didn’t pull away but he didn’t hug me back either.
The distance between us was even worse than usual. Nate seemed far away, pensive, lost in his thoughts. I knew he wasn’t even paying attention to the action movie I’d put on and it was one of his favorites.
Foreboding crept over me as the evening progressed, lightened marginally when Nate’s parents, Nathan and Sylvie, dropped the kids off and stayed for a cup of tea. Nate laughed with the kids and put them to bed.
However, when his parents left and he and I went to bed, the distance became cavernous.
I switched off my bedside lamp like always and waited.
Nate switched off his light.
The duvet shifted as he pulled it toward him.
No good night.
No kiss.
No sex.



Chapter Three
Sleep evaded me for most of the night, and just as I eventually drifted off into dreamland, the dawning sun shone through our curtains and prodded my eyes open. I lay there, in the early hours of the morning, with my back to my husband, staring at the wall in front of me.
The whole time I questioned whether I was blowing things out of proportion. Maybe I was being ungrateful. Maybe this was how marriage progressed and I needed to wake up to the reality of it.
I’d just never thought that my marriage would be like so many others. For the longest time, I was annoyingly smug about our relationship. I always thought the reason Nate and I had such a strong marriage was because we started out as best friends. We used to be able to tell each other everything. We had the same sense of humor. I mean we laughed a lot. And just as important as our emotional connection was our physical connection. Up until a year or so ago our sex life had been fantastic. Of course, it was never going to be the same after we had kids, because we didn’t have the same privacy, but we got creative. We made time for our passion for one another.
Until we stopped making time.
“I know you’re awake,” Nate said, and I felt the mattress move and the duvet shift over me as Nate turned.
Surprised, I slowly turned around to face him, shoving my hair out of my face. Nate lay with his elbow bent on his pillow and his head braced on the palm of his hand. There was pain in his eyes, and, if I wasn’t mistaken, remorse.
“Nate?” I sat up, my head feeling heavy with lack of sleep.
He licked his lips, his eyes intensely focused on mine. “Yesterday, I got home earlier than you think I did. I heard yours and Jo’s voices coming from the snug over the music, and I was about to go in, let you know I was home, when your conversation stopped me.”
Fear settled weightily in my gut. “Nate—“
“Stop.” He pushed up off the pillow and sat up, running his fingers through his mass of hair. “I didn’t know how to react yesterday and I probably made everything worse.”
“I should have talked to you,” I whispered, feeling guilty that he’d had to hear what was going on in my head about our marriage because I was confiding in a girlfriend instead of him.
“Aye, you should have. I felt like someone stabbed me in the fucking stomach. ‘I hate the way I feel about myself when I’m with him.’ That’s what you said.”
Tears of anguish filled my eyes. “Nate, I’m sorry I said that, I didn’t mean—“
“You did mean it,” he choked out before I could say another word. “Because that’s how I’ve made you feel.”
For a moment, we were silent as I fought for the courage I needed. Finally, I just forced the question out. “Why?”
He understood what I was asking and shrugged sadly. “I’ve felt lost since Peetie died.”
“Our problems started before Peetie, Nate. They just got worse when he died.”
“We didn’t have problems, for Christ sake,” he snapped. “We’ve got our kids, and we both have jobs that take up way too much fucking time. So we let our relationship slide by the wayside for a time. Every couple goes through that. We’ve been through it before. But we always say enough is enough and find our way back to each other.”
Anger flushed through me. “But you have never shut me out emotionally before. Even when we were too busy to sit and have a long chat or pay for a hotel room on our lunch hour for hot sex, we always had affection and openness. You don’t touch me anymore unless it’s to roll on top of me, come, and then go to sleep.”
Nate flinched, the muscle in his jaw flexing as he looked away.
“Have you met someone else?” The words were out before I could stop them.
I wished I’d stopped them.
The look my husband threw me could have felled a lion. Furious, he threw off the duvet and launched himself out of bed. I watched warily as he paced alongside it, then turned to face me. It was almost as if I could feel his anger scorch my skin.
“See,” he said, his voice hoarse. “When I heard you say that to Jo yesterday, I wanted to put my fist through the wall. But thinking about everything during the night, I talked myself into the idea that you’d only voiced unbelievable, fucking stupid shit like that because you were emotional!”
I winced at his shout and hissed, “Do not wake the girls.”
His hands curled into fists at his side. “Liv,” he warned.
My answer was to get out of bed and face him with the mammoth bit of furniture between us. “It is not stupid of me to wonder if my husband, whom I barely recognize as my husband, is fantasizing about someone else. I know you would never cheat. That doesn’t mean there isn’t someone out there you have feelings for and are confused over. It would make sense. I mean anything is better than the idea that you are no longer attracted to me and have fallen out of love with me.”
Nate stared at me incredulously. “After everything we’ve been through . . . how could you think any of that?”
He was hurt. Deeply. And it gave me pause. “Then explain. I’m not going insane, Nate. I feel like you’re a million miles away, and I’m not making that up in my head.”
“Do you really hate who you are when you’re with me?” he asked, sounding defeated.
“I don’t like how insecure I feel right now. I don’t like that I’m finding ways to blame myself for your defection. I don’t like that I’m standing in front of mirrors in my underwear sobbing because I feel fat, unattractive, and old, and wondering if my hot husband sees me the same way. That isn’t the kind of role model I want to be for my girls, and I know that turning forty might have something to do with it, but not all. Because if you were my Nate, the Nate I married, I would feel beautiful and sexual and needed and wanted. And I can’t go on feeling invisible around you.”
He crossed his arms over his chest, clearly on the defense. “Are you saying you’re thinking about leaving me?”
“Are you saying I’m no longer needed and wanted?”
“I love you!” he suddenly roared and I flinched. “I lost my fucking friend and I lost myself along the fucking way! Where’s my Liv? The Liv I married is compassionate, not fucking roasting me on the spit, blaming me for every fault in our marriage months after my friend dies!”
In that moment, I’m ashamed to admit that I forgot about our kids and I yelled back. “Cam didn’t shut Jo out! He turned to her! Because that’s what married people do! When something tragic happens, you turn to the person you love, Nate! You don’t turn away from them. So don’t stand there and turn this all on me! What does it say about our marriage, Nate? What does it say?!”
“So you want to leave me?” he cried, face red with fury. “You want to give up! Because that’s what it sounded like yesterday! Go then. Pack your fucking bags and go! But the girls stay with me!”
Agonizing pain and fury mingled. “You son of a bitch.”
“Mummy.”
We froze at the sound of Lily’s voice outside our door, our heavy breathing the only noise in the room. Lily hadn’t called me “mummy” in a few years.
“Mummy.” She sounded scared and so much younger than eleven years old.
I flew to the door, throwing it open, to find Lily standing outside it with fear in her eyes, while her little sister held her hand and glared at me.
“Oh babies.” I lowered to my haunches, tugging them toward me.
“Are you and Dad really mad at each other?” Lily whispered.
Guilt overwhelmed me.
My kids had been lucky. Nate and I had a passionate relationship, so of course the kids had heard us have disagreements, but those arguments very rarely involved an all-out shouting match and ugly, hateful words.
“Of course not,” Nate said above my head. Then suddenly he was on his knees by my side, one arm around me and one around the girls. I couldn’t help but stiffen under his touch but he ignored it. “Mum and I were just having a disagreement about something. But it’s nothing to worry about. We’re sorry we upset you.” He pressed kisses to their faces until Jan was giggling and pushing him away.
Lily, however, stared into his face solemnly. “You told Mum to leave us.”
Tears filled my eyes and I looked away.
He had.
He told me to leave.
He’d never told me leave.
“That was wrong of me,” Nate said, his voice thick with emotion. “Sometimes your dad says stupid stuff he doesn’t mean. And I’m sorry.”
I shot to my feet, not feeling very forgiving. “Come on, babies, let’s get you washed and dressed. I’ll take you out for breakfast.”
As I moved to usher them toward their rooms at the other end of the hall, Nate grabbed my wrist and stood up to face me. I reluctantly turned to him.
“We’ll take them out for breakfast.”
Realizing he was right, that we’d have to show a united front if we were to reassure the kids, I nodded, but I couldn’t meet his eyes.
While I got the girls ready, Nate washed and dressed in our room. I left the girls with him downstairs so I could get ready for the day. The entire time I’d felt like my insides were trembling. I tried to tell myself it was adrenaline and I was okay, but I felt like I was so very close to shattering into a million pieces.
Nate was avoiding the real issue between us—why he wouldn’t turn to me in a time of need—and it scared me.
Once I’d showered, I wrapped my hair in a towel and another larger one around my body and stepped out into the bedroom. I halted abruptly at the sight of my husband sitting on the end of the bed, clearly waiting for me.
His eyes drifted up my body in a way they hadn’t in a while. Like he was seeing me. Really seeing me.
When our eyes met, there was frustrated heat mingled with residual anger in his. “I should never have said that,” he said, running a hand through his hair. Then he slumped forward, his elbows resting on his knees, as he stared at the carpet. “You know it would kill me if you left me. It was a stupid thing to say.” His eyes flew to mine. “Don’t leave me, Liv.”
The tears I’d been holding back spilled down my cheeks. “You left me first.”
Nate stood and crossed the short distance between us. He reached for me, cupping my face in his hands, pressing his body to mine. “I never left you,” he whispered across my lips. “I would never leave you.”
“Then where did you go?”
He brushed his thumb across my cheekbone, his expression tender and apologetic. “We both know I don’t handle loss very well, babe. I’m not proud of it. Who is ever proud of their weaknesses? I’m sorry I didn’t turn to you, and I’m more sorry than you could ever know that I ever made you think I’d stopped loving you.” His look changed, that anger from earlier returning. “But we promised to love each other and accept the good and the bad. This is my bad. And I need you to accept it. And while I accept responsibility for making you feel that way and promise that things are going to change, you need to admit that locking this shit up is just as wrong. You should have trusted me enough to tell me how you felt. What does that say about our marriage, Liv?”
He was right.
I knew he was right.
I sagged into him. “What does that say about us?”
“Not what you’re thinking.” He shook me, his countenance fierce. “Marriages are not perfect because people aren’t perfect. But we’ve recognized our wrongs and we can make this work again. Are you ready to give up on us?”
Looking up into my beautiful husband’s dark gaze, I shook my head, my tears falling fast. “Never.”
“Good,” he growled. “Because I’ll never stop fighting for you, Liv. Love of my fucking life.” He swiped away my tears. “We’ll make this right.”
“I love you,” I cried, wrapping my arms around him and pressing my face to his chest. His hands dropped and his arms banded tight around me. “I’m sorry, too.”
We held each other tight for a moment, until my tears subsided. Not wanting to, but knowing the girls would be hungry and antsy waiting for us downstairs, I pulled away. “I’d better get ready.”
My husband nodded and then he cupped my face again. “One other thing. How can you not know by now that I think you’re beautiful? You still don’t see what I see, which is a fucking shame, because if you did, you’d never get sick of looking at yourself. And if I ever hear you call yourself ‘unattractive, fat, and old again,’ I will put you over my knee and spank the shit out of you.”
“Not really a deterrent, darling.” I grinned, pleasure and relief suffusing me at his words.
He grinned too, but as his gaze roamed my face, his smile melted under the heat that crawled over his expression. He kissed me. Sensing his mood, I opened to him, feeling the possessive, deep kiss between my legs. Eventually we broke for air and I sighed in relief. “We still have it.”
Nate shook against me with laughter. “Yeah, babe, we definitely do.”
I smoothed my hands over his hard chest. “We need to make time soon.”
He nodded, desire darkening his eyes. “Aye.”
“No, I mean it, Nate. In an effort to be better at communication, I’m telling you now that it’s important to me that at some point soon you fuck me six ways until Sunday.”
His hands slid up my waist, his fingers curling into the edges of the towel as if he were desperate to pull it off me. His features were taut as his eyes blazed. “I think that can be arranged.”
“And I mean fucked, Nate,” I whispered, my body tingling and hot at just the thought. “I want to feel sore in places I’ve forgotten existed.”
Nate glared at me. “Stop baiting me when I don’t have time to do anything about it.” He grabbed my hand, forcing it down his abs to the erection straining against his jeans. I rubbed the heel of my palm over it and he hissed. “Wicked woman.”
I smiled triumphantly and rubbed harder.
“Babe, we don’t have time.” He shook his head but didn’t make a move to remove my hand.
So, cruelly, I did. “You’re right.” He was right. The kids were waiting. That didn’t mean I didn’t enjoy tormenting him.
“You’re sadistic,” he grunted, stepping away from me to drag his hands over his face.
“It’s just a little teaser.”
Hearing the laughter in my voice, he narrowed his eyes. “I will get you back for that.”
“Maybe you should tie me up and have your way with me?”
He licked his lips, his gaze smoldering. “You can count on it, babe.”



Chapter Four
The obstacle in our way to having makeup sex was the kids. I could only deduce that the girls were feeling wary after hearing their parents’ shouting match, and had decided to stick to us like glue in an effort, I imagine, to keep an eye on us. This meant we could make love quietly in bed at night (which was lovely) but were yet to engage in the wild monkey sex we both knew would release the ever-increasing tension between us.
The tension was part sexual, part emotional. Even though we’d made up, I still felt like Nate hadn’t really told me everything about what he was going through since Peetie’s death. And when I tried to bring it up, he changed the subject, or kissed me.
Yes, he was attentive and affectionate again, working his way slowly back to being the old Nate. But something still felt off. Jo thought maybe I was just reeling from our big fight, but I wasn’t so sure. However, I was willing to be patient and give Nate the time he needed to make his way back to me. Maybe then he’d finally confide in me everything that was in his head these last six months.
A few weeks of parenthood passed like twenty-four hours, and before I knew it, it was time for my fortieth birthday party. The party had been my girlfriends’ idea so I left them to organize it, because honestly I wasn’t the biggest party person. They knew this. They just wanted an excuse to throw a party so we could all be together. Our friendship circle was tight but over the years, as we gained more kids, we’d all gotten busy. So I let them throw me a party.
The party was being held at Joss and Braden Carmichael’s town house on Dublin Street because it was grand, stylish, and pretty much the perfect place for any party. Braden was a real estate mogul and Joss was a bestselling author. They were successful, attractive, and wealthy, and yet you couldn’t hate them for it because they were also witty, kind, and considerate. They had three kids and busy careers, and if you searched #relationshipgoals, it was their picture that came up.
Joss and I had been friends for a long time now, so I knew all those things, and I also knew that she may be hosting the party at her house but she wasn’t the one organizing it. That would be my other friend, Ellie, Joss’s sister-in-law. Ellie was sweet, loving, hilarious, and a little off-the-wall. And she loved to organize stuff. Ellie was definitely handling the party with a little help from her husband, Adam (Braden’s best friend and business partner), Jo, Joss, Hannah (Ellie and Braden’s sister), Shannon (Jo’s brother Cole’s wife), and Grace (Shannon’s brother, Logan’s, wife).
It was not a total surprise then when Nate and the girls’ led me into the town house on Dublin Street that I was greeted first and foremost by these ladies, their husbands, and their kids. Behind them I saw a packed sitting room filled with acquaintances and work colleagues. “Wow,” I said under my breath as I smiled and hugged Ellie, “You invited the entire city.”
“The more the merrier,” Ellie singsonged, giving me a mischievous smile.
Since I was the first of us ladies to turn forty years old, I realized they didn’t quite get the weirdness of it all. Not only did I have my concern for Nate to contend with, but I had all these thoughts about whether I’d really achieved what I thought I would have achieved by this age, concerns over my appearance, an obsession with the faint lines around my eyes and corners of my mouth, and a slight feeling of panic every now and then that life was just slipping by at the speed of light, completely out of my control.
“I’ll make sure to throw you the biggest party on the planet when you turn the big four-oh, Els.” I squeezed her tight. Too tight.
She grunted and extricated herself, tucking a long strand of wavy, light blonde hair behind her ear. “I love parties.”
“You’ll understand where I’m coming from when you turn forty. In one year’s time.” I held my arms out to Joss. “Please tell me you get me?”
Joss, a striking dark blonde with exotic tip-tilted gray eyes, gave me an apologetic smile as she stepped into my hug. “Jo and I tried to explain. We’re sorry.”
“It’s fine.” I shrugged, looking over her shoulder at the guests smiling and waving at me. “I just wasn’t expecting there to be so many people.” And now I’d have to be polite and talk to every one of them, and grin and bear it while they cracked jokes about me getting old.
“Note to self: Never throw a fortieth birthday party for a woman,” Hannah said, pulling me into a hug.
Despite being ten years my junior, Hannah was very wise. “Am I making it that obvious?”
“No,” she reassured me. “You look gorgeous, by the way.”
I kissed her on the cheek and turned to greet Shannon, Grace, and her stepdaughter, Maia. I not only got a hug from them but a cute, sloppy baby kiss from Grace and Logan’s two-year-old son, Lachlan, as he bounced happily in his big sister’s arms.
I was then enveloped in man hugs from all of their gruff, devoted menfolk. By the time they were done with me, the rest of the guests looked a little bored.
“Happy birthday, Olivia.” Elodie Nichols approached me with her husband, Clarke, at her side. Elodie was Ellie and Hannah’s mom and Braden’s pseudo mom. Ellie and Braden had the same dad. Hannah was actually Elodie and Clarke’s daughter, and they had a son, Declan, too, whom I didn’t see there. He and his wife, Penny, had just had twins, so I was guessing they had their hands too full with them to be able to party. Although Hannah and Declan weren’t related to Braden, he treated them like they were his siblings, too.
“Thanks, Elodie.” I kissed her cheek and turned to press my lips to Clarke’s cheek, too. “Clarke, thanks for coming.”
“You don’t look a day over twenty-five,” Clarke said sincerely.
“I love you.” I looked around for my husband and saw him still trying to usher the kids in the house. “Do you hear this, Nathaniel Sawyer? That is what you should have said to me this morning.”
He grinned over at me. “What?”
“Clarke just told me I don’t look a day over twenty-five.”
“You asked me to always be honest with you, babe. You can’t have it both ways.”
While everyone tittered—except Ellie, our resident romantic, who stared at Nate in horror—I glowered at my husband. “Your charm just bowls me over. I’m the luckiest girl in the world.”
“Girl? Really?” Joss mused. “Do we think we should be using that word now?”
“I hate you all.”
They laughed and I pretended to be mad at them, walking into the room to greet some colleagues from work, including Ronan, whom I’d worked with for so long we were good friends. “Hey.” I hugged him tight. “Thanks for coming.”
“Of course. I left your present on the table back there.” He gestured to Joss and Braden’s dining table that was covered in fancy linen, a ton of presents, and a birthday cake so elaborate it could have been a wedding cake.
Ellie.
In fact, the whole house looked as if a professional decorator had been brought in for the occasion. Pretty bunting strung together to read “Happy 40th Birthday, Olivia” was pinned across the double doorway to the sitting room and the one to the dining room. White candles and pale-colored peonies were placed carefully here and there. It was sophisticated and pretty and could have been for a wedding. It did not at all reflect my personality, but it reflected Ellie’s.
I could have cared less.
All I cared about was that I had friends who cared enough to throw me a party.
“I bought you—“
“Don’t tell me,” I cut off Ronan. He was well known for spoiling the surprise. “I’ll know when I open it.”
“Spoilsport.”
“Pot, meet Kettle.”
“Liv.”
At the familiar voice, I spun around and immediately embraced the woman in front of me. Nate’s mom, Sylvie. “Thank you for coming.”
“You know we wouldn’t miss it.” Nathan, Nate’s dad, wrapped his arms around me as soon as Sylvie let me go.
Over the years, Nate’s parents had become my mom and dad, too. More so Sylvie, because I lost my own mom so many years ago. My dad, Mick, was a great dad, but it was nice to have Nathan in my life.
Speaking of . . . I turned to search the room for Nate, who was holding back the girls from dive-bombing their grandparents while they said hello to me. “Where is my dad?”
“Mick and Dee are on their way. Caught in traffic.”
I nodded and then gestured that he could let the girls go. As soon as he did, Jan ran at her grandparents, while Lily followed at the more sedate pace of a cool eleven-year-old. Still, she wrapped her arms around her grandparents when she got to them, just like Jan, something Sylvie and Nathan got a kick out of. They didn’t seem to mind that their time and attention were completely consumed by their granddaughters whenever they shared a room.
For a while I circled the room, until eventually Joss rescued me, put a glass of champagne in my hand, and hustled me toward the ladies who were standing together by the bay window.
“We didn’t think that part through,” Ellie said, looking apologetic as she gestured to the room. “You, having to greet all those people.”
“Uh uh.” Joss made a face. “You didn’t think that through. We were against inviting all these people.”
“Well, all these people are Liv’s friends and family and they’re enjoying my posh canapés and expensive champagne, so I think it worked out alright in the end.” Ellie huffed, stuffing said posh canapé into her mouth.
“Are you pregnant?” Joss made a face.
“No, I am not pregnant.” She swallowed a massive gulp of champagne to prove her point. “Sometimes you’re just annoying.”
“What else are sisters for?” Her sister-in-law shrugged and grinned wickedly at the rest of us. It was a well-known fact that Joss liked to wind Ellie up and vice versa, but even I noticed that Ellie had sounded a tad snarky for Ellie.
“You sure you’re okay?” I asked.
Hannah slid her arm around her big sister’s shoulders and hugged her. “She was just high-strung, making sure everything was okay for you.”
“Ellie, it’s beautiful.” I felt bad for being so ungrateful earlier. “Really. Thank you.”
“No.” She deflated. “The girls were right. I got so caught up in the idea of for once throwing a grown-up party that I forgot about who I was throwing it for. This isn’t you.” She gestured wildly to the room. “And you’re turning forty. Who wants to celebrate that?”
Grace choked on her sip of champagne while Joss just straight-up laughed.
“Gee. Thanks.”
Ellie winced. “I didn’t mean it like that. Oh God. Foot. Mouth. Argh.”
“It’s fine.” I shrugged. “So I’m turning forty and have mild panic attacks every now and then about life slipping through my fingers and my babies getting married and having their own kids in what will feel like merely a year. It’s no biggie.”
Shannon patted my arm. “It’s not that bad.”
Said she who was not even thirty yet. “What are you? Twelve?”
Joss shook with mirth. “I love forty-year-old you.”
“Is it really that bad?” Grace asked. “Because I struggled with thirty. I can’t imagine how I’ll react to forty.”
“I didn’t struggle with thirty,” I replied. “I’d just gotten married to Nate and I had a super cute one-year-old. My job was going well. Everything was as perfect as it could be.”
“You’re still married to Nate. Now you have two beautiful little girls. And you run the library of one of the top twenty universities in the world,” Hannah reminded me. “So why is forty so challenging?”
I sighed and glanced over my shoulder at Nate, who was encircled by my tribe’s menfolk. All of our kids were playing with each other while the grandparents watched over them. It was a beautiful sight, seeing the kids happy, and my husband laughing with his hot guy friends. Hot guy friends who just happened to be devoted to the women I cared most about in this world. I had a very nice life.
Yet there was still that niggle of unease.
“I guess it all seems so fleeting,” I answered. The last ten years of my marriage had just flown by.
“That’s because it is.” Joss brought my attention back to the group. Her expression was solemn. “It is fleeting, Liv. That’s why we don’t waste it thinking about the shit we can’t change. Including the fact that it’s fleeting. Accept it.” She grinned big, beatifically, and glanced around to stare at her rugged husband, who was laughing at something Adam was saying. “And enjoy the fuck out of it.”
“Aunty Joss said ‘fuck’!” Bray, Ellie and Adam’s eight-year-old, shouted from behind Joss.
Joss had her back to the room and she squeezed her eyes closed as if she were in pain, while the guests all quieted and looked in her direction.
Braden, Bray’s namesake and uncle, was grinning from ear to ear in anticipation of his wife’s reaction.
“Every time,” Joss whispered. “Why does no one else get caught?”
We all struggled not to laugh (me near choking on it) as Joss finally turned around and smiled serenely at the guests. She looked down at her nephew. “You misheard me, honey. I said duck.”
“No.” Bray shook his head, smirking. “You said ‘and enjoy the fuck out of it.’”
Joss glanced over her shoulder at Ellie. “You going to do something about your kid cursing like a sailor?”
She narrowed her eyes at her sister-in-law and then softened when she approached her son. “Bray-Bray, you know not to repeat bad words you might hear Aunty Joss say.”
“I said duck! Enjoy the duck . . . out of it!” She gestured with her arms wide. “As in the party.”
“I’ve never heard of that saying, babe,” Braden piped up, grinning wickedly.
Joss skewered him with her gaze, which just made him grin harder. “I made it up. I am a writer. I get to make crap up.” And on that rather grand announcement, she stormed out of the room, I suspected in search of a glass of something stronger, while the rest of us busted our guts laughing

* * *
“There you are.”
I glanced up from the armchair in Joss’s office on the first floor of the house. It was off-limits to party guests but I’d needed some breathing space. Joss told me to use her office, but if my father had been sent to look for me, I’d obviously been up here too long. “Hey.”
Dad closed the door behind him and leaned against it. My dad was in his late sixties but you’d never believe it. He still had a full head of hair, was distinguished and handsome with those exotic golden eyes he’d gifted to me, and he was a big guy. His work as a painter and decorator kept him busy, as did running around after his granddaughters.
“They sent me to bring you back down.”
“I guessed as much.” I stood up. “I didn’t mean to stay up here so long.”
“Why are you up here?” Dad studied me carefully. “What’s going on, sweetheart? You know I can always tell. And things have been off with you for a while.”
Of course my dad had noticed. We didn’t get much alone time anymore, but my dad was observant. He worried about me all the time, and as a parent, I now realized that was just something that came with the territory. I worried about my kids all the time, and I knew that I’d still worry even on the day they were turning forty years old.
“I’m okay, Dad. Just having a tough time with the whole fortieth-birthday thing. But I’m getting over it.”
“You and Nate okay? You don’t seem . . . Well, I mean, you two haven’t seemed quite as close lately.”
My reassuring smile was not so reassuring since it trembled. “We’ll be fine. We . . . um . . . we’re just going through a rough patch, but we hashed a lot of it out and I think we’re going to be fine.”
“You will be,” Dad said with so much certainty I almost believed he knew it to be true. “He loves you. He knows I’d kick his arse if he ever stopped treating you the way you deserve.”
I grinned and hurried across the room to hug him. A girl never stopped needing a hug from her dad, no matter what age. “I’m glad you’re here.”
“Hey.” He kissed my head and held me close. “Always, sweetheart.”
Finally, I let him loose and reached around him for the door handle. “Did you struggle with forty?”
“A little,” he said as we walked out onto the landing. “I think that’s just natural.”
“So I’m not being a giant baby?”
“No.” He chuckled. “And I can promise you, what you’re feeling will pass.”
Reassured, I followed him downstairs, trepidation building inside of me when I realized there was no noise coming from the sitting room. What was going on? I looked at my dad but he just gave me this mysterious little smile.
Bracing myself, I stepped off the last stair and peered into the sitting room to see everyone was huddled around, waiting on me. Standing in the middle of them all was Nate and two shiny new suitcases. The girls were standing with Sylvie, Nathan, and Dee, bouncing excitedly and giggling, with presents in their hands. The rest of the guests were gathered at their backs.
“What?” I searched everyone’s faces for some answers, finding nothing but mischief, and finally returned my focus to my husband. “What is going on?”
Nudged forward by their grandparents, my girls hurried over to me. “Happy birthday, Mum!”
“Thank you, babies.” I took the gift Lily offered first. “I have to open it now?”
She nodded. I looked to Nate. He nodded.
Seriously. What was going on?
I tore open the present, my cheeks hot from being the center of attention. My confusion only grew when the present Lily gave me turned out to be a glasses box. Inside it was a pair of black-lensed sunglasses with chunky nineteen-sixties-style round white frames. They were so me. “I love them, baby, thank you.” But we lived in Scotland. I only needed sunglasses for driving, so I didn’t exactly need them to be this cute. It was a very random gift.
“Now mine.” Jan held out two gifts.
One was very flat and bendy, like there was paper inside, and the other small and circular. I opened it first to find a bracelet made of small seashells. Again. Random. “It’s adorable, baby.”
“I know.” She grinned. “Now the other.”
The other, to my ever-mounting confusion, was a map of a town called Hartwell, Delaware, in the United States. “Okay. Thank you?”
She giggled and Lily grabbed her hand to lead her back to their grandparents. I looked at Nate. “What is going on?”
His dark eyes danced with amusement as he strolled over to me and held out an envelope. “Happy birthday, Liv. Oh . . . and belated happy tenth anniversary, too.”
I smiled, my excitement mounting now as I started to realize the girls’ gifts were hints at whatever was in this card. I ripped it open, not even pretending to be nonchalant, and my heart started to bang in my chest when I opened a birthday card and an e-ticket fell out of it. It was a flight schedule first from Edinburgh to London, then London to Philadelphia. I studied Nate. “Where are we going?”
“Hartwell. A beautiful boardwalk town on the Delaware coast. We’re finally going to celebrate that anniversary.” He pulled me into his arms, kissing my nose.
“You remembered?” I said, deeply touched. Years ago, I’d told Nate about my fondest memory when my dad came back into mine and my mom’s lives. We vacationed together on the Delaware coast and it lived up to and surpassed all my expectations of what a family vacation should be like. We’d vacationed there a few times over the years before Mom got sick, and I’d loved it every time.
“Your family vacations to Rehoboth.” Nate nodded. “I remember everything you tell me.”
“When do we leave?” I rested my hands against his chest, feeling relief flow through me at this romantic gesture.
Nate grinned. “Now, actually.”
“What?” I glanced down at the schedule. Did that say . . . “It says our flight to London leaves this evening.”
“Aye, that would be right. Which means we need to go.”
“Go? What?”
“Don’t worry.” Jo hurried to my side. “Nate got your summer clothes to us behind your back, plus we packed some new clothes, your birthday present from us.” She gestured to my best friends standing behind her. “And we picked well, I promise. Those clothes do not reflect this party.”
“Hey,” Ellie whined.
“We love you, really.” Joss hugged her.
“I hate you all,” Ellie mumbled and then she smiled at me. “Not you, Liv. Have a great time.”
“Wait. What?” I was still freaking confused. “We can’t just go. I have children.” I pointed desperately to my girls. “And work. And I don’t have my passport or travel insurance or currency.”
My partygoers laughed while Nate glowered at me. “Give me some credit, Jesus Christ. I told your work and Ronan has arranged cover for you.”
I looked at Ronan and he nodded, smirking. How he’d kept this to himself, I had no idea.
“I have your passport, travel insurance, and currency for us both. Mum and Dad are taking the girls for the first five days and Mick and Dee are watching them for the next five. They’ve agreed to stay at the house so as not to disrupt the girls from school.”
“That’s a big ask.”
“We’re happy to,” Sylvie said.
My dad nodded in agreement. “Go, sweetheart.”
Realizing this was actually happening, I turned to Nate. “Is this for real? You really organized all of this? For me?”
Nate gave me a tender, loving look as he slid his arms around my waist and drew me against him. “When are you going to realize I’d do anything for you, babe?”
I melted. “I love you.”
“Aye, and me you.” And after that sweet declaration he pushed me none-too-gently toward my suitcase. “Now, move. The taxi’s been waiting for fucking ages.”
Bray gasped. “Uncle Nate said—
“Ducking ages.” Nate cut him off as he kneeled to hug Lily. “Ducking ages.”
“Oh.” Bray frowned, looking confused as we said good-bye to our girls. I murmured I love you’s to them, kissing their faces all over, and already dreading not seeing them for ten days, despite my excitement. All the while I heard in the background:
“Oh?” Joss said. “You believe Uncle Nate but not me?”
“No, you definitely said the bad word,” Braden said.
Bray solemnly replied. “I heard it.”
Joss crossed her arms over her chest and jutted her chin out at her husband. “I guess we know who’ll be ducking himself this evening.”
“Okay!” Nate shoved past them. “Youngsters in the room, and oldsters trying to get out.”
Residual irritation niggled at me as I quickly said good-bye to my friends. “I’m not going anywhere if you intend to crack ‘old’ jokes the entire time, Mr. Forty-Two.”
“Last one, I promise. Now let’s move.”
“Let me say good-bye to everyone!” I cried out, flustered.
“You’ll see them when we get back.”
I looked at Jo, standing with Cam. “I’m going to kill him already.”
“Please don’t.” Cam hugged me hard. “I quite like him.”
“At least someone does.” Nate clamped his arm around Cam and gave him a half-man-hug while Jo and I said good-bye.
“Have an amazing time,” she whispered, squeezing my biceps. “This is just what you both need.”
“Yeah,” I agreed, feeling properly reassured for the first time in months. “It is.”
“Duck a lot, and loudly.” She grinned. “For all of us parents back home who have to duck quietly.”
And that was how I said good-bye to my friends and got in a taxi to the airport with my husband: with a lot of laughter and a lot of love.
I stared at Nate as we sat in the backseat of the taxi, him looking excited for the first time in ages. Excited to spend time alone with me.
Maybe forty wasn’t so bad after all.



Chapter Five
We’d gotten to the airport just in time to catch our flight to London. In London, Nate had booked us into a hotel at Heathrow because our flight to Philadelphia didn’t leave until morning. When I asked him why he didn’t just book us an early flight to London, he told me it was because he wanted to surprise me with the trip at the party and have us leave right away so I didn’t have time to think about leaving the kids for ten days.
He knew me so well.
And did I mention my wonderful husband booked us to fly business class? He’d spoiled me.
At the hotel, we got settled in and then went to the bar where I accidentally got sozzled. Accidentally, you ask?
Well, you see, since having kids I only ever have a social drink with my friends, and even then it’s only ever one or two. Knowing I didn’t have Lily and January to look after that evening or the next morning, I decided, “What the hell?” I had too many glasses of champagne and only vaguely remembered Nate getting me into bed at the hotel, before passing out.
Feeling hungover and guilty the next morning, I apologized profusely, knowing Nate probably meant for us to have wild monkey sex in the privacy of our hotel room.
“Liv.” He’d laughed, handing me ibuprofen and a big glass of water as I sat up in bed. “It’s your birthday. You can do whatever the hell you want, and frankly, it was nice to see you just let loose and enjoy yourself last night.”
I groaned and grabbed my head. “I think I enjoyed myself too much.”
“Aye, well, a hangover on the plane might not be the best thing ever, but you can sleep it off on the flight.”
Indeed I could because we were flying business where the seat turned into a bed! Despite feeling like crap, I was excited. That was until I swung my feet out of bed and the world started spinning.
“Okay, we need to get some food in you.”
“Ugh.” The thought of food made me want to die. “Let’s just get ready and we’ll see about everything else.”
I’d gotten ready as fast as I could and my husband took me by the hand as we made our way from the hotel to our terminal. I gripped his hand tightly and leaned into him, letting him take some of my weight since I was feeling more than a little “fragile.”
Thankfully, everything went smoothly for our flight to Philadelphia. Once onboard I felt well enough to force Nate into a selfie as we sat adjacent and facing toward one another in our S-shaped business “suite.” The flight attendant had offered us a glass of champagne, to which I’d balked, and Nate accepted orange juice for us both in its stead. I’d forced him to clink his glass with mine and smile into the camera so I could send the selfie to Sylvie. She would show the girls.
It was an eight-and-a-half-hour flight to Philly and I didn’t sleep nearly as much as I’d hoped I would. We arrived there at eight in the evening our time and three o’ clock Philly time. It was strange having left home in the early afternoon only to arrive in Philly in the afternoon. When we landed we then had a two-hour drive to our destination, a small boardwalk town called Hartwell.
Exhausted, I snuggled up to Nate in the back seat of the car he’d hired from a private chauffeur company. “Why Hartwell and not Rehoboth?”
“Do you remember that one-year-anniversary shoot I did?”
I smiled. “How could I forget?” It may have been unkind but I’d found it hilarious and over the top that a couple would pay to have a photo shoot done to celebrate their one year wedding anniversary. I thought it was jumping the gun a little. In those first few years you’re still in the “can’t keep your hands off each other” phase. There was really nothing to feel triumphant about. Once you had kids and were trying to juggle parenting responsibilities and full-time jobs and finances and any other bits of crap life threw at you, and you managed to get to ten years and were still in love, then you could celebrate, right?
“Well, they had their honeymoon in Hartwell. They made it sound so great I investigated. It sounded like the perfect place. It’s the end of the summer here so it’s warm but not too hot, the kids are back at school so it’s quiet this time of year. It sounded like a good place for us to completely relax and just be with each other. Rehoboth would be busier. Plus, I wanted this to be somewhere new for both of us. Somewhere we can make memories.”
I snuggled deeper into him. “Perfect.”
The last thing I remember was the feel of his lips on my temple before being shaken gently awake. “What? What is it? Are the girls okay?”
My vision cleared and my husband’s handsome face was smiling down into mine. “We’re here, babe.”
And then it came back to me. Oh. Right. We were on vacation. I glanced around the car, confused. “Did I fall asleep?”
“Aye. Come on. Let’s get you settled at the inn.”
“Inn?”
When I got out of the car, the first thing that hit me was the smell of ocean and salt in the air. It settled a mixture of peace and excitement over me, because the smell of the seaside was synonymous with being on vacation.
My husband and I were on vacation alone!
I still couldn’t get my head around it.
I found us parked in a small parking lot with a sign on the wall in front that said: FOR HART’S INN GUESTS ONLY. The polite driver got our suitcases out of the trunk and Nate took both suitcases, despite my protests, and started toward the stairs and a ramp that led up onto a boardwalk. I followed him between two buildings, hearing the sound of the water before I saw it.
And then there we were on a boardwalk staring out at the Atlantic Ocean. The tide was out and a stretch of beautiful golden sand kissed the sea. To our right, we could see all along the boardwalk. It was quite busy—maybe because it was around dinner time—and from what we could see there was at least one or two restaurants right on the boardwalk front. People strolled together past the jumble of architecturally different buildings. There were Vegas-style lights that announced the names of the buildings, but I imagined they would look more effective once the sun set.
The sea air washed over me as a breeze fluttered up from the ocean. I turned to smile at Nate, only to find him looking at me with an intensity that surprised me. I smoothed a hand down his arm. “What is it, baby?”
“I was just thinking we should have done this ages ago. I haven’t seen you so relaxed in a while.”
I leaned into him. “I love our life. But you’re right. We needed this. It wouldn’t have mattered where, as long as it was just me and you. But this . . . “ I glanced to our left to Hart’s Inn, which I was guessing was our accommodation, and I grinned. “This is wonderful.”
It looked like a large home with white-painted shingle siding, a wraparound porch, and quaint blue-painted shutters on the windows. There was no bright neon sign here but rather a lovely hand-painted sign placed by the porch. A light had been attached to it, presumably so that it could be seen in the dark.
“Let’s get checked in,” Nate said.
I followed him, helping him haul our suitcases up the porch steps, and then I pushed open one of the beautiful double doors with its stained glass window insert. An old-fashioned bell tinkled above us, announcing our arrival.
There was a grand staircase ahead of us and a waiting area and reception desk to our left. To our right was a sitting area with an open fire. Bookshelves packed with reading material lined the walls on either side of the fireplace. Everywhere we looked there were signs that the inn was all about quality and comfort. It was warm and inviting.
Beyond the reading nook area there was a large archway that led into a dining area that looked to be getting set up for dinner service. There was no one at reception so Nate pointed to the waiting area and its comfortable-looking chesterfield sofa. “Let’s take a load off.”
We’d just sat down when we heard a feminine voice ask from the dining area, “Was that the bell?”
“I never heard anything,” a deeper female voice said.
Nate and I looked at each other, wondering if we should call out, when footsteps sounded toward us and an attractive redhead suddenly appeared in the archway of the dining room.
Her eyes rounded at the sight of us. “It was the bell!” She hurried toward us, her beautiful long red hair bouncing in soft waves down over her shoulders. “I’m so sorry, I was in the kitchen.”
We stood up as she came to a stop and held out her hand with a glamorous smile that transformed her from an attractive woman to absolutely stunning. “I’m Bailey Hartwell soon-to-be Tremaine, welcome to Hart’s Inn.”
Nate shook her hand first. “Nate Sawyer. This is my wife, Olivia.”
“Hi.” I shook her hand, grinning because it was hard not to smile in return at her. She gave off an air of infectious cheerfulness.
“So nice to meet you. You guys must be exhausted, huh,” she said, walking around the reception desk to check us in. “You came all the way from Scotland, right?”
“Yeah. We just flew from Edinburgh to London and London to Philly. Then a two hour drive.” I gave her a tired smile.
She eyed me with a curious smile of her own. “You don’t sound Scottish.”
I laughed, leaning into Nate. “No, my dad is, and then I married this handsome Scotsman.”
Bailey gave Nate a once-over and then grinned knowingly at me. “I might need to go to Scotland.”
“Don’t let your fiancé hear you say that.”
We looked to our left and watched a curvy brunette descend the central staircase.
“Tremaine knows where my loyalties lie.” Bailey waved off the woman’s concerns. “This is my assistant manager, Aydan. If I’m not around, Aydan can help you out with whatever you need.”
“Nice to meet you.” Aydan smiled at us. “You guys want some dinner before you hit the hay?”
I turned to Nate. “I think we should try to stay awake as long as we can. Try to adjust to the time change.”
“Whatever you want, babe.”
I smiled and wrapped my arm around his. When I looked back at the inn owner and her colleague, they were grinning at us.
“Okay, I’m trading up.” Bailey looked at Aydan. “I’m going to Scotland.”
“She’s not going to Scotland,” Aydan said to us. “She has her own hottie who gives her anything she wants.”
“He does?” Bailey made a face. “Really? I thought I had to argue with him until I was blue in the face before I got my way.”
“Don’t listen to her. They are sickeningly in love.” She grabbed Bailey’s left hand and stuck it out toward us. “Look at the rock he put on her finger.”
A stunning white gold band with one large, simple but beautiful diamond sat on her ring finger, winking in the light. It was pretty spectacular.
“Would you stop?” Bailey huffed, pulling her hand away, but I could tell she wasn’t really annoyed with her friend.
“Congratulations.” It seemed like the right thing to say to her considering the two of them were treating Nate and I like friends rather than guests.
Bailey’s face suddenly softened, her gaze turning dreamy eyed. “Thanks.”
That one look was all I needed to know that she was definitely not going to Scotland for a trade-in fiancé. She was perfectly happy with her current situation.
“Okay, back to business. I just need a credit card confirmation from you and then we can get you settled into your room.”
As Nate handed over his card, I stared at our surroundings, soaking it all in. “Your inn is really beautiful.”
The two women beamed at me and gave me their thanks.
“We’ll reserve a table for you for dinner then?” Aydan asked as we all walked over toward the staircase.
“Aye, please.” Nate nodded and looked down at me. “Around seven thirty?”
Before I could answer, Aydan sighed. “Could you just talk to me all day?” She glanced at Bailey. “Couldn’t you just listen to him talk all day?”
“I could.” Bailey looked like she was struggling not to laugh. “But I think Mr. and Mrs. Sawyer would prefer if he didn’t.”
“Call us Nate and Liv,” I said congenially.
She nodded with a smile and took hold of one of the suitcases.
“I can get that,” Nate said immediately.
“I’m stronger than I look.” And she proved that by lifting it and hauling it upstairs.
I quickly followed at her back, and then Nate followed me.
“We’ll see you at dinner,” Aydan called and we gave her our thanks.
“So, annual vacation or are we celebrating something?” Bailey asked as we climbed the stairs.
“It’s our ten-year wedding anniversary,” Nate told her. “And Liv’s birthday.”
“Ten years? Congrats. And happy birthday.” She threw me a sweet smile over her shoulder. “I’m guessing thirty.”
“I love her. Can we stay here forever?”
Nate just chuckled.
Bailey laughed in turn, a light, bubbly sound that made you want to laugh right along with her. “You are totally welcome to stay here forever. No kids?”
“Two daughters,” I said. “Lily is eleven and January is eight.”
“Two girls and you not only made it ten years but are taking the time to spend some vacation time alone. You guys are doing good. I’m taking notes. Ooh, here we are.” Bailey came to a stop at a door on the second floor. She unlocked it with an old-fashioned key with the room number plaque attached to it, and then pushed open the door. She led us inside one of the prettiest rooms I’d ever had the pleasure of being in. Decorated in a contemporary style with a nautical theme the room was airy and bright. There was a huge four-poster bed in the middle of the room covered with pale blue and cream throw pillows, some plain, some striped, and there was a living area with a comfortable couch, armchair, desk, and television. I could see beyond that was a door to an en suite bathroom.
But what really caught my attention was the French doors that led out onto a balcony that faced the sea.
“This is the best room in the inn,” Bailey said proudly. “I hope you’ll enjoy it.”
“It’s gorgeous,” I said, walking toward the French doors. I threw a happy, excited smile over my shoulder at Nate and he returned it with an affectionate one of his own.
“I’ll just leave you to get settled then. We’ll reserve that table for you for dinner. Breakfast runs from seven a.m. until ten a.m. and we serve hot food and continental.”
“Thank you,” Nate said, and I caught him handing her a tip, which she accepted gratefully.
“Anything you need, just give us a shout.”
I gave our cheerful inn owner a small wave before she shut the door, providing us with privacy. I leaned against one of the French doors and shot my husband a tired smile. “If I didn’t feel hungover and tired right now I would strip you naked and thank you properly for bringing me to this beautiful place.”
Nate’s eyes grew lazy as he sauntered toward me, and even though I was knackered, I still felt a thrill of desire in my lower belly. He pressed into me, sliding his hands around my back and down over my ass to pull me into him. His lips brushed mine as he said softly, “I suggest you get plenty of rest tonight because your husband plans on using you abominably for the next ten days.”
I bit my lip on an excited smile. “I can’t wait.”
He kissed me, slow, lazy, sweet. When he stopped, he rested his forehead on mine. “I adore our kids more than anything, but I admit to feeling guilty that I’m excited to get you to myself for ten days.”
“I feel the guilt, too. But we’re allowed to feel excited.” I curled my hands into his already wrinkled T-shirt. “Needing alone time doesn’t diminish how we feel about our kids, Nate. I want them to grow up knowing what real love is and how a man is supposed to treat them so that when the right one comes along, they’ll know it.” Our eyes met, and the look in his made my knees wobble. “I want them to meet a man who still makes their knees weak with one look even after ten years of marriage. I want them to be as lucky as their mom.”
Voice gruff, Nate asked, “I still make your knees weak?”
Tears unexpectedly filled my eyes. “Yes. I love you more and I want you more than I did when I first fell in love with you. That’s why it hurt so much when you shut me out. Wouldn’t it hurt if I shut you out?”
“Like hell,” he responded immediately and emphatically. “It would hurt like hell, Liv.” He brushed a thumb over my tear, swiping it away. “I’m going to make it up to you. By the end of this vacation you’ll never doubt my love for you again.”



Chapter Six
Jet lag woke me the next morning, which was a shame because the bed in our room was made from a cloud pulled down from Mount Olympus. Seriously. I wanted to pack up the whole thing and have it transported home with us.
The sun was just beginning to filter in through the curtains and Nate looked like he might still sleep awhile. Last night, while I was struggling to keep my eyes open, he was complaining about feeling too awake. I wondered how long it had taken him to fall asleep. Resisting the urge to reach out and touch his face, I slowly and quietly got out of bed and reached for the complimentary bathrobe I’d found on the back of the bathroom door last night. It was made of the softest terry cloth. Bailey Hartwell did not scrimp on the details.
Having grabbed my phone off the bedside cabinet, I tiptoed over to the French doors and opened them as quietly as possible. I squeezed out between the smallest space I could, attempting to let in as little light as possible so as not to disturb my husband’s rest.
Once out on the balcony, I closed the doors behind me and sat down on one of the seats at a small round table in the corner. The sun was breaking across the horizon, a warm orange strip of light chasing the water to shore. The boardwalk looked still and almost unreal, like something out of a movie set, bathed in the lilacs of encroaching dawn. Seagulls cawed overhead and I found myself frowning up at them.
“Quit it, will you?” I whispered. My baby’s sleeping.
But they continued on as if they hadn’t heard me, and after a while the noise became just a background soundtrack to the beach. Soon the whole place glowed with early morning sunlight, and I closed my eyes feeling its prickle on my skin, listening to the waves lap gently to shore below. I’d brought my phone out, intending to take photos, but in that moment all I wanted to do was enjoy the peace this place cast over me.
For a while I wasn’t worried about my kids or if we were saving enough money a month for their Christmas presents, and I wasn’t worried about work or my new employee who kept calling in sick. And for just a sliver of a moment, I didn’t feel that niggle in my belly, the one that told me that things still weren’t completely resolved between me and my husband.
He still hadn’t really opened up to me about why he got so lost after Peetie’s death, and why he pushed me away when Cam pulled Jo closer.
And just like that my peace was shattered.
I’d let the worries intrude on our vacation.
My eyes flew open and I released a heavy sigh.
“What’s wrong?”
“Holy shit!” My hand flew to my chest as I jumped. Twisting around, I found Nate leaning against the French doors, wearing nothing but his pajama bottoms and an amused smirk. “I didn’t even hear you get up.”
“I know.” He pushed off the door. When he walked over to me he bent down and pressed a kiss to my lips before taking the other seat at the table. His gaze drifted over our magnificent view. “You seemed far away.”
“I was just enjoying the peace.” I gestured around us.
“It is beautiful, isn’t it?”
My gaze drifted over his gorgeous profile, and down over his bare torso. He was all honed muscle and tan skin. He used to have just the word “After” tattooed across his chest in black script. It once was a mere letter—“A”—to represent his first love, Alana. She died of cancer when they were teenagers and it royally fucked Nate up about women. When I met him he was the ultimate player. It had been easy to fall in love with each other but incredibly difficult to get Nate to admit it. When he eventually did, he had hurt me so badly I’d decided I didn’t want to be with someone who was still hung up on a ghost. He’d turned the “A” into the word “After,” meaning that I was what came after his childhood sweetheart. He told me he would always love Alana but I was the love of his life, and knowing what that tattoo had meant to him, the gesture finally convinced me he was telling the truth.
Two years ago, he had the script lengthened to “After my first came my last.” I’d burst into happy tears when I saw it. The romantic son of a bitch. He got lucky so many times for months because every time I saw the tattoo I turned to mush. Looking at it now flooded me with memories of our sexcapades that summer.
Now I wanted to lick him all over.
Jesus, I shouldn’t have married someone so hot.
Pushing thoughts of licking my husband out of my head, I said, “Did you get much sleep?”
“Aye.” He looked back at me, his dark eyes alert and bright, proving the truth in his answer. “I must have fallen asleep not much later than you.”
“You were tired after all.”
“It could have been your snoring. It lulls me.”
I glared at him. “I do not snore.” The only time I ever snored was when I was pregnant. I knew I had because Nate recorded it and made fun of me.
He grinned. “You’re so easy to wind up.”
“Winding me up is not a great way to start our vacation.”
“That depends”—his eyes suddenly smoldered—“on which way I wind you up.”
A smile tickled my lips as my body grew eager just at the thought of Nate winding it up. “What did you have in mind?”
He leaned toward me, his arms crossed in front of him on the table. “Would you rather act out a familiar fantasy or play a new game?”
I grew still, my skin already flushing hot at the thought. Over the years, Nate and I had sometimes jazzed up our sex life by playing out little fantasies. I’d even dressed up for him on occasion. I liked all of our fantasies but I was up for anything when it came to my husband. “Play a new game. Did you have something in mind?”
“We’ve never been strangers who meet in a bar before.”
“No, we haven’t.”
“We’ve never been strangers who meet in a bar and fuck each other within minutes of meeting.”
My breath stuttered at the thought. “Is that what you want?”
His eyes dipped down to the gap in my bathrobe to my generous cleavage. Lust flared in his gaze as it drifted back up to my face, lingering on my lips before locking onto my eyes. “Aye, I’d definitely be up for that.”
“Pun intended?”
Nate winked at me.
Shit, he knew what that did to me. When we first met we were just good friends, and anytime he winked at me or gave me that wicked, dimpled smile or said anything remotely flirtatious, I had to push it to the back of my mind. I hadn’t wanted to fall for him. But the truth was I hadn’t been able to ignore my attraction to him. Especially after we kissed for the first time. Some days the sexual tension had made me so hot . . .
Wait a minute.
“Do you remember what it was like before we started having sex? Do you remember the tension between us? Every time I was with you I felt like I was going to come out of my skin.”
Nate expression turned tender. “I remember.”
“And do you remember what the sex was like when we finally gave in?”
“I thought I would never stop coming.”
I squeezed my legs together as my lower belly flipped with desire. “You couldn’t get out of there fast enough,” I teased.
Nate’s gaze darkened. “Because I knew then that you were the only woman I wanted to be inside for the rest of my life.”
My nipples tightened. “You and I have both been thinking about sex since the moment we got in the taxi on Dublin Street.”
“Very true.”
“So why not torture ourselves a little? Let’s not have sex right away.”
My husband immediately frowned. “Are you suggesting we don’t have sex on our vacation?”
“No, I’m suggesting that we plan our stranger’s fantasy three nights from now. I think by then we’ll be ready to explode.”
For a moment, I didn’t think Nate would agree. Then he surprised me by saying, “This is just about fantasy, right? You’re not . . . There isn’t something I should know about? You want to have sex with me . . . right?”
It shocked me that he would think otherwise, and that’s when I realized he was feeling that niggle of dissonance between us, too. I swallowed down those worries and replied, “Of course I want you. I just thought it might be an interesting game to play.”
He thought about it for a moment. “I’m already hard as iron for you, babe. I don’t know if I need to delay gratification any more than it already has been delayed.”
Feeling a little disappointed, because I was pretty sure prolonging sex would make for amazing orgasms, I just shrugged.
But he knew me too well. “Fine.” He sighed. “But not three nights. I’ll give you until tomorrow night.”
“That’s hardly prolonging sex, Nate.”
He abruptly stood up and I bit my lip at the sight of his hard-on straining against his pajamas. They stretched so . . . he was definitely up.
“Point well made,” I said. “Tomorrow it is.”

* * *
Although Nate had agreed to wait to have sex until we played out our little “strangers in a bar” fantasy, I could tell he was disgruntled. For some reason his irritation made me want to torment him even more. After we showered (separately) and dressed, I grabbed his hand when we walked down to breakfast, trailing the fingertips of my free hand over the skin on his forearm exposed by his T-shirt.
Walking down the stairs, he frowned at me. “You’re doing that deliberately.”
“Are you saying I don’t get to touch you at all until tomorrow night?”
“No.” He suddenly stopped and pressed me up against the wall of the stairwell, his mouth inches from mine. His hand, the one not holding mine, slipped under my sundress, his fingertips caressing their way up my inner thigh.
“Nate.” I gasped, looking down the stairs to make sure the entrance was empty.
“You tease me, babe . . .” His hot breath whispered against my lips. “I tease you tenfold in return.”
I fought with the desire flooding me and the concern over disrespecting our very nice inn owner. My concern won out and I reached for his wrist under my dress and forcefully removed his hand with a flash of ire in my eyes that made him smirk in triumph. “Not here.”
“Just playing your game.” He stood back and then began leading me down the stairs like nothing had happened.
There was only one other couple in the dining hall that early in the morning, an older couple who smiled warmly at us and greeted us hello as we grabbed some coffee from the buffet area.
We’d just taken a seat at a table when Aydan came out of the kitchen and beamed at us. “You two are up early. Jet lag?”
“Yeah,” I said, fighting off a yawn. “I’m still kind of feeling it, actually. But this will help.” I raised my coffee cup.
“So will some food.” She handed us each a menu. “I’ll be back in a minute to take your order.”
We were looking over the small menu and I was trying to decide between scrambled eggs, potatoes, and bacon; pancakes, maple syrup, and bacon; or waffles and bacon. “I forgot how good breakfast is here.” I glanced over at my husband, who seemed less excited than me about breakfast. “You’re getting the egg white frittata, aren’t you?”
Nate used to indulge more food-wise but he’d found, as we all found, that he couldn’t metabolize crappy food as well as he used to. So he only indulged every now and then.
“Aye.” He nodded, his eyes twinkling with amusement. He knew it bugged me that he had more willpower than I did.
“I’m getting the waffles with bacon,” I immediately decided.
Nate laughed and leaned over to caress the top of my ass, which thankfully was hidden from anyone else’s view by the back of my chair. “You eat whatever you want, babe. We’ll both enjoy the fruits of that labor.”
I should have glared at him for feeling me up in the breakfast room of this quaint inn, but I couldn’t, because it felt like I had my old Nate back. The guy who made me feel sexy and wanted no matter what. So instead I gave him a soft smile.
For some reason my reaction made his gaze turn liquid with heat, and he impulsively leaned over, cupped my face in his hand, and kissed me. Hard. Deep. Quick.
When he let me go I couldn’t even think long enough to be embarrassed that he’d just Frenched me in front of an elderly couple who were trying to eat their breakfast. I could only blink, dazed, my lips wet and waiting for more. “What was that for?”
“Because I love you.” He shrugged, like it was most obvious answer in the world.
Before I could say anything else, the sound of Bailey Hartwell’s raised voice met our ears from somewhere near reception. “It’s ridiculous, that’s why!”
Nate and I shot each other amused looks, and pretended to peruse the menu even though I knew we were both listening in. Nosy buggers.
Her voice was lower now, and the fact that we hadn’t heard another voice reply suggested she was on the phone. “Vaughn, we have a house,” she hissed. “We don’t need another . . . Why would you sell it? It’s beautiful . . . We don’t need to buy a house together to be together . . . it’s a waste of money . . .” There was a longer stretch of silence. “Okay, if you’re that intent on wasting money, why don’t we just strip the house out and make it the way we both want it . . . It sits right on the water. . . . Stop being romantic when I’m trying to be practical, you know it confuses me . . . Stop it, I’m at the inn.” Her voice dropped even lower. Her breath seemed to catch. “You’re going to pay for that, Tremaine . . . no . . . no . . . Vaughn . . . Okay, fine. . . . I love you, too, you handsome bastard.”
That seemed to be the end of the conversation, and I turned to Nate, laughter bubbling in my throat. “That sounded familiar.”
He grinned. “Didn’t it?”
“I don’t think our inn owner is going to Scotland anytime soon.”
“No?”
“No. If she’s got what I’ve got, she’s staying put.”
Instead of softening, Nate’s features hardened, the muscle in his jaw twitching. He leaned over, his hand on my thigh, gripping it tight. “If I’m not allowed to fuck your brains out until tomorrow night,” he whispered harshly in my ear, “you have to stop saying things that test my restraint.”
I tried not to react, but I could feel my breasts swelling, my nipples tightening into buds that pressed against the fabric of my sundress. I wore only a thin bikini underneath it, and Nate’s eyes dropped to my chest, seeing the evidence of my arousal.
“Jesus fuck.” He let go of me to slump in his chair. “This is torture.”
It was torture. “It’ll be worth it.”
“Aye, I know.” His dark gaze flashed fire. “That’s the only reason you’re still sitting there and not on my cock.”
“Oh my!”
I looked up in horror to discover that at some point, while I was lost in my interlude with Nate, Bailey had entered the dining room and had approached our table. A flush of mortification hit my cheeks as Bailey stared wide-eyed at us for a moment.
Nate sat there, cool as you please. “Morning, Miss Hartwell.”
“Oh . . .” She waved him off, laughter suddenly overtaking the shock in her eyes. “Call me Bailey.” Her eyes flew to my face, which I was sure was red with embarrassment. It must have been because she grinned reassuringly. “I have one of these, too.” She gestured to Nate. “He says inappropriate things to me in public, so don’t worry about it, I get it. And I only heard because I’m right here.” She leaned in. “My other guests are oblivious, don’t worry. I was just coming over to see if everything was okay, and that you’re all settled in, but it sounds like you two are good.” She chuckled to herself. “Do you know what you want for breakfast?”
We gave her our order just as Aydan was coming out to take it.
“I got them.” Bailey smiled at her over her shoulder as she took our menus. “Let’s just leave these two lovebirds to it.”
When they were gone, I turned to scowl at my husband. “Really?”
His answer was to burst into laughter.



Chapter Seven
It turned out that Bailey’s best friend, Dahlia, owned a boutique next door to the inn. Hart’s Gift Shop was a much smaller structure, but the two buildings were architecturally similar down to the white-painted shingles. It even had a porch, although not a wraparound.
As Nate and I took our morning stroll together with the early sun not quite strong enough yet to fight off the ocean breeze, I was glad for my husband’s arm around my waist. His body buffered me from the chill, so I only felt it slightly. Beside Dahlia’s was a candy store, next to that an arcade, and from there the boards ran along a main thoroughfare. There was large bandstand at the top of Main Street—a long, wide avenue with parking spaces in the middle to accommodate visitors to not only the beach and boardwalk but to the commercial buildings on the street. We wandered up and down the tree-lined Main Street where restaurants, gift shops, clothing boutiques, retailers, fast-food joints, spas, coffeehouses, pubs, and markets were neighbors. After our little jaunt to nosy at everything, we were distracted before moving on down the boardwalk by a plaque near the bandstand.
“This must be it,” I said to Nate as we came to a halt.
That morning when we asked Bailey if there was anywhere in particular she recommended we explore, she’d told us about her friends’ places, and said we should just stroll along the boardwalk and take it all in. She then proceeded to say, “And you two look so in love I’m sure you’ll prove the legend of Hart’s Boardwalk true.”
“Legend?” I’d asked.
“There’s a spot on the boardwalk near the bandstand with a brass plaque for tourists about the legend. It says if they walk the boardwalk together, and they’re truly in love, it will last forever. It comes from this old love story, dating back to my ancestors. People here have grown to believe that the legend is true because townies who fall in love on the boardwalk stay in love their whole lives.”
I nudged Nate playfully. “You think this is cheesy, don’t you?” I gestured to the plaque.
“I don’t need to walk this boardwalk with my hand in yours to know we’ll last forever, Liv. I know we’ll last forever because I’m never letting you go.”
“Nate,” I whispered, my eyes stinging with tears. “I’ve missed you.”
“I’m right here,” he promised me, and bent his head to brush the sweetest kiss across my lips.
Our lips tingling with the promise, Nate led me back down the boardwalk where we discovered the ice cream shack, a surf shop, and then Antonio’s, the Italian restaurant Bailey had mentioned. She said it was owned by her good friends Iris and Ira. Just down from Antonio’s was the largest building on the boards. It was a modern white building with lots of glass. Paradise Sands Hotel and Conference Center. There were no neon signs in sight.
“Bailey’s fiancé’s hotel,” I said as we stopped outside of it.
“I thought about booking here,” Nate said. “The rooms are cracking and the sea views are brilliant, but I thought you’d appreciate the inn more.”
“I do,” I assured him. “It’s like a home away from home. Less impersonal than a hotel.”
“Good.”
The hotel was neighbor to another one of Bailey’s friend’s businesses. The bar Cooper’s did have a neon sign because it looked like that kind of place. Bailey said it was the most popular bar in town. It was the boardwalk, apparently. And Cooper was married to her good friend, Jessica, who happened to be a local doctor.
The bar owner and the doctor. It was a little surprising. I liked it. And thought maybe I should tell Joss about it when I found out more. She liked writing romantic subplots with characters who didn’t seem right for each other but turned out to be just what they needed.
I lived for Joss’s romantic subplots, but not nearly so much as Grace and Shannon did. Those two were huge J. B. Carmichael fans.
And just as I was thinking about books we discovered Emery’s Bookstore & Coffeehouse. Emery was another of Bailey’s good friends. I was thinking Bailey was friends with everyone. She seemed like that kind of woman.
“We have to go in,” I said to Nate. “Let’s get a coffee and just soak in the books.”
“Okay, Library Nerd,” he said with a mock long-suffering sigh.
“You know you want coffee.” I led him inside and immediately decided screw the beach, we were spending the rest of our vacation here.
There was a large counter with several coffee machines behind it. To our right was the bookstore. Up a few steps in front of where we stood was a seating area filled with little white tables and chairs as well as a scattering of comfortable armchairs and sofas situated near a fireplace.
There were a few customers here already, sitting at the tables, drinking coffee, some reading, others talking quietly. I glanced around the bookstore with its white-painted bookshelves and hodgepodge of comfortable seating. A few Tiffany lamps were set here and there, adding warmth and color. All the woodwork in the store was painted white and it contrasted beautifully with the rich teal blue of the walls.
A woman stepped out from behind the book stacks to our right, and startled at the sight of us. She immediately got over it and offered us a shy smile. “The bell over my door broke. I didn’t you hear you come in. Coffee?”
“Aye, please.” Nate nodded and we followed her over to the counter.
Her startling pale blue eyes assessed Nate for a second and then her cheeks flushed. “You’re not from around here.”
“Scotland,” he replied.
Those beautiful eyes of hers flew to me. “Long trip?”
“Quite. We’re staying at Hart’s Inn.”
“I’m sure Bailey is taking good care of you.” She was soft-spoken and definitely came off shy. I had no idea what she had to be shy about.
She was tall and willowy, with beautiful eyes and a heart-shaped face. She wore her long white-blond hair in an intricate plait that rested over her right shoulder. Wisps of hair framed her lovely face. For a moment I couldn’t figure out who she reminded me of, and then it came to me. My girls had been like most kids and were obsessed with Disney’s Frozen for a while.
“I’m Emery,” she said as she stepped behind the counter. “What can I get you?”
Emery looked like the live version of Elsa from Frozen.
“What do you want, babe?” Nate asked me, jolting me from my musings.
“Caramel latte.”
My husband ordered an Americano, and as we waited I decided to indulge my curiosity. “Have you lived here all your life?”
Emery glanced over her shoulder at me. “No. I bought this place almost nine years ago.”
“Well, I love it. I run a university library back home so . . . books are my thing.”
She grinned, totally getting me. “That’s cool.”
“Not just any library,” Nate felt the need to pipe up. “The University of Edinburgh library.”
Emery blushed again for some bizarre reason, her gaze quickly flying from Nate to me. “That’s amazing.”
I nudged my husband. “Stop making me sound cooler than I am.”
He grinned at me. “No one said anything about you being cool, babe.”
“You’re funny.”
“I know I am.”
Rolling my eyes at his teasing, I looked back at the shop owner as she turned around with our coffees and popped them on the counter for us.
“Are you married?” I asked before she could tell us how much we owed.
She avoided my gaze, blushing again, and shook her head. “No.”
“That’s smart. Stay that way.” I gave my husband a pointed look, but he just grinned smugly at me.
“Like you could live without me,” he said and then turned to Emery. “How much do we owe?”
Once we paid, we thanked the woman and I dragged Nate into the bookstore area of the shop with me. He wanted to sit and enjoy his coffee instead. “You sprang this whole vacation on me so I didn’t have a chance to bring my e-reader or a paperback. I’ll need reading material for lazing on the beach.”
“Actually, that’s not a bad idea.”
In the end we both bought a couple of books, and Emery’s whole face lit up at the sale.
“Have a great vacation!” she called as we walked out, seeming a little less shy than she had been a few minutes before.
Huh.
“She’s a mystery,” I said as we strolled down the boardwalk. The sun was stronger now, beating down warm on my skin. I shrugged out of my cardigan and tied it around my waist as Nate held my coffee and books for me.
“What do you mean?” he said as he handed my stuff back to me.
“Emery. She’s a mystery. She’s beautiful, you had to notice she was beautiful.”
“I don’t notice these things when I’m with you.”
I rolled my eyes. “Liar.”
He laughed. “Okay, so she was beautiful, so what?”
“She blushed anytime you spoke to her.”
“I have that effect on women.”
That was somewhat true. It was those damn dimples of his when he smiled! But I wasn’t telling him that. So instead I snorted. “Okay. Well, she didn’t blush talking to me. Which means that she’s either shy with good looking men or just men, period. I mean, I got the impression she was kind of shy anyway, but definitely more so with you.”
“Beautiful women are allowed to be shy, Liv.”
“I know that. Kind of. I just . . . If I looked like her, I would have jumped you as soon as you first smiled at me, way back when we met. People are a surprise with all their insecurities.” It always shocked me when people I considered amazingly attractive told me about their body hang-ups or issues.
“Well, she may be beautiful, babe, but . . .” Nate wrapped his free arm around my waist and drew me into his side. His hand slid down over my ass, as his gaze grew heated. “She’s not you. I love your curves, and the way those gorgeous eyes of yours turn to liquid gold when you come.”
Arousal flipped in my belly at his words, and my nipples pebbled against the bikini bra under my dress. “You have quite the way with words, Mr. Sawyer,” I whispered, staring greedily at his mouth.
“If you don’t stop staring at my mouth like that I’m going to break and fuck you before tomorrow night.”
“Then stop saying stuff that gets me hot!” I wrenched away from his hold. “It goes both ways.”
“I can’t help myself.” He smiled, the heated look in his eyes turning tender. “I’ve never been able to help myself when it comes to you.”
“Oh my God, Nate.” I huffed. “You know the romantic stuff gets me just as hot as the sexy stuff. Asshole.” I strode away, rattling with sexual frustration.
“I love you, too!” he called out to me in clear amusement.
I stuck my middle finger in the air, not caring about the other tourists, and grinned when I heard Nate howl with wicked laughter.



Chapter Eight
After Nate kissed the snit right out of me and got us even more hot and bothered, we spent the day on the beach. We rented sun loungers with a table and parasol in between them, and spent the day lazing it away.
When we knew the kids would be back from school, we Skyped with them on our phones, glad to see they weren’t missing us too much, and instead were having fun with Nathan and Sylvie.
“It looks so sunny there.” Lily did pout, however.
“It is, baby girls.” I turned the phone so they could see the ocean.
“Aww, it’s so pretty.”
I turned the camera back around. “I miss you.”
“Nana made chocolate chip muffins,” Jan said in answer.
Meaning they weren’t missing me so much.
Nate snorted beside me and I nudged him with my elbow. “I’m jealous.” Sylvie’s baking skills were pretty legendary.
“Right, girls, time for judo.” Sylvie appeared on the screen and waved at us. “Sorry, darlings, but I’ve got to get them to their judo class.”
“Of course.”
We said our good-byes and a thousand love yous and got off the phone. I pouted like my eleven-year-old. “I miss them.”
Nate grinned. “Me too. But it’s only been a day.”
“I know.”
We settled back on our loungers and I’d just picked up the book I was reading when Nate said, “Would you rather be able to see into your own future or the future of everyone you love?”
I placed my book on my chest and turned to look at him through the dark lenses of my sunglasses. He was propped up on his elbow, looking at me. I mirrored him, turning toward him. “What made you think of that one?”
“I’m reading a sci-fi about a cognitive.” He gestured to the book.
“Ah. Well, okay then. I guess I choose my own future.”
“Why?”
“Because if there’s something bad in my own future, I could handle that. Not the future of the people I love. For instance, I couldn’t handle knowing when you were going to die. That would be a living nightmare.”
Nate immediately flipped onto his back and picked up at his book.
He didn’t say another word.
Or tell me his choice.
At his cold abruptness, I was quietly stunned for a moment, just watching him read. And then I got annoyed. “What the hell just happened?”
“Nothing.”
“Oh, something happened.” I sat up. “What happened?”
“It was a stupid question. Morbid answers and all that.” He tried to wave it off, but I wasn’t for it.
“My answer disturbed you for some reason.”
“It didn’t.” He put his book down and got up off the lounger. I sat, stunned, as he pressed a kiss to my temple. “I’m heading into the water for a swim.”
I watched him, my insides all twisted, as he strode, strong, healthy, and fit toward the ocean. My eyes lingered over the tourists, wondering if any of the women were watching him from beneath their sunglasses, and knowing they probably were.
I got up, tying my sarong around my waist, because I wasn’t confident enough to walk around in just my bikini, and I wandered down the beach toward the water to watch him as he dove in and began to swim.
Thinking over my answer to our usually fun Would You Rather questions, I could only assume his weirdness was because I mentioned him dying. I hadn’t been lying either. I would rather know when I was going to leave this earth than know when Nate would. The idea of losing him was crippling, but I didn’t linger over the thought. Life was too short.
But did Nate linger on the thought of death?
Peetie’s passing had left an indelible mark on my husband, and I wished like hell he would just talk to me about his feelings.
I waited for him, deciding we were going to talk about this as soon as he emerged from the ocean, but I didn’t get the chance. Nate swam back until he could touch his feet to shore and my breath caught, watching him as he walked out of the water with droplets glistening all over his tanned skin. My mouth went dry at the thought of launching myself at him right there and then. It momentarily distracted me from my purpose, and then my husband distracted me further when he reached me, grinning at me with those damn dimples.
He grabbed the knot on my sarong and pulled it loose.
“What are you doing?” I tried to stop him, but he whipped the thing off me before I could resist.
“I want to see you. Stop hiding.”
Feeling that prickle of self-consciousness come over me as I stood there in my bikini, I glowered at him. “I’m more comfortable with it on.”
“You’re gorgeous.” He pulled me toward him and I stumbled in the sand, falling into his hard chest. “You have the sexiest, longest fucking legs on the planet. Why would you hide them?”
Warmth suffused me as I trailed my fingertips over his muscular chest. “I won’t then.”
“Good.” He kissed me softly and then whispered against my lips, “I can’t wait to have them wrapped around me tomorrow night. I’m going to fuck you so hard, Olivia Sawyer, you’ll never rid yourself of the sensation of having my cock inside of you.”
I trembled as his callused hands drifted over my naked back. “You’re doing this deliberately.”
“You want to be tormented with want, don’t you?” he said, his voice hoarse with sex. “I’m just obliging you.”
“Well, I’m wet,” I answered abruptly.
His fingers dug into my back. “I can’t make it to tomorrow, Liv.”
“Yes, you can,” I replied, even though I wasn’t sure I could.
“Fuck,” he bit out.
My eyes widened behind my sunglasses. “What? What is it?”
“I just realized something.”
“What?”
He bent his head toward me, his arms binding tight around me so my boobs were pressed to his chest. “We’ve been married for ten years, together for fourteen.”
“Yeah?”
“And I want you just as much now as I did then. Who in the hell ever heard of that?”
I melted against him. “We’re pretty lucky.”
“No.” He shook his head, pressing his hand on my ass and nudging his hips against me so I could feel his erection rubbing against me. “You’re a witch. You’ve cursed my dick to only get hard for you.”
I laughed at his nonsense, even though my nipples were like hard pebbles and I hadn’t been lying when I said I was wet. I was slick between my legs. “You do know we’re on a public beach and there are people around.”
“Lucky for me there’s an ice-cold ocean at my back.” And quite abruptly he turned and hurried into it, diving back into the water.
It wasn’t until later, when we were packing up to go back to the inn, that I realized he’d distracted me. I hadn’t asked him about falling back on his old behavior and putting more distance between us again. It bothered me that we could be so close in some ways, so in sync with everything else, including sex, but that there was still this one wall between us.
I wasn’t going to force conversation, I’d decided, as we walked hand in hand along the boardwalk with sand between our toes. We’d play our games, we’d fuck the frustration out, and when we’d bridged that distance, I’d start in on the emotional one.

* * *
“Hey, guys!”
Nate and I had just stepped out of Antonio’s, where we’d had delicious pizza, when we heard the familiar voice of Bailey Hartwell.
We looked to our left to find her walking toward us from the inn. She wore a olive silk camisole, skinny jeans, and flip-flops. For a moment I envied her her elegant, slender physique, and then I remembered the heat in Nate’s eyes while he watched me as I tortured him by showering with the bathroom door open that afternoon.
It was time to get over myself and my body hang-ups before it became a problem. I didn’t want my girls to have the same self-esteem issues I had, so I needed to curtail my negative thoughts about my own body.
“It’s my night off so I’m heading to Cooper’s. Do you guys want to join me? Please feel free to say no. I don’t want to interrupt a romantic evening.”
I was practically coming out of my skin for want of my husband, and I think his feelings were pretty near the surface, too. We’d barely spoken a word at dinner.
Okay, so we were choking on the sexual tension.
“Sounds good,” I said, and Nate nodded in agreement.
“Awesome.” Bailey gave us her glamorous smile. “Jess and Vaughn are coming. Dahlia won’t be there. She . . .” Bailey frowned. “She’s visiting family in Boston.”
Cooper’s was already quite busy by the time we got there. The bar had a traditional décor with dark walnut wood everywhere—the long bar, the tables and chairs, even the floor. Three large brass chandeliers broke up the darkness, while wall-mounted green library lamps along the back wall gave the booths there a cozy, almost romantic vibe. There was a small stage near the front door, and just across from the booths were three stairs that led up onto a raised dais where two pool tables sat. Two huge flat-screen televisions, one above the bar and one above the pool tables, made me think it was part sports bar.
There was a large jukebox beside the stage that was currently playing AC/DC’s “You Shook Me All Night Long.”
Appropriate.
Nate and I shared a look and I knew we were thinking the exact same thing, which only made us grin at each other.
“What?” Bailey asked, smiling curiously.
“Nothing,” I assured her, still laughing.
“Ah, private joke, I get it.” Still grinning, she led us to the bar where an attractive blonde turned in her stool to greet Bailey with a wide smile. Behind the bar, making a couple of drinks, was an extremely rugged and handsome guy in his mid-to-late thirties. He grinned at Bailey, too. “Coop, Jess, I want you to meet two of my guests. They flew in for their ten-year anniversary vacation from Scotland.” Our inn owner turned to us. “Nate, Olivia, this is Cooper, he owns the bar.” She gestured to rugged, hot guy. “And this is Cooper’s wife, Jessica.”
“Nice to meet you.” Jessica held out her hand and Nate and I took turns shaking it.
Cooper gave us a manly nod of his chin. “You enjoying Hartwell so far?”
“It’s beautiful.” I nodded.
“Even more beautiful with a drink in your hand?”
“Aye, that would be good,” Nate said. “Two beers, please. Draft.”
“There’s the accent.” Jess grinned at my husband before turning to me. “You don’t have one?”
Bailey explained for me. “Olivia is American. Her dad is Scottish, they moved back to Scotland, she met Nate, also Scottish.”
I nodded with a grin to confirm.
“Have a seat.” Cooper gestured to two empty bar stools. There was another bartender, I noted, but he was busy at the other end of the bar, laughing and joking with a group of women waiting at the bar for their drinks.
Nate pulled a stool out for me and I hopped on it while he took the one next to me. Jessica moved down so Bailey could take the one on my other side. “Where’s Tremaine?” the doctor asked.
“He should be here any minute. I think today has been a trying day for our hotelier.” She winced sympathetically, and turned to us. “What do you guys do back in Scotland?”
Nate answered as he handed Cooper money for our beers. “I’m a photographer.”
“And I’m a librarian.”
“Not just any librarian,” Nate said, settling back on his stool. “Liv runs the library at the University of Edinburgh.”
I shot him a smirk. “You like telling people that, huh.”
“Proud of you.” He shrugged.
“That’s very cool,” Jessica said, and I wasn’t sure if she was talking about my job or my sweet husband.
Before I could say anything, Bailey’s head whipped around to the door and her whole face softened. She hopped down off her stool and Jess moved down one more stool. I followed Bailey’s movements as she crossed the bar toward the door. Waiting for her was a guy almost as beautiful as my husband. As soon as Bailey neared him, she put her hands on his chest and he bent his head to press a soft kiss to her lips. She smiled up at him, and although he didn’t return it, he didn’t need to. This guy looked at Bailey Hartwell like the sun rose and fell with her and her alone.
Taking his hand, Bailey strolled back to the bar with him.
Up close, the guy was even more beautiful.
“Olivia, Nate, this is my fiancé, Vaughn.”
Vaughn held out his hand to shake ours, which we did, and I took him in. He wore a suit that was so perfectly cut to his body, it had to be custom tailored and possibly designer. If I wasn’t mistaken, those polished shoes on his feet were Prada. He had striking gray eyes, made all the more stunning by the long dark lashes framing them and the thick dark hair on his head.
There was something cool and cultured and perhaps a little aloof about him, and if I’d met him solo I wouldn’t have been that comfortable around him. I liked my men like Nate—open and social and funny.
However, I could forgive Vaughn Tremaine his aloofness because every time Bailey opened her mouth to speak, that man watched her like a hawk, like he couldn’t get enough of her.
She made him smile and his smile transformed his whole face.
Yes, there was no way Bailey Hartwell would look elsewhere for a guy when she had one at her side who looked at her like that.
As the evening wore on and we talked with the people of this beautiful little town, it became clear that Jess and Cooper were just as in love. They were recently married and clearly still in the first bloom of marital bliss.
Why I felt an edge of envy, I did not know. It was ridiculous. I had never envied anyone their relationship when I had Nate. But sitting there, watching two couples so close and in love, I started to feel like I couldn’t breathe.
I noted the pool tables at the back of the bar, and one was free. “Let’s play pool.” I turned to my husband.
Nate quirked an eyebrow at my random suggestion. “Do you know how to play pool?”
“Do you?”
“Aye.”
“Then you can show me.” I climbed off the stool, feeling mischievous, and the feeling helped evaporate my negative emotions.
You see . . . I knew how to play pool.
I hadn’t played in years but I was guessing it wasn’t something you forgot how to do. My dad was a master at this game and he’d taught me well. However, Nate didn’t need to know that. Bailey grinned at us as we got up. “Enjoy.”
Nate led me across the bar with his hand on my lower back, and up the steps to the pool table that was free. He racked the balls and handed me a cue stick. “Object of the game is to pocket all of your balls, plus the eight ball.” He gestured to the black numbered ball in the triangle. “I’ll break, show you how it’s done, and when it comes to your turn, I’ll guide you. Sound good?”
I smiled sweetly at my husband. “Great.”
Watching him bend over the table with his cue stick, I leaned back a little to get a look at his ass. Always a very nice view. I giggled to myself as my husband pocketed ball four while the others scattered against the rails with the power of his shot. Hmm. Nate might be good at this, I thought.
“Right.” He stood up and I lost my sneaky smirk, replacing it with what I hoped came off as a sincere eagerness to learn. “I pocketed a low ball, so my goal is to pocket all of them, balls one to seven. Your goal is to pocket the high balls, balls nine to fifteen. The object of the game is to do that and pocket the eight ball.” He gestured to the only black ball on the table.
“Okay.”
He then commenced pocketing three more balls before he missed the next shot.
My turn.
“So . . .” I held up my cue stick. “How do I do this?”
Nate gave me a cocky grin, those dimples of his flashing as he rounded the table to me. He got me in position, bent over the pool table, and leaned over me, his breath hot on my cheek. “Keep your shooting arm parallel to the line of shot and perpendicular to the table as you shoot.”
I nodded, and deliberately missed my shot.
“Too bad, babe.” Nate squeezed my arse. “But not gonna lie, I like that I’m going to have to show you how to do this some more.”
I grinned as I got up, my breasts brushing his chest. “I bet you are.”
He winked at me. “First, I’m going to kick your arse.”
I rolled my eyes and watched him take out the rest of his balls, easily.
Now it was my turn to take down his balls. Metaphorically speaking.
“Another game?” I pouted. “I barely got a chance to try.”
“Okay, babe. Do you want to try breaking?”
I nodded uncertainly as he racked the balls. And then I said, “Maybe we should make it more interesting.”
“How so?”
“A bet. Whoever loses has to strip naked and go into the ocean at night. Before we leave for home.”
“You do realize how fucking freezing that ocean is at night,” Nate said, concerned. “Babe, you’re not going in that ocean at night. Naked.”
So cocky. “I might win,” I said, pretending to sound uncertain.
“Babe.”
“You chicken?”
He narrowed his eyes. “Fine. Loser freezes her naked arse off in the ocean.”
I held out my hand across the table. “Shake on it.”
He did, his grip firm, his gaze still a little worried.
In answer, I lifted the rack, handed it to him, bent over the table, positioned myself perfectly, and let my cue stick fly.
I pocketed two high balls.
“What the . . .” My husband stared in astonishment.
An astonishment that only grew to realization as I rounded the table, pocketing all of my balls. Finally, I pocketed the eight ball.
I did it under three minutes.
Straightening, I smiled at my husband.
He glowered at me. “You hustled me. You fucking hustled me.”
I threw my head back in laughter. By the time I got my laughter under control, Nate had rounded the table to pull me into his arms. I grinned at him, seeing his annoyed amusement.
“You’re lucky that was sexy as hell or I’d be pissed off right about now.”
“It was funny.” I dropped the cue stick and wrapped my arms around his neck. “And you thought you knew everything you possibly could about your wife.”
“No.” He shook his head, his eyes dropping to my mouth. “You never stop surprising me.” His hands tightened on my waist. “Who taught you to play pool?”
“My dad. He taught me well.”
Nate kissed me softly, and murmured against my lips, “If I have to get blue balls standing in a freezing cold ocean, don’t make me have blue balls lying next to my wife in bed tonight.”
I kissed him back. “It’ll be worth the wait. I promise.”
His eyes flashed in irritation and I wondered if maybe this game I was playing was the wrong game when our relationship felt so fragile.
“Are you mad?”
Instead of answering, he said, “You promise this is just about wanting great sex, and not about wanting to delay sex with me?”
Why did he still think that? “Of course not. Nate . . . All I can think about is sex with you.”
“Then I’m not mad,” he said promptly. “But maybe we should just head back to the inn. So I can take a cold shower.” He let go of my waist and stepped back, but still he took my hand. “Watching you whip that table’s arse was hot as hell.”
I laughed and he turned to smile wickedly at me.
We said good night to Jess, Coop, Bailey, and Vaughn, and as we were leaving I could have sworn I heard Bailey say, “That right there is what I call relationship goals.”
Was she talking about me and Nate? I wondered, as I strolled down the boardwalk with my husband who still wouldn’t confide in me about his pain. I had to ask myself then, if everyone else thought Nate and I had an amazing relationship, and Nate thought we had an amazing relationship, then what the hell was my goddamn problem?



Chapter Nine
I was strangely nervous when I walked into the bar. The girls had bought me a sexy little dress that told me (as the entire contents of my suitcase had) that my girls knew what I liked to wear and what suited me. It was pink because it was still summer, but a deep magenta because I didn’t do pastels. It had thick straps, a sweetheart neckline that showed off my impressive cleavage, and it nipped in at the waist and then flared out so it wasn’t clinging to me and showing all my problem areas. It was also short, sitting just above my knees, because my legs were one of my best features and I liked to get them out every now and then.
I’d paired the dress with the high gold wedges they’d also bought for me, and let’s just say those shoes made my legs look pretty kick-ass. After sitting in the sun for two days, I was already a nice, light golden color because I had naturally olive-toned skin. Nate just had to look at the sun for his skin to quickly darken a shade or two.
As soon as I thought of my husband by name I threw him out of my head. Tonight, I wasn’t to think of him as Nate. Nate had taken a walk down the beach while I was primping so he’d be surprised by what I was wearing when we did eventually meet up.
He was going to be the stranger from the bar.
And I was Olivia, a lonely wife whose husband had grown emotionally distant from her, and although she wasn’t looking to make a connection, a stranger from the bar was going to be her escape from reality.
So okay, I should have given myself a back story that wasn’t so close to the bone, but hey, it was what I was feeling, and it was fueling the need and hurt and desire and longing swirling around within me.
After I got a drink at the bar, I saw a couple get up and leave one of the high round tables in the middle of the place. There were only two high stools at the table. Perfect. I grabbed the table before anyone else could and tried to get up onto the stool as elegantly as possible in my dress. I was five foot seven, just shy of six feet in my super high wedges. How anyone shorter than me was supposed to get up onto these things without assistance was beyond me.
Settling in, I stared around at the low-lit room. Purple strip lights had been placed behind the bar shelves so the ceilings glowed purple there, and the floor beneath the bar did, too. This effect was used throughout. The music was loud but not too loud, which was a relief, because a lot of places back home got that wrong. You could barely hear yourself think in a lot of the so-called trendy bars in Edinburgh. Not that I would know if that was still the case, since I didn’t go to bars much anymore.
There were plenty of couples here, plus groups of girlfriends, all guy friends, mixed groups, and singles eyeing each other up. The bar staff were young and attractive, flirty and fun. The music had a thrumming dance bass, electronics and no heart, making me long for the stunning, dark, ethereal storytelling of my favorite band.
As my gaze drifted through the crowds and back toward the bar, it stuck on a guy who looked an awful lot like my husband. He wore a dark shirt, either black or navy—it was hard to tell in the light—and dark suit pants. His shirt was rolled up at the cuffs, showing off his forearms. He had strong, sexy forearms. Forearms could be so sexy.
Seeming to sense my gaze, he turned his head as he took a sip of his beer, and our eyes met. He immediately lowered his drink, his gaze traveling down the length of me as I sat back in the stool, the table far enough away from me that it didn’t block his view of the dress.
When our eyes finally met again, I inhaled sharply at the hard look that crossed his features. It was like I pissed him off and turned him on all at the same time.
That look hit me right between the legs.
Trying not to squirm, I reached for my drink and calmly took a sip, but all the while I felt like the bar was just getting hotter and hotter, and the cold beer I was drinking wasn’t doing anything to cool me off.
This scene wasn’t me. If it had ever been me, it had been the me of yesteryear.
The trendy bar. The low lighting. The sexy dress.
The man across the bar who was currently eye-fucking me.
Yes, eye-fucking me.
I could be ladylike and come up with a far sweeter descriptor, but really no other word could describe the heat in the stranger’s eyes as he looked at me.
If my husband knew what I was thinking right now . . .
I felt more than a pang of guilt that this stranger was the one making me feel this way: like the dress I was wearing was too tight, too everything, and I couldn’t wait to be naked. Naked and slick with sweat as my body writhed with the man who was staring at me like I was the very embodiment of sex.
Staring at me in a way Nate hadn’t looked at me in so long.
At the reminder of the disconnect between me and my husband, I threw away my guilt and finally gave the stranger the small smile of encouragement he’d been waiting on.
He crossed the room with his drink in hand and gave me the sexiest smile as he settled on the stool next to me. Our fingers grazed as he put his glass on the little round table and I felt the hair at the nape of my neck stand on end.
Our eyes met and locked.
Suddenly it felt difficult to breathe, there was so much tension coiling around my body. The only man who had ever made me feel this needy was my husband, and this stranger had the same magnetic, sexual ability.
Of course he did.
“I haven’t seen you around here before,” the stranger said, his eyes dipping to my mouth and then to my chest, visible in my low-cut dress.
When his gaze came back to mine, I raised an eyebrow as if to say, Are you done?
The stranger laughed softly, and the husky sound shot tingles between my legs. Not to mention the dimples that popped in his cheeks were incredibly goddamn sexy.
“I’m not from around here,” I replied.
He cocked his head to study me. “Your accent . . . it’s hard to place. East coast, though, right?”
What he was hearing was the little Scottish inflection I’d picked up in my American accent over the years. I’d always had it what with my dad being Scottish, but living in Edinburgh for years had made the inflection more pronounced.
“Arizona, actually.”
“I would never have guessed that.”
I gave an insouciant little shrug and he grinned, his eyes roaming my face.
Years ago I would have squirmed under his perusal, geeking out and stumbling over my words. Nate had changed me.
Doubt stopped me from returning the man’s smile.
My husband had done a lot for me. No, he wasn’t perfect and he’d hurt my feelings deeply of late . . . but I knew I should be giving my come-hither smiles to him and not to this guy. Pretending might not be what was best right now.
For either of us.
“God, you’re sexy as fuck,” the stranger said. “I’ve been fantasizing about you since the moment you walked into Germaine’s.”
And as shallow as that was, the hoarse sincerity in his words gave me pause. Nate wasn’t here. It wasn’t Nate who wanted me like this. It was this stranger.
Stop thinking so much. I actually heard Nate’s voice in my head. Play a little, Liv.
At the perverse imaginary encouragement of my husband I leaned a little farther over the table, giving the stranger a better look down my dress. “Tell me.”
“Tell you?”
“About this fantasy of yours.”
His lips curled at the corners, as though he was surprised by my request, but pleased. Leaning toward me, he said, “Shouldn’t I tell you my name first?”
“I don’t want to know your name, or why you have an accent, where you come from, who you are. And I don’t want to tell you my name.”
His gaze darkened as it dipped to my lips. “Then I’ll tell you what you do want to know. Since the moment you walked in, I’ve been picturing those long fucking legs of yours wrapped around my waist as my cock thrusts into you.”
My breath stuttered.
“I want to pull down that sweet dress you’re wearing and see for myself if those tits of yours are as beautiful as I’m thinking they are. And then I want to wrap my lips around your nipple and suck it while I put my hand up your dress and under your knickers. I’d finger-fuck you and play with those perfect tits until you came. Hard. Quick. Fast. Good but not nearly satisfying enough. For either of us.” His chest heaved a little as he leaned even farther into me, until our faces were only inches apart. “You would be soaked and swollen and I’d be so fucking hard, I’d be in pain. Then I’d take out my cock and I’d fill you, babe, until all you could feel and hear and smell is me as I fucked you.”
I almost breathed out his name, I was so lost in his erotic description. My hands were trembling with want, until my nipples were tight and my breasts swollen, and I was seconds away from tearing off my dress and throwing my body at this potent man.
“What do you think?” the stranger said. “Sound like something you might want to make a reality?”
The part that was warring with me, the guilt and worry, I shoved to the back of my mind. “Yes.”
The stranger’s eyes darkened with pleasure and he slowly, gracefully stood up from the stool and held his hand out to me.
I knew there was a possibility this was the wrong road to take, that pretending might make things worse. But right then, I was so overwhelmed with desire I couldn’t see sense.
I just wanted satisfaction, and I knew that was something this guy could give me.
I just knew.
So I took his hand, slid off the stool, grabbed my purse, and let him lead me through the youthful throngs and out into the dark sea air of Main Street. We were silent as we walked, me hurrying to keep up with him as he took long-legged strides away from the beach. He led us right off Main Street, and I followed him for two blocks until we were in a quiet area. There were still mostly stores here but they were all closed; the street looked like a ghost town. I had just opened my mouth to ask what we were doing here when he suddenly pulled me down an alley between two stores. The farther he led me, the darker it got, until my heart started to pound in trepidation.
But I didn’t have time to grow overly concerned because suddenly I was pushed roughly up against the cold wall of a building. His body was pressing mine hard into it, so I could feel the slightly jagged scrape of the brickwork at my back. He captured my wrists in his hands and pinned them, holding me completely captive as my eyes adjusted to the dark, and I could just make him out from the little light still shining down on us from the street beyond the alley.
Breathing heavily, his face but an inch from mine, he stared into my eyes and said hoarsely, “Last chance to change your mind.”
My skin was flushed. In fact my whole body was alight with constant, chaotic heat. I could feel my breasts swell up against the tight confines of my dress, and the tingling between my legs had increased to an insistent throb. My breath hitched as I felt his erection pushing against my belly.
“I’ll fuck you right here and now if you don’t say otherwise.”
My knees trembled but somehow, my breathing harsh in the quiet air, I managed to move my feet, widening my legs in invitation. I whispered, “I’m not saying otherwise.”
And just like that I had his mouth, while his hands unintentionally pressed mine harder into the wall. The brick scratched against my skin but I couldn’t complain. It spurred me, it made me hotter, letting him take control and give us what we both wanted, what we both needed.
His lips were hot against my lips when his tongue slid against mine as he deepened the kiss and ground his lower body against me. My nipples instantly hardened. The stranger kissed like Nate used to kiss. Ferocious. Like he couldn’t get enough of me.
I let out a little gasp of excitement as he released my lips to trail his down my throat, traveling lower to the rise of my breasts. He squeezed my wrists as I arched against his mouth. In answer, he released his hold on my hands and pulled back to stare at my flushed face. My skin felt enflamed and much too tight.
My lower belly flipped at the hunger I felt pouring off him as he slipped his fingers under the straps of my dress. With a deliberate slowness that caused my breathing to grow more erratic, he lowered the straps of my dress, tugging on them until the front of it was bunched under my bra. The stranger groaned as he pushed my bra down and cupped my breasts. They overflowed in his hand and I felt his dick strain even more against me.
It didn’t surprise me that the stranger loved my breasts as much as my husband. His head descended and I cried out as his mouth wrapped around my nipple. Hands free of his, now that his were full of other endeavors, I reached for him, my arms curling around his neck, drawing him closer. I moaned, my head falling back against the brick wall, feeling my hair catch on it and not caring as he licked and sucked and tormented before moving on to my other nipple. My senses were overwhelmed by his scent, his heat, his hardness and strength. I was surrounded. Just like he promised.
I writhed against him and felt his groan against my breast, the sound reverberating through me deliciously. In answer, he pressed his body deeper into mine and lifted his head to kiss me again. This kiss was harder, wetter, voracious. I instantly wrapped myself around him, and my fingers curled in the hair at the back of his neck as I licked and sucked and flicked my tongue against his, our kiss so deep I wasn’t aware of anything but him. I forgot where I was entirely.
My hands tugged at his shirt, pulling it out of his trousers and slipping underneath the fabric so I could trace his hard stomach before sliding down to his pants. I fumbled for the button, got it, and then began unzipping him.
He gently brushed my hands away and slipped his own hand under my dress. As his fingertips trailed along my inner thigh, he said against my mouth, “Let me feel how wet you are first, babe.”
I huffed impatiently. “I’m soaked. Fuck me already.”
He groaned again, his fingers pushing under my knickers and inside of me. Easily. “So bloody wet. Christ, you want this.”
No shit.
I whimpered as he slid two fingers inside of me and I pushed my hips into them.
He pulled back to stare into my eyes as he fucked me with his fingers. “You’re a mystery.”
“How?” I voiced hoarsely.
“So classy, babe. Didn’t think a woman like you would get off this much from fucking a stranger in an alley.”
“I’m full of surprises.” I gasped, urging him with my body not to stop.
“I wonder what your husband would think.” His lips skimmed my jaw until his mouth stopped at my ear. “I saw your ring, babe, know you’ve got a man out there somewhere. Would he care that I’m about to drive my cock into you? Would it kill him with jealousy?”
“I don’t think so.” I shook my head, wanting to rile him. “He wouldn’t give a shit.”
He pulled his hand out from under my dress in punishment and I opened my eyes to find him glaring at me. “Wrong answer.”
His mouth slammed down on me, hard, bruising, and I matched him for fierceness as I sucked on his tongue. It descended into the dirtiest kiss we’d ever shared. Ever. Surprise and excitement burned through me.
I felt his warm, rough hands on my outer thighs as they brushed my skin, pushing my dress up to my waist. The stranger gripped the fabric of my knickers and tugged, and they slid down my legs. The sudden air between my legs increased the throbbing need he was building in me again.
We both reached for his suit pants and we shoved them and his boxers down, freeing him.
Gripping my legs, spreading them, the stranger thrust into me.
Hard.
I cried out in pleasured pain, wanting to say his name, and just stopped myself in time, the pulsing heat of him overwhelming me. All of my focus was on the sensation of his thickness inside me, and I struggled for breath as I fought the desire to take control.
I didn’t want to take control.
I wanted him to be beyond all reasoning and take me how he wanted to take me. No thought. No care. Just fuck me like he couldn’t breathe another second in this world if he didn’t.
The stranger eased me up against the wall so I could wrap my legs around him. It shifted him deeper inside me, and my fingers bit into his shoulders.
His mouth tugged on my nipple and my inner muscles clamped around his dick and snapped what little control he had left.
Yes!
He pounded us into the wall, thrusting into me hard, gliding in and out of me with increasing frenzy.
He lifted his head and our eyes met in the darkness. As he watched me, something changed in his expression, and somehow his thrusts grew even faster, deeper, and out of control.
I felt his thumb press down on my clit, and the combination of his cock inside of me and him rubbing my clit blew me apart. My release triggered his as my inner muscles rippled around his dick. His body locked against mine, his muscles strained, and he let out a deep grunt as his hips jerked against me in climax.
The world slowly came back to me as the euphoria of my orgasm faded. Suddenly I was painfully aware of the cold brick wall at my back, of Nate’s chest rising against mine as we struggled to get our breath back, of his heavy weight against me, of his lips touching my neck.
Fear slithered through me.
We hadn’t had sex like that, passion between us like that, in a long time.
And it hadn’t really been between us.
It had been between me and the stranger at the bar.
Did Nate and I have to pretend now to get each other off?
And what did that mean?
Was our emotional connection so screwed that we needed this?
Part of me knew I was being overly concerned. Nate and I had used fantasy in our sex life for a long time. Why was it bothering me so much now?
Because that was before he pulled away from me.
Did he now need the anonymity? Did he need to pretend I was someone else so he could fuck me wildly?
Nate must have sensed the change in my body because he lifted his head and whispered against my mouth, “Are you cold?”
I nodded, not wanting to speak the truth, and my husband gently slid out of me and lowered me to the ground. A minute ago I hadn’t been aware of the chill in the air in the alley at all, but now that Nate mentioned it, I shivered as I listened to him zip up his trousers.
“I lost my knickers,” I whispered, feeling stupidly vulnerable as I pushed my hem down and then pulled my bra and dress up.
“Do you want me—?”
“Forget them.” Who knew what was on the ground.
As reality came flooding back, I just wanted out of there.
Thankfully, Nate didn’t waste much time moving us along. He grabbed my hand and led me out until we were back on the quiet street, this time heading toward the boardwalk, toward the inn.
After a few moments of silence, my husband squeezed my hand. “You okay?
I gave him a bland smile, not missing the concern in his expression. “I’m good. You?”
His eyes narrowed. “Well, I was a few minutes ago, after having the best fucking orgasm I can remember having. But now . . . not so much. What’s going on with you?”
“Nothing,” I tried to assure him. “That was great.”
“We’ve been together for fourteen years, babe. I know when you’re lying.” He let go of my hand and came to a standstill in the middle of the tree-lined street. “What is going on?”
My stomach dropped at the thought of confronting him about the distance between us. “Nothing.”
“Nothing?” He suddenly got in my face. “Was it nothing when you told me that you thought your husband wouldn’t care if a stranger was fucking you? Because the answer there, Liv, was supposed to be, ‘Yeah, baby, it would drive him over the edge,’ and I was supposed to answer in kind by fucking you hard to illustrate the fact that the thought of any other man touching you would drive me over the fucking edge. Instead you said I wouldn’t care. What the fuck was that?”
He was saying fuck a lot, which meant he was really mad.
“I was just changing it up. It got the same result, didn’t it?” I gave him a cocky smile I didn’t feel. “You screwed my brains out, as promised.”
Nate’s gaze sharpened with concern as he reached out to cup my cheek in his hand. His thumb caressed my cheekbone as he stared deep into my eyes. “Then why do you look like you want to cry, babe?”
And just like that, my tears spilled over. I yanked my head away and made to move but he wouldn’t let me. “Olivia?” Nate pulled me back toward him. “Jesus, you’re scaring me.”
I tried to push out of his arms, but his hold around my waist was solid. My vision blurred as I attempted to blink away the tears and failed. “Let’s just go back to the inn.” My voice sounded shaky.
“Not until you tell me what’s going on.” He gave me a little jerk, forcing my gaze up to his.
“We shouldn’t have done that,” I blurted.
“Done what? Sex in an alley?”
I shook my head. “No. Pretend to be strangers.”
His features hardened. “Why not?”
I thought about lying again, about keeping this to myself and burying my head in the sand. But I realized that would make me like Nate, and if the two of us stopped communicating, it was surely the end of the road entirely. “Things aren’t right between us, and pretending to be other people in order to get turned on by each other was stupid and damaging.”
Abruptly he let me go and I tottered on my wedged heel. Anger darkened his gaze. “You needed to believe I was a stranger to get turned on?”
“No. You did.”
“Who fucking says so?” he yelled.
I glanced around, making sure we were alone, and then hissed, “Keep your voice down.”
It was the wrong thing to say.
Nate stormed away from me, heading toward the inn. For a moment I could only watch him, my heart pounding and hurting in equal measure. Finally, I got myself together and started to follow, wondering why I ever opened my mouth in the first place. I should have kept this shit locked up tight until we were home in Scotland so we could deal with it there.
I was so busy looking at my feet, buried in my pain, it took me a minute to realize Nate was striding back toward me. I jerked to a halt as he came at me. Even if he hadn’t looked as furious as he did, I would have felt the lash of anger in his tone. “Explain yourself. Now.”
“Don’t talk to me like that.”
“Liv,” he warned.
I glared at him so he would know I was pissed too, but I gave him what he asked for. “You haven’t touched me like that in over a year. You haven’t wanted me so badly that you would lose control like that with me. And back there”—I gestured behind us—“didn’t feel like you were losing control with me. It felt like you were getting off on pretending you and I didn’t even exist and that I was just some random woman you got to fuck in the dark.”
He just stared at me.
So I said, “It used to feel like a game. A game we were both in on that excited and amused us. That didn’t feel like a game back there, Nate. It felt real.” My tears began to fall. “I felt like you were a stranger who looked at me the way my husband used to look at me. And all I kept thinking was, ‘Why doesn’t my husband look at me like that anymore?’ and ‘Why won’t he talk to me like he used to?’”
“Because I’m terrified,” he bit out immediately.
I grew still, wary, and unsure. “Terrified?”
“Peetie died so suddenly—“ His words were so coarse with pain, they hurt as they met my ears. “Just fucking died, Liv. One second here. The next gone. We’re not getting any younger. And everything he was . . . it just doesn’t exist anymore. I’ve tried so hard to get over my shit that started when Alana died, and I thought I had. Until Peetie. After he died . . . after he died, I couldn’t . . . I kept having these dreams that it was you in his place. You kept dying in my fucking nightmares and I couldn’t do anything to stop it. You were just gone . . . everything you were . . . gone. What if I lost you, Liv?” My husband’s lips trembled, his eyes wet, and he looked away, blinking fast, trying to mask his emotion that pierced my heart. “How do I go on? How would I know how to breathe in and breathe out in a world where you didn’t exist?”
My tears fell fast and free now, the pain in his words causing my throat to close. Somehow I voiced my reply. “So you thought putting distance between us would make it easier?”
He looked back at me sadly. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I really don’t. I didn’t even realize I’d been doing it until I overheard you talking to Jo. Then I was terrified of losing you in a different way.”
“So you booked this vacation?”
He nodded. “I can’t lose you, babe. You’d take my soul with you.”
I burst into harsh sobs and immediately found myself wrapped in my husband’s arms. He held me so tight, it was almost painful, but I didn’t care. All I cared about was that he was finally talking to me, and the distance between us was because he loved me too fucking much!
I lifted my head and kissed his throat, before moving up to his mouth. He kissed me back with as much fervor, probably tasting my tears on his lips.
When I finally pulled back, I stared into his beloved face and whispered, “You can’t live your life in fear of something bad happening to me, Nate.”
“I know that.” His fingers bit into my hips. “I’m trying.”
“Why didn’t you just tell me this? Instead of making me go crazy, and then imagining you needed to get off to the idea I was someone else entirely while we have fantasy sex?”
He grinned at my angry question, which did not help with my anger.
“Nate.” I slapped my hand down on his shoulder.
Finally, he stopped smiling long enough to give me an answer. “I didn’t want you to think we were back to where we once were. Like how I was about Alana.”
“I don’t think that,” I promised him. “It’s not the same. At all. But . . .”
“But?” He looked wary.
“Maybe it would be a good idea for you to talk to someone.”
“Do you mean a therapist?”
“Maybe, yeah.”
Nate shook his head. “I know you mean well, babe, but I’m not talking to a therapist.”
“But maybe you should tell someone about these feelings.”
“I just did. I told my wife.”
That was true. I leaned in to kiss him. It was meant to be soft, quick, and sweet but Nate held me closer, turning it deep, drugging, and needy. When I finally came up for air, I said breathlessly, “Fine. But you have to promise to keep talking to me. Anytime you feel those fears overwhelming you, baby, I want to know. I want to know so I can screw those fears right out of you and remind you of what we have right now.”
His fingers bit into my hip again as his eyes flared. “Have I told you lately how perfect you are?”
I smiled. “Don’t tell me. Show me.”
My husband accepted that challenge, grabbing my hand and marching us back to the inn so he could show me just how freaking perfect he thought I was.



Chapter Ten
Around four o’ clock in the morning I slipped out of our bed at the inn to use the bathroom, feeling my way in the dim light. I tried to be as quiet as possible because we’d only drifted to sleep a few hours ago. When we’d gotten back to our room, Nate had wasted no time making love to me. It had been beautiful.
And yet as I stepped out of the bathroom, I felt my lower belly squeeze with desire at the sight of my husband sprawled naked across the big bed. He had pushed off the sheets, so they were only pulled up to halfway across his ass. I wanted to pull the sheets down farther and bite him.
How it was possible that I had the energy to want sex with him again, I didn’t know. I hadn’t felt this insatiable toward him since we’d first started having sex. Only a few weeks ago the thought of waking Nate up to make love to him filled me trepidation, worried he’d be agitated I was interrupting his sleep.
Now I wasn’t worried.
I’d decided from now on my husband was going to get a daily reminder why his life was freaking beautiful and that he needed to enjoy it rather than fear losing it.
On that note, I pulled off my nightgown and climbed onto the bed. I crawled up his legs and pressed my lips to one cheek of his ass while I squeezed the other cheek.
He grunted in his sleep.
So I licked him from the bottom of his spine up his back.
He groaned. “Liv?”
I pressed my breasts against his back and kissed his shoulder, my hair falling across his face. “I need you to turn over so I can make love to you,” I whispered.
“Did you just kiss my arse?” His amused, sleepy rumble did nothing to alleviate my need for him.
I giggled. “You’re lucky that’s all I did. I want to bite that ass every time I see it.”
“Well, for future reference . . .” He began to turn and I leaned back to let him. “You can bite my arse any time you please.” Lying on his back, Nate stared up at me with an adorable mix of sleepiness and desire and he smoothed his hands up my naked thighs. “What do you want to do with me?”
In answer I slid back down his body.
“Liv . . .” He groaned as my head dipped, his semi-hard erection straining to full salute as it comprehended my intent.
His scorching hardness passed between my lips and I felt his thighs tense under my fingertips. My tongue trailed along a vein on the underside of his cock and his breathing stuttered before seeming to stop entirely as I began to suck, bobbing my head so my mouth slid excruciatingly slowly up and down his length.
“Oh fuck, I wish I’d been lying on my back and you woke me up like this,” he hissed, flexing his hips into my mouth.
That would have been nice. But that didn’t mean this wasn’t just as nice. After a little more teasing, I began to suck him hard and gazed at him from under my lashes, growing slick with arousal as I watched Nate grab the pillow behind his head. He fisted it, baring his teeth, his chest heaving as I took him toward climax.
Just as I felt him drawing close, I released him.
“Babe, what are you doing?” he asked, sounding more than put out.
“I want you inside me when you come,” I explained.
He instantly stopped looking put out. “Then get the fuck up here and ride me.”
I smiled at his eagerness. “Patience.”
The anticipation was a total turn-on as I kissed the sexy cut of definition in his hip, my lips tracing a path along his torso as I crawled up his body. Knees on either side of his hips, I shivered as I felt his dick against my inner thigh. I pressed my lips over his right nipple, my tongue flicking, my moan muffled against his body as I felt his rough hands cup my breasts, my own nipples pebbling, eager for his touch. When his thumbs brushed them, I shuddered, a sigh escaping from between my lips.
“You were made for me, Liv,” Nate murmured in reverence, squeezing my nipples between his fingers and thumbs. I barely had time to recover from the streaks of white-hot lightning that shot toward my groin before his right hand coasted down my stomach, heading between my legs.
As two fingers slid into my slick passage, my back arched, giving his left hand better access to my breast, and my hips surged against his right.
“Get on my cock, babe, before I come on your belly,” he said, gripping my hips so tightly.
“How can it still be this way?” I panted, as I wrapped my hand around his dick and guided him to my entrance, the muscles in my legs shaking with need. “How can you still make me lose my mind, wanting you, needing you?”
I slammed down on him and we both cried out, Nate’s hips jerking up in reaction. “Because”—he groaned—“we’re the luckiest buggers that ever did live.”
Yeah, we were.
We found a tantalizing rhythm quickly, and with my hands braced on the bed beside his thighs, I leaned back slightly so his dick thrust into me at the most satisfying angle. I moved slowly, building toward climax.
My gaze never left Nate’s face as I moved, feeling euphoric because once again I felt sexy and powerful under his glittering expression, watching the way his dark eyes drank in my breasts as they bounced, my hair swinging across my back. His hands gripped my hips, urging me on; his jaw clenched as the heat between us increased and a light sheen of sweat coated our skin.
As I approached orgasm, all I was aware of was the coiling pleasure low in my belly, the sound of my uncontrolled breaths and mews of pleasure, the intoxicating smell of sex . . . Pure bliss took me over, and I closed my eyes, reveling in it as my body moved faster up and down Nate’s length, rushing toward climax.
Lights exploded behind my lids as my orgasm shook through my entire body. My muscles clenched around my husband, wave after wave of pleasure pulsing around his dick.
Cool air whipped over my skin as Nate flipped me to my back, something my husband always did if I came first riding him. I gloried in the familiar pressure of him pinning me into the mattress, holding my hands above my head. Nate’s features were strained with desire, and as he crushed his mouth against mine, he began to stroke deep inside me, his movements rough and hard. He groaned into my mouth, the noise vibrating through my whole body, and I felt the stirring of another orgasm.
When his lips left mine, I stared up in awe, our gasps seeming to echo all around us as I pushed up against his thrusts. He let go of one of my arms, his hand disappearing between our joined bodies, and as soon as his thumb pressed down on my clit, I flew apart. I cried out as I came.
Again.
Freaking. Again.
“Liv, fuck, God, fuck,” Nate grunted out, seeming just as surprised as he came long and hard. He collapsed on me, his face buried in the crook of my neck, his hand relaxing around my arm. His dick throbbed inside me, and I enjoyed the lingering pleasure it brought.
“That was a record, right?” I gasped out. “Seriously.”
“Fuck,” was all he managed. “Jesus, fuck, we’ve still got it.”
I giggled because he sounded smug as hell. “Yeah, baby, we’ve still got it.”



Chapter Eleven
Ice cream dripped down my fingers as it quickly melted under the heat of the afternoon sun. Today was definitely the hottest day of our vacation, and we’d decided it was just too hot to do anything but lie on the beach.
However, Nate and I tended to get bored. Lounging around was great for a few hours, while we caught up on our reading, but then our minds started to wander. I think we were just so used to racing after kids and working all the time that it was hard to be truly at rest.
After I suggested we give up our beach loungers and head to Antonio’s for ice cream, we did just that, walking along the boardwalk hand in hand, trying to lick our dessert before it became nothing but a sticky mess on our fingers.
Contentment shimmered through me as we strolled. The last ten days had been miraculous, and even though I couldn’t wait to see my girls, I was also grateful for this vacation with my husband. It felt like we were in an even better place than we had been before our disconnect. It was almost like being together for the first time all over again.
“Wedding.”
“What?” I wrinkled my nose at the random word Nate had uttered.
He lifted our joined hands and used them to gesture ahead of us. I followed the direction and stilled at the sight up ahead. Standing outside Paradise Sands Hotel was a bridal party.
“How did we miss that?” Now Nate pointed to our right toward Main Street, and sure enough somehow we’d missed the wedding ceremony. The bandstand was decorated and there were rows and rows of seats in front of it, where guests were still lingering.
The bridal party was following a photographer as the guests slowly made their way onto the boardwalk.
“I forgot Bailey mentioned there was a wedding reception at Vaughn’s hotel this week,” I said. “She told us at the beginning of the week.”
“Aye, I remember. Nice place for a wedding.”
“Beautiful,” I agreed. “I love weddings.”
Nate squeezed my hand. “It was a wedding that brought you and me together.”
We shared a secret smile, remembering how if it wasn’t for me getting wasted at Joss and Braden’s wedding and admitting to Nate I hadn’t had sex in years, his sex lessons would never have happened, and we might never have fallen in love.
We watched the guests start to pick up speed as it seemed the photographer was done with the photographs for now and everyone began to head into Vaughn’s hotel.
“Dinner time. Toasts. Those are the best.”
“Fancy going?”
I made a face at my husband. “What?”
He shrugged. “In a few hours dinner will be over and everyone will be on the dance floor. Free champagne and canapés.”
I giggled and then realized he was serious. “You’re not joking?”
“Nah.” He flashed me those dimples. “C’mon. Let’s crash a wedding.”

* * *
“I can’t believe you talked me into this,” I said a couple hours later as we walked into the wedding, pretending we belonged there. The ballroom of the hotel was decorated with strings of fairy lights and pink peonies. The chair covers were white with pale pink bows on them, and the centerpieces were tall, thin vases filled with pink peonies.
People paid no attention to the couple walking in who did not belong there, and a passing waiter offered us a glass of champagne.
Nate smirked at me as we took one. “Free champagne,” he said under his breath.
“Where are the canapés?” I said, not under my breath, searching the room.
“Buffet table.” Nate nodded to the right, where crowds of people had gathered near a table strewn with after dinner snacks. We’d already eaten, but neither of us was going to turn down free food.
My friends had bought me a teal print maxi dress with a halter neck, a deep-cut back, and a beautiful flowing skirt. Matched with silver sandals and my hair pinned up, I could pull it off as a summer wedding outfit. Nate wore a crisp white shirt, suit pants, and his dress shoes.
My husband, of course, could wear anything and look like he belonged.
Handsome bastard.
I nestled into his side as he led me over to the buffet table and began to fill up a plate for me before he got his own. As we stood, munching on free food and looking at the full ballroom, I felt the urge to burst into immature giggles and stopped myself.
We were crashing a wedding, for God’s sake.
Our gazes met and we shared a silly grin, clearly thinking the same thing.
The smile was knocked off my face when someone bumped into me, nearly sending my plate of snacks flying.
“Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry.” A tall, slender woman in a pink bridesmaid dress held up her hands in horror. “I didn’t spill anything on your dress, did I?”
“No, I’m good, it’s okay,” I assured her.
The guy at her side smiled apologetically. “We’ve had a little too much champagne, thought we’d come over and eat something.”
“By we, he means me.” She rolled her eyes.
Nate and I smiled congenially.
The bridesmaid looked over Nate for a moment in a speculative way. “We’ve never met, I would remember. How do you know Angel? Or are you friends of Mark?”
Her companion raised an eyebrow at the somewhat flirtatious tone but let it slide.
Nate stepped closer to me. We knew from the signs outside the ballroom that we were crashing Angel and Mark Ashley’s big night. “I used to work with Mark. A few years ago. They invited us to the reception.”
“Oh my gosh, I love your accent,” she said, distracted. “Where are you from?”
“Originally Scotland.”
“How cool is that?” She turned to her guy.
He gave her a teasing smile. “Very cool. Now let’s get you something to eat.”
“Find me later.” She gestured to us. “I’ve never met a Scottish person before!”
As soon as they were out of earshot, I turned to Nate. “Your accent is a problem. It makes us stand out.”
“Duly noted.” He began shoveling the food on his plate into his mouth.
I chuckled. “What are you doing?”
He had to swallow a canapé before replying. “This stuff is good. I’m getting my fill of free food before we have to get out of here.”
“And I want one dance before we leave,” I said, following suit with the food.
“Anything else?”
“You still haven’t stripped naked and dived into the ocean at night, so that’s on the agenda.”
My husband shot me a baleful look. “Fine. But to heat up, I’m making love to you on the beach after.”
Arousal shot through me. “Absolutely no complaints from me on that one.”
After we’d eaten, avoiding conversation with anyone else, Nate took my hand and led me onto the busy dance floor. I relaxed into his arms and followed his easy sway, loving that my husband was such a natural dancer. The solid feel of him against me, his arms wrapped around me, was the only thing in the world that made me feel utterly safe and protected. We held on to each other, dancing slowly to “Chasing Cars” by Snow Patrol, and as always when I was with him like this, I forgot where we were, or that anything but Nate existed.
After a few dances, Nate kissed my nose and whispered, “I’m ready to leave this wedding behind, babe. Why don’t you grab another champagne—it’s free, after all—for the both of us, while I nip to the men’s room.”
I nodded, watching him stride out of the ballroom with his easy gait, before I sauntered back over toward the buffet area where there was a table filled with flutes of champagne.
As I was collecting two glasses, I felt the heat of someone at my back. I glanced up to find a tall blond grinning down at me. He was cute in an edgy surfer boy way, and at least ten years my junior.
I raised an eyebrow, wondering why he was just standing there smiling. “Champagne?” I asked, thinking maybe that was what he was after.
“Sure, thanks.” He took it, while I grabbed another one for Nate. “I’m Greg.”
I looked back up at him. He was taller than Nate, probably about the same height as Braden and Logan. “Liv.”
“Friend of the bride or groom?”
“The groom. My husband used to work with Mark.” I lied easily.
Something akin to disappointment crossed young Greg’s face. “Oh. So that was your husband you were dancing with?”
He’d been watching me?
“Yup.”
“Shame that.” This time I realized his grin was flirtatious. “It would have been nice to get to know you.”
I had to admit I was a little thrilled by the admiration. He was a lot younger than me, and cute. But still, my husband just happened to be hotter, sexier, and the most wonderful father in the whole wide world. “That’s sweet. But I’m happily married. And a little old for you, I think.”
“Not at all.” He dismissed my last comment. “I couldn’t take my eyes off you.”
“Well try.” Nate suddenly appeared at my side, glaring up at my young flirter. He fairly bristled with possessiveness. Was it wrong of me to be thrilled by that, too?
Greg stepped back, giving Nate a congenial nod. “No offense meant. You have a beautiful wife.”
I saw the muscle in Nate’s jaw twitch but he controlled his annoyance and just nodded. “I know that. Not too thrilled about strange men flirting with her though, so if you’re done . . .” In other words, fuck off.
“Nate,” I warned him under my breath.
But thankfully, my would-be surfer boy charmer didn’t take Nate’s rudeness to heart. He seemed amused by it, lifting his champagne glass to us before turning on his heel and sauntering off, presumably to find someone else to flirt with.
“Time to go.” Nate took the glass of champagne out of my hand and tossed it back in one gulp.
I did the same, just in time, before I found myself being dragged out of the ballroom. “I can’t bloody leave you alone for a minute,” he huffed, as he pushed open one set of the double doors.
“He meant no harm.”
“Aye.” He grumbled.
“I didn’t even consider him for a second,” I added. “You know I only see you. I only ever want you.”
Nate stopped in the foyer of the hotel and looked back at me. His whole face softened. “You really mean that.”
I nodded, hoping he felt my sincerity. It was true. While I could recognize that other men were attractive, they didn’t elicit a sexual response in me. No one but my husband did it for me.
“Inn. Now. Sex.”
My lips trembled with laughter at his sudden caveman dialogue, but instead of agreeing, I shook my head. “Sorry, baby, you still have a bet to fulfill.”

* * *
“You’re really going to make me do this?” Nate asked as we rounded the corner on the beach to a more secluded spot, as far away from the boardwalk as we could get. The moon bathed the sand and the water with its luminosity, providing us with an ethereal light as the ocean breeze caused my dressed to twist around my legs. I shivered, knowing it was going to be freezing out there.
But so far this vacation had been an adventure I wouldn’t forget, and I didn’t want to stop throwing caution to the wind. In this case, almost literally.
My answer to Nate’s question was to grab the skirts of my dress and pull them up, lifting the whole thing over my head and laying it out on the sand like a blanket. I grinned at my husband’s look of surprise, shivering in nothing but my bra, knickers, and sandals. “I’m making you do it. But not on your own.” I reached down to undo the straps on my sandals.
“You are fucking crazy,” he chuckled, quickly unbuttoning his shirt.
“Hurry!” I jumped from one foot to the other to keep warm. It wasn’t cold up by the boardwalk, but that breeze coming right in off the ocean, the one that had been soothing during the hot day, was now chilly in the dark of the night.
“Bra and knickers off,” Nate said, removing his boxer briefs.
“Only fair.” I divested myself of them and felt my nipples harden immediately.
My husband groaned, focused completely on my breasts. “Can we just skip the water part and go straight to the sex part?”
“You’re not going to welch on a bet, are you?”
He made a face but grabbed my hand. “You ready for this?”
I nodded, even though my stomach was fluttering. It was going to be painfully cold. Plus, despite feeling secluded, this was a public beach. If we got caught, it was a crime. The thought sent a little thrill down my spine. “Let’s do it.”
Sucking in our breaths, we ran into the ocean together, both of us inhaling sharp gasps as the ice-cold water surrounded us.
“Fuck!” Nate bit out as we broke hands to jump around like we’d just stepped onto hot coals. “Fuck, fuck, fuck! It’s fucking baltic!”
I didn’t even say anything.
I couldn’t.
The words had frozen inside of me.
Bad idea. Bad, bad idea. Worst idea ever!
I turned right back around and got the hell out of there.
The relief of being out of the water was immense, but my whole body was shaking even though it had had a mere few seconds in the sea. I’d almost reached my dress when strong arms wrapped around me and I found myself flying through the air, landing on the hard muscular body of my husband.
He immediately flipped us, so I was on my back on top of my dress. “There’s only one way to warm up, babe.”
I raised my arms above my head, my fingers sliding through cold sand, my breasts arching up in invitation. “I’m all yours, baby.”
Nate sat back to enjoy the view. His hooded eyes drifted down my body and I lowered my gaze to see that his dick, which seconds before been subdued by freezing cold water, was beginning to swell and strain toward his hard stomach.
“What did I do to deserve you, Liv? Who else would jump into a baltic ocean with me and then lie like a live Botticelli on a public beach, not caring about anything but having my cock inside you?”
“No one else would. Now stop ogling and service me.” I giggled, shifting my hips, trying to get him to do something. We were, after all, on a public beach!
But I knew instantly that Nate wasn’t in the mood to make this quick, despite our risqué location. Heat flashed through me immediately, knowing the signs, his intent. Nate wanted to draw this out, savor it.
He placed his hands on my knees, his thumbs on the inside of my legs, and he slowly coasted them upward.
My breath left me.
And then he reached the apex of my thighs but he kept going, his thumbs meeting in the middle over my clit. I gasped as he pressed his thumbs down and rubbed, and my hips arched, sliding off the dress and the grainy sand at my back.
Nate’s eyes flew to mine, then desire and satisfaction moved through his expression as he watched my arousal increase with the circular motion of his thumbs. His lips parted, his chest rising and falling faster, as we stared at each other like two people who were starving.
The whole world seemed to fall away. I was barely cognizant of the sand beneath me or the rush of the sea waves at Nate’s back, or the smell of salt in the air. All I could see was my husband, all I could feel were his thumbs, his body above mine, and all I could smell was the aftershave I bought him every Christmas.
I wet my dry lips with my tongue as my eyes dipped to his dick, swollen, purple-red and jutting out between his muscular thighs. Would I ever get tired of looking at my beautiful husband? No. I really didn’t think I would.
My sex swelled and a little huff of excitement escaped me.
Hearing it, Nate’s cock jerked and he blew my mind by speaking what had just been on mine. “I don’t think I’ll ever tire of looking at you, Liv. Not ever.” He stared into my now-watery eyes as he smoothed his hand up my naked thigh.
“Yes,” I whispered, not even knowing what I was saying yes to. It was more of a plea, really.
“Look at all those goose bumps,” he whispered, eyeing my breasts and hard nipples. “So gorgeous. You’re driving me mad. I just want to touch you all the time.” His fingers slipped down my body and inside me. My inner muscles clamped around him in desperate need. Nate groaned. “I’m so glad you feel the same way.”
I huffed, feeling breathless. “Are you deliberately torturing me?”
He gave me a cocky smile and those sexy dimples. “You were the one who said anticipation makes for a better orgasm.”
“Right now I just want to orgasm, period. Please, baby.”
His mood seemed to change at my plea, and I waited breathlessly as he straddled me, gently taking each of my wrists in his hands and pinning them down in the sand at either side of my head. I felt overwhelmed by him in the best possible way.
“Good things come to those who wait, my darling,” he murmured, and then he kissed me deeply. His tongue pushed between my lips and slid over mine, dancing with it in a dirty, wet kiss. My hips pulsed toward him at the feel of his hard dick rubbing against my belly.
And then he was gone, taking his mouth from mine as his grip on my wrists loosened. His fingers trailed teasingly down the soft skin of my inner arm, under my arms, and down the sides of my breasts as he stopped to pay attention to them.
“Sometimes I sit at the dinner table, trying to concentrate on the girls telling me about their day, when all I can think about are your fantastic bloody tits and these long fucking legs wrapped around me. Does that make me a terrible father?”
I turned to mush, right there in the sand. “No. And for future reference, once the girls are in bed, you are permitted to have your way with my fantastic bloody tits and long fucking legs.”
He grinned but his eyes grew hooded with lust. “Suck these pretty nipples, you mean?”
“Yes,” I breathed, desire flooding my stomach. I arched my hips into his tantalizing touch.
“Lick them?”
“Uh huh.”
A dark heat entered his expression. “Come on them.”
A pulse of lust slammed through me. “Nate, please.”
He positioned his dick between my legs and pressed against me, ferocious desire written all over him. “The next time the girls are away on a sleepover, the first thing I’m doing is fucking those tits, Liv.”
Soaked, lost entirely in my desire for him, I tried to push against his hold on my wrists, wanting to touch him. “Like I’ll ever say no to you.”
Tenderness swept through his aroused expression. “I’m a lucky son of a bitch, aren’t I, baby?”
“We’re both lucky. I’ll feel even luckier if you actually thrust your beautiful dick inside of me instead of teasing me.” I gasped, impatient.
I felt the rumble of his laughter and then I felt nothing but the heat of his mouth as he wrapped it around my left nipple and sucked.
Hard.
My body writhed, bucking into him, and I struggled against his hold again. “Let me touch you,” I pleaded.
Nate immediately let me go so I could reach for him, and as he turned his attention to my other breast, I moved my hands to his shoulders, stroking his smooth, damp skin, droplets of water tickling my fingertips. And then I curled my fingers tightly into his soft, dark hair as he tormented my nipples until they were swollen, painful buds.
There was a possibility I was going to come with just his mouth on me, and that would be a first.
“Baby,” I begged, tugging hard on his hair.
Nate didn’t stop the torment, however. His lips traveled down my stomach, his tongue licking my belly button before moving south. My lower belly rippled in a mini orgasm as the dark sky and sparkling stars were suddenly all I could see, and I was jolted back into the reality that my husband was about to go down on me on a beach where anyone might stumble upon us.
Another ripple of excitement moved through me and I automatically opened my legs and heard his grunt of satisfaction seconds before his tongue touched my clit.
Need slammed through me and my hips pushed into his mouth. He gripped them, pressing them back into the dress over the sand, and then my husband proved that he was a master with his mouth.
He suckled my clit, pulling on it hard, knowing me, knowing my body and what got me off. He listened to my harsh, shallow breaths, knew what the change in rhythm in my undulating hips meant, and stopped.
I cried out in frustration. “Nate!”
His grip on my hips became almost bruising.
And then his tongue was back, this time licking inside me. I writhed, wanting all of him, every inch, everything!
Hearing my whimpers, he returned to my clit and gently pushed two fingers inside of me.
“Mother of God.” I jerked against him.
“Good?” he asked, stopping all movement.
I looked down at him in frustrated horror. “Are you nuts? If you stop again, Nate Sawyer, I will divorce you!”
I felt the huff of his laughter on my hip.
I wasn’t amused. “Seriously? You have two seconds to fuck me.”
His laughter slowly dissipated as he sat up, straddling me. He held my gaze as he took his dick in hand and began to stroke himself, his pleasure-filled eyes narrowed on me.
I had a sudden image of him coming all over my breasts. “Nate.”
Whatever he heard in my voice made him stroke himself harder, the muscle in his jaw ticking, his hips pumping into his hand. “Beg me, Liv.”
I didn’t need to be asked twice. “Fuck me, baby,” I whispered. “Please.”
He let go of his dick, braced himself over me, one hand beside my head in the sand, and he curled his other around my thigh, opening me, and thrust inside me.
Hard.
I gasped out his name in pleasure. Our eyes held as my breath scattered, and he moved inside me in thick, rough, fierce strokes. The love in both our eyes only heightened our arousal, and it didn’t take long for the tension inside of me to reach the breaking point, to shatter explosively, overwhelmingly.
“Nate!” I cried, my eyes rolling back in my head as my inner muscles clamped around my husband’s dick. I was barely aware of my fingernails digging into the muscles of his back, as the pleasure pulsed through what felt like every piece of me. It felt like it was never going to end, the ripples of my climax pulsing and pulsing around him. Nate’s hips slammed hard against mine and he tensed, seconds before he throbbed and flooded inside of me.
“Liv, Jesus, God!” He came almost as hard as me and then buried his face in my neck, trying to catch his breath.
We both were.
I kept my arms wrapped tight around him, my fingernails having lost their hold on him thankfully. As always I luxuriated in the feel of his heavy body over mine, never failing to appreciate the fact that this beautiful, kind, funny man was my husband. It had been so painful to feel disconnected from him that the euphoria of feeling closer to him than ever was almost too beautiful to bear.
I pulsed around him at the thought, a little aftershock, and he lifted his head to give me a lazy, satisfied, loving smile. In answer to that smile I kissed him, a soft yet still-hungry kiss, pouring all my love into it. He kissed me in return, and I rolled, forcing him onto his back in the sand. His hands caressed my shoulders, my hair, my ass, as we kissed and I writhed against him, needing more, wanting him hard again, ready.
“I’m not in my twenties anymore,” he said, his voice rumbling with desire and amusement.
I didn’t listen to him. Instead I explored—touching, tasting, smoothing the coarse grains of sand off his skin. When I bent my head to his dick, he inhaled in surprise.
Right there, with the sea breeze blowing my hair around my shoulders and caressing my naked skin, I sat on a dark, moonlit beach and sucked my husband like he was a lollipop, getting him hard and ready for round two. He moaned in displeasure as I released him from the wet heat of my mouth. “Tit for tat,” I whispered. This time I tormented and explored him, the hard planes of his muscles, the heat and sea salt on his skin.
And then I straddled him, taking every inch of his beauty inside of me. I rode him. I rode him slowly, feeling his fingers bite into my hips, begging me for more. Frustrated by my decision not to give him more, he sat up abruptly, his strong ab muscles tensing, and he wrapped his arms around my waist, drawing one of my nipples into his mouth.
As he laved and sucked and licked me, my rhythm increased just like he knew it would, until I was gasping and panting, driving down on him hard and fast. Nate climaxed first, and watching the euphoria slacken his features sent me over the edge.
Exhausted, stunningly exhausted, I melted into his embrace. “I love you so much,” I whispered.
His arms tightened around me. “I love you more.”
After a moment of silence, he squeezed me and I lifted my head in question. “Look where we are,” he smiled.
I glanced over my shoulder at the inky black water rushing closer to shore than it had before we got here. “I almost forgot.” Looking around us, I was glad to see we were still all alone out here. “Do you think anyone saw?”
Nate ran his fingers through my hair, pushing the thick locks off my face. “I couldn’t give a shit.”
“Me neither.” I kissed him softly. “We should probably get back to the inn, though. Wash all this sand off.”
He nodded and I carefully lifted off him, smiling smugly at his groan as I did so. Once on our feet, I felt a little wobbly, disoriented. It wasn’t every day you had a sex-fest on the beach. Dressing quickly, I grabbed my sandals and watched my husband dress.
“You’re unfairly beautiful,” I said, as he shrugged on his shirt.
He smiled, pleased. “Pot, meet Kettle.”
I was happy he thought so. Once he was ready, I held out my hand and he ignored it, preferring to slide his arm around my waist and hug me into his side as we walked. We were quiet as we made our way back around the curve of the beach and within sight of the boardwalk.
The crash of the waves, plus the epic orgasms I’d just had, made me sleepy, and I held on to Nate’s waist for support as we strolled up the beach.
“Best holiday ever, babe,” Nate suddenly said.
“Yeah,” I smiled up into his eyes. “It’s going to be hard to top it.”
I didn’t mean it as a challenge but my husband took at as such. “Just watch me try,” he promised.



Epilogue
Six months later . . .
As soon as I walked into the house from a long day at work I smelled the delicious aromas coming from the kitchen and felt my whole being melt in relaxation. Nate had dinner on so I didn’t have to worry about it.
My relaxation lasted two seconds.
“Mummy!” January came flying out of the large living room and threw herself at me as I was kicking my shoes off. I held on to her as I flipped off my right boot with my stockinged left foot.
“What’s up, baby girl?” I asked, feeling her grip on me tighten.
My kid bent her head back and glared at me. “Lily won’t come out of her room!” She said this as if it were somehow my fault.
Concern surged through me. Lily may be the quieter of my daughters but she was also social with us. God help me if she was hitting teenagerhood prematurely. I remember locking myself in my room and refusing to spend time with my mom. Then again, that was after I got my period, and I knew my oldest hadn’t gotten her period yet.
I was dreading it.
I didn’t want my baby to grow up.
“What’s wrong with Lily?” I asked, leading Jan down the hall and into the kitchen. Nate was standing at the stove, stirring something in a pot. “What’s wrong with Lily?” I repeated to his back.
He jerked around, his face lighting up with a big smile, and I watched as he turned down the heat on the stove and crossed the room to me. I leaned in for his kiss, ignoring my kid who squealed that we were gross.
“Babe,” he murmured, pulling back. “Glad you’re home. I think this is a girl problem.”
“Lily?”
He nodded, losing his smile. “After I picked up Jan we went to get Lily. She wasn’t standing with her friends outside and she slammed the car door when she got in. Wouldn’t tell me what was wrong. Got her home and she ran upstairs and slammed her door. I think she’s barricaded it, because Jan tried to get in and it wouldn’t budge.”
Worry pierced me. Please do not tell me my kid got her period at school.
“Sorry, babe.” Nate kissed me again, “Not the best homecoming.”
“You’re cooking and you kissed me. Still a good homecoming.” I looked down at Jan. “Now let me go see what’s up with your big sis.”
“I’m coming,” Jan said, sticking out her bottom lip stubbornly.
“Why don’t you wait on me checking out the situation first?” I strode past her but I had mom eyes on the back of the head and knew she was following me.
Upstairs, I made my way over to Lily’s bedroom door. She had a poster of the girl band she loved so much on the front of it. I hated their music and the provocative way they dressed, considering most of their fans were my girl’s age. I took pleasure in knocking hard on the door, right over the face of the band member who was always wore crotch-short dresses. “Lily, baby, you okay?”
I heard a shuffling noise, some clatter, and then the door opened and my sweet girl’s tear-stained face looked up at me. “Mum.”
My chest ached. “Baby, what’s wrong?” I pushed the door a little and she let it give way, and I bent down to wrap my arms around her. I felt her tears on my shoulder and worry consumed me. “Baby, please tell me what’s wrong?”
She sniffled. “Only if Jan goes away.”
I lifted my head and glanced over my shoulder to see my little one jut out her chin. I stopped her before she could say anything. “Just let me talk with your sister first, okay, baby?” I didn’t let her answer, quickly stepping inside Lily’s bedroom and letting the door close almost all the way.
I knew for a fact Jan probably had her ear right at the gap, but I didn’t bother looking around to check. Instead I led Lily over to her bed and pulled her down beside me. Wiping the tears off her cheeks, I said, “Tell me what happened.”
Her pretty face crumpled again. “Lucy fancies Devon Carson and Amanda asked him out for her but he told Amanda that he fancies me and now Lucy has turned everyone against me.” Her chest heaved as she struggled to fight her tears. “All my friends stopped talking to me, Mum. And Lucy spread a rumor that I wet the bed at our last sleepover. They were all laughing at me. I don’t even like Devon back!”
I bit my lip, anger rushing through me. My kid was only in primary seven, finishing up spring term and getting ready to start her last term before high school after the summer. How was it possible that girls at that age were starting jealousy shit over boys?
“I’m going to phone Lucy’s mom,” I said, hoping I could stop myself from bitching the woman out. What happened to teaching our girls about the sisterhood, and not treating each other like crap in competition over boys’ attention?
“No, mum, no,” Lily said, panicked.
“Yeah, mummy, no!” Jan came barging into the room. She stopped, legs braced, hands on her hips and her nose and mouth scrunched in anger. She was so freaking adorable it took everything within me not to laugh. That only got harder when she shook a fist at us. “I’ll punch her face, teach her a lesson.”
Where the hell did she get this stuff?
Lips straining against an amused expression, I pursed them instead. “Baby girl, you know that’s not the answer. We don’t hit people.”
“But daddy taught me how.” She shook that little fist again.
“No, your dad taught you about self-defense. There is a difference. You can’t go around punching people.”
“I’m not going to go around punching people, silly.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m going to self-defense Lily-Bily.”
I looked at Lily and she glanced from her little sister to me, and I saw the amusement cut through the sadness in her eyes. I grinned at her and she burst out into giggles. Feeling grateful, I grabbed hold of Jan’s hand and tugged her between my legs so I could tickle her. Her peals of laughter lit the room, so infectious they set off more giggles from her big sister.
“No one is going to punch anyone,” I said, cuddling Jan between my legs and reaching for Lily’s hand. “But Lucy’s mom needs to know about her daughter’s behavior. She can’t bully you like this, Lily.”
“She’s just jealous,” Jan added. “Cos’ you’re way prettier than her.”
Lily smiled down at her sister, her adorable dimples flashing. The truth was I didn’t think my baby girl was wrong. Lily was reaching her teens and she was heading to be a knockout. Unfortunately, there would always be people who couldn’t stand the beauty in others. Thankfully, there would also always be people who saw past my kid’s pretty face to the real beauty inside of her. She was my sweet, sensitive, compassionate, kind little girl. “I know it may not seem like it now, but you’ll go off to high school, meet new friends. Friends who are proud of all that you are and aren’t jealous of that pretty face.”
“I have to get there first, Mum.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I can’t go back to school if Lucy is going to torture me.”
I knew Lucy’s mom, Kathleen, and she was a nice woman. Of course, I’d never had to deal with her when I was calling to tell her that her kid was being a bitch to mine, but I had to hope she’d have a word with Lucy. “I’m calling Lucy’s mom. End of. You are not going to be afraid to go to school. Okay?”
Still looking worried, Lily nodded reluctantly.
“Good. First, though, let’s go have that delicious-smelling dinner your dad is making for us.”
Not long later we were all sitting around the dining table eating homemade spaghetti and meatballs and crunchy garlic bread. Nate hadn’t pressed about what was wrong with Lily, sensing she didn’t want to talk about it with her dad. Instead he just kissed the top of her head and told her he loved her before laying out dinner for us.
“Would you rather live in a house made entirely of spaghetti or have to eat spaghetti for the rest of your life?” Jan asked, dripping a huge splat of spaghetti onto the dining table as she tried to lift it to her mouth.
My kid was quite possibly the most articulate eight-year-old in Scotland. The most coordinated, she was not.
“Spaghetti house,” Lily said, seeming to be feeling better.
“Me too!” Jan agreed.
I loved that her little sister could cheer her up.
“I’m going to say eat it. As long as it’s your dad’s spaghetti.” I smiled over at him.
Nate nodded his head in gratitude. “I’m going to say live in a spaghetti house.”
“Why?” Jan demanded.
“Because I go where my Jan and Lily go.” He winked at her and then shot his eldest a dazzling smile.
“Way to come off as the better parent, Sawyer.” I huffed in pretense.
His answer was to wink at me, too.
Too charming for his own good!
“Okay, I have one,” Lily said. “Would you rather be in a girl band”—she shot me a devious look, knowing how much I disliked girl bands—“or have dog poop on your shoe all the time?”
How was that fair? I parted my lips in a huff and ignored Nate’s snort from the other end of the table.
“I’m going with girl band,” Nate said.
I made a face. “You would say that.”
He just laughed.
“Me too.” Lily chirped.
I looked at Jan and she appeared just as disgusted as me. “Dog poop,” she said, as if there was no other possible choice.
I raised my hand in a high-five and she reached up to slap it. “Right there with you, sister. We’ll walk around with dog poop on our shoes listening to good music.”
Jan nodded with great conviction.
Lily heaved a sigh. “You’re in denial.”
She sounded so serious and grown up about it, I couldn’t help but share a grin with Nate. We had the best freaking kids on the planet.

* * *
Later, after the girls did their homework and we’d watched some television, after I’d explained what happened to Lily to Nate in the kitchen, after I’d called Kathleen who was convinced Lily had gotten the wrong idea but would talk to Lucy nonetheless, after I’d assured Lily everything would be fine at school the next day, and after we’d put the girls to bed, Nate and I curled up on the couch together to watch grown-up TV.
However, we were barely paying attention to the crime drama on the screen. We were too busy catching up on each other’s day.
“I can’t believe that little witch did that to Lily,” he grumbled. “And over a boy. When did boys come into the picture?”
I smiled, snuggling deeper against his chest. “I blame you.”
Nate tensed. “How so?”
“She got all that beauty from you. Girls who haven’t been taught better are going to be jealous of it, and boys are going to want a piece of it.”
“I’m ignoring that last part entirely,” he grumbled. “As for the first part . . . She has your gorgeous bloody eyes.”
“Mixed with your gorgeous bloody coloring and dimples. Let’s face it, baby, in a few years’ time, Lil will be a knockout. And in ten years’ time so will Jan. Life is going to be equal parts easier and harder for them because of it.”
“I don’t even want to think about it,” he whispered.
At his melancholy tone, I lifted my head to look at him. He looked sad. “Baby?”
Nate met my eyes. “They’re growing up too fast.”
“I know,” I whispered back, giving him a sad smile in return. “So we should enjoy the hell out of them being kids while we can.”
He nodded and his arm tightened around me.
After a while, we grew silent and I was getting into the TV show when Nate suddenly said, “I’ve got that wedding coming up this weekend.”
I’d almost forgotten about that. Usually Nate’s colleague, Alex, took on the weekend wedding photography because he was single and didn’t mind working the weekends, whereas, Nate begrudged being away from me and the girls. Unfortunately, there was one wedding Alex couldn’t work because it was his birthday, and Nate agreed to do it.
“It’s at that country house in Loch Lomond.”
“I remember you saying.”
“I meant to tell you I booked a room for it as soon as I took the job.”
I lifted my head, frowning at him. “Why would you book a room?”
Nate’s gaze warmed with heat. “I also asked my mum and dad if they’d watch the kids.”
Understanding hit. “You booked a room for us?”
“Aye. Thought you could be my assistant for the day and I’d reward you for all your hard work by shagging your brains out in a five-star hotel.” He grinned wickedly.
Anticipation and thrill moved through me. “You romantic bastard, you.”
Nate threw his head back in laughter.
“You meant to say make love to me in a five-star hotel,” I continued.
He shook his head, still chuckling. “No, I meant to say shagging. In fact, no, fucking. Fucking your brains out in a five-star hotel.”
I pretended to huff, though his words made me tingle all over, and tried to get up off of him, but he pulled me back down on top of him.
“Okay, okay.” He tried to appease me as he ran his hands up my sides and brushed the swell of my breasts with his thumbs. “I’ll fuck your brains out and then I’ll make love to you.”
I relaxed immediately. “Well, why didn’t you just say that?”
Chuckling, he wrapped his arms around me as I settled against his chest again. We lay there, watching TV, our awesome kids sleeping contentedly upstairs, a weekend love fest waiting on the horizon for us, and I knew I couldn’t get any happier than I was in that moment.
But my husband had to go and prove me wrong by suddenly saying, “I love you so much it hurts sometimes.”
Tears pooled in my eyes, and I lifted my head again to meet his gaze. Reaching up, I brushed the backs of my fingers over his jaw and replied, “I know the feeling, baby.”
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March 2018
Sky Harbor Airport, AZ
Food. Food and coffee. I knew those should be my priority. The grumbles in my belly were making that perfectly clear. And considering the purpose for my visit to Phoenix, it was no wonder I was marching through the terminal after having my bag searched in security, feeling like I might claw someone’s face off if I didn’t get a shot of caffeine in my system.
Even though I was hangry, my priority was to get upgraded to first class on my flight home to Boston. I could be hangry all I wanted in an airport. But as I was someone who suffered from mild claustrophobia, sitting in coach—with my luck stuck beside someone who would take their shoes and socks off during flight—would be a million times worse than being hangry. I couldn’t chance it. A pair of strange, hot, sweaty, smelly, bare feet next to me for four and a half hours? No, that was a hell my current state of mind couldn’t deal with. I shuddered as I marched toward the desk at my gate.
Seeing a small group of people crowded under a television screen, I faltered, wondering what had drawn them to the news. Slowing at the images of huge plumes of smoke billowing out of a tremendously large mountain, my curiosity drew me to a halt.
Within a few seconds the news told me that an unpronounceable volcano in Iceland had erupted creating this humungous ash cloud that was causing disruption in Europe. Flights there had been grounded and consequently travel chaos ensued.
The thought of being stuck in an airport for an indeterminate number of hours—days even—made me shudder in sympathy for my poor fellow human beings.
I couldn’t imagine dealing with that on top of the week I’d just had. I liked to think I was someone who was usually cool and collected, but lately my emotions were so close to the surface I was almost afraid of them. I asked the universe to forgive me my self-absorption, thankful that I was not someone who wasn’t going to make it home today, and continued on my path to the help desk. There was no one in line, and the man behind it began to smile in welcome as I approached.
“Hi, I was wondering—Oof!” I winced as a laptop bag attached to a big guy whacked against my right shoulder, knocking me back on my heels. The big guy didn’t even realize he’d hit me as he strode right past me and cut in before me at the help desk.
Rude!
“I’d like tae upgrade tae first class, please,” he said in a deep, loud, rumbling, very attractive accent that did nothing to soothe my annoyance with him for cutting in front of me.
“Of course, sir,” the flight attendant answered in such a flirtatious tone I was sure that if I were tall enough to see over the big guy’s shoulder I would see the flight attendant batting his lashes at him. “Okay, flight DL180 to Boston. You’re in luck, Mr. Scott. We have one seat left in first class.”
Oh, hell no!
“What?” I shoved my way up next to rude guy, not even looking at him.
The flight attendant, sensing my tone, immediately narrowed his eyes on me and thinned his lips.
“I was coming here to ask for an upgrade on this flight and he,” I gestured to my right, “cut in front of me. You saw him do it.”
“Miss, I’m going to ask you to calm down and wait your turn. Although we have a very full flight today, I can put you on our list and if a first-class seat opens up before the flight, we will let you know.”
Yeah, because the way my week was going that was likely.
“I was first,” I insisted, my skin flushing because my blood had turned so hot with anger at the unfairness. “He whacked me with his laptop bag pushing past me to cut in line.”
“Can we just ignore this tiny, angry person and upgrade me now?” the deep accented voice said somewhere above my head to my right.
His condescension finally drew my gaze to him.
And everything suddenly made sense.
A modern day Viking towered over me, my attention drawing his from the flight attendant to me. His eyes were the most beautiful I’d ever seen. Ice blue and piercing against the rugged tan of his skin, the irises like pale blue glass bright against the sun streaming in through the airport windows. His hair was dark blonde, short at the sides and longer on top. And even though he was not my type, I could admit his face was entirely masculine and attractive covered with a short, dark blonde beard. It wasn’t so much a beard as a thick growth of stubble. He had a beautiful mouth, a thinner, masculine top lip but a full, sensual lower lip that gave him a broody, boyish pout at odds with his ruggedness. Gorgeous as his mouth may be, it was currently curled upwards at the corner in displeasure.
And did I mention he was built?
The offensive laptop bag was slung over a set of shoulders so broad they would have made a football coach weep with joy. I was guessing he was just a little over six feet, but his build made him look taller. I was only five foot three but I wore four inch stilettos, and yet, I felt like Tinkerbell next to this guy.
Tattoos I didn’t take time to study peeked out from under the rolled-up sleeve of his Henley shirt. A shirt that showed off the kind of muscle a guy didn’t achieve without copious visits to the gym.
A fine male specimen, indeed.
I rolled my eyes and shot the flight attendant a knowing, annoyed look. “Really?” It was clear to me motorcycle-gang-member-Viking-dude was getting preferential treatment here.
“Miss, please don’t make me call security.”
My lips parted in shock. “Melodramatic much?”
“You.” The belligerent rumble in the Viking’s voice made me bristle.
I looked up at him.
He sneered. “Take a walk, wee yin.”
Being deliberately obtuse I retorted, “I don’t understand Scandinavian.”
“I’m Scottish.”
“Do I care?”
He muttered something unintelligible and turned to the flight attendant. “We done?”
The guy gave him a flirty smile and handed him his ticket and passport. “You’re upgraded, Mr. Scott.”
“Wait, what—” But the Viking had already taken back his passport and ticket and was striding away.
His long legs covered more ground than mine but I was mad and I could run in my prized Jimmy Choo stilettos. So I did. With my carry on bumping along on its wheels behind me.
“Wait a second!” I grabbed the Viking’s arm and he swung around so fast I tottered.
I quickly regained balance, shrugging my suit jacket back into place as I grimaced. “You should do the right thing here and give me that seat.” I didn’t know why I was being so persistent. Maybe because I’d always been frustrated when I saw someone else endure an injustice. Or maybe I was just sick of being shit on this week.
His expression, if I’d captured it with my phone camera, would have made the perfect ‘what the fuck’ gif. “Are ye kidding me with this?” I didn’t even try not to take offense. Everything about this guy offended me.
“You,” I gestured to him, saying the word slowly so his tiny brain could compute, “Stole. My. Seat.”
“You,” he pointed down at me, “Are. A. Nutjob.”
Appalled, I gasped. “One, that is not true. I am hangry. There is a difference. And two, that word is completely politically incorrect.”
He stared off into the distance above my head for a moment, seeming to gather himself. Or maybe just his patience. I think it was the latter because when he finally looked down at me with those startling eyes of his, he sighed. “Look, ye’d almost be funny if it werenae for the fact that ye’er completely unbalanced. And I’m not in the mood after having tae fly from Glasgow tae London and London tae Phoenix and Phoenix tae Boston instead of London to Boston because my PA is a useless prat that clearly hasnae heard of international direct flights. So do us both a favor before I say or do something I’ll regret . . . and walk. Away.”
“You don’t regret calling me a nutjob?”
His answer was to walk away.
I slumped in defeat, watching him stride off with the first-class ticket that should have been mine.
Deciding food and coffee could wait until I’d freshened up in the restroom—and by freshen up I meant pull myself together—I wandered off to find the closest one. Staring out of the airport window at Camelback Mountain, I wished to be as far from Phoenix as possible as quickly as possible. That was really the root of my frustration and a little mortification began to set in as I made my way into the ladies’ restroom. I’d just taken my emotional turmoil out on a Scottish stranger. Sure, the guy was terminally rude, but I’d turned it into a “situation”. Normally I would have responded by calmly asking the flight attendant when the next flight to Boston was and if there was a first class seat available on that.
But I was just so desperate to go home.
After using the facilities, I washed up and stared long and hard into the mirror. I longed to splash cold water on my face but that would mean ruining the makeup I’d painstakingly applied that morning.
Checking myself over, I teased my fingers through the waves I’d put in my long blonde hair with my straightening iron. Once I was happy with it, I turned my perusal on my outfit. The red suit was one of my nicest. A peplum, double-breasted jacket and a matching knee-length pencil skirt. Since the jacket looked best closed, I only wore a light, silk ivory camisole underneath it. I didn’t even know why I’d packed the suit but I’d been wearing black for the last few days and the red felt like an act of defiance. Or a cry for help. Or maybe more likely an act of denial.
Although I had a well-paid job within an exclusive interior design company as one of their designers, it was expensive to live in Boston. The diamond tennis bracelet on my wrist was a gift on my eighteenth birthday from Nick. For a while I’d stopped wearing it, but exuding an image of wealth and success to my absurdly wealthy and successful clients was important, so when I started my job I’d dug the bracelet out of storage, had it cleaned up, and it had sat on my wrist ever since.
Lately, just looking at it cut me to the quick.
Flinching, I tore my gaze from where it winked in the light on my wrist, to my right wrist where my Gucci watch sat. It was a bonus from my boss, Stella, after my first year on the job.
As for the black suede Jimmy Choos on my feet with their sexy stiletto and cute ankle strap, they were one of many I was in credit card debt over. If I lived anywhere but Boston, I would have been able to afford as many Choos as I wanted on my six-figure salary. But my salary went into my hefty monthly rent bill.
It was a cute, bijou six hundred square foot apartment but it was in Beacon Hill. Mount Vernon Street to be exact, a mere few minutes’ walk from Boston Common. It also cost me just over four thousand dollars a month in rent. That didn’t include the rest of my bills and keeping up a stylish appearance. I had enough to put some savings away after the tax man took his cut too, but I couldn’t afford to indulge in the Choos I wanted.
So, yes, I had some credit card debt.
But I guessed that made me like most of my fellow countrymen and women, right? I stared at my immaculate reflection, ignoring the voice in my head that said some of those folks had credit card debt because of medical bills, or because they needed to feed their kids that week.
Not so they could stay in a ridiculously overpriced area of Boston (no matter how much I loved it there) and wear designer shoes so her clients felt like they were dealing with someone who understood their wants better.
I threw away the thought, not needing to mentally berate myself any more than I had since arriving back in Phoenix. I was perfectly happy with my life before I came here.
Perfectly happy with my perfect apartment, and my perfect hair, and my perfect shoes!
Perfect was good.
I straightened my jacket and grabbed hold of the handle of my carry on.
Perfect was control.
Staring at the pretty picture I made in the mirror I felt myself relax. If the flight attendant had been into women, I so would have gotten that first class seat.
“But forget it,” I whispered. It was done.
I was going to go back out there and get a much-needed delicious Mediterranean-style salad and sandwich from one of my favorite food stops in Phoenix, Olive & Ivy. Feeling better at the thought, I relaxed.
Once I stopped being hangry it would all be fine.
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Apparently, the universe didn’t hate me because there was a seat free at Olive & Ivy. It was popular so it didn’t surprise me that there was only one stool left at one of the counters around the small restaurant. The young twenty-something woman sitting next to the open chair looked up as I approached, her dark gaze skimming down my body and back up again. A flirtatious welcome smile lit up her face. Huh. I had hope her obvious interest meant she would hold the seat for me while I ordered food. I rounded her, feeling her follow the movement. I was just about to ask her to keep the seat for me when the thump of a laptop bag on top of the counter at the open seat caused me to flinch.
“This seat is taken.”
I squeezed my eyes closed at the familiar voice.
No way.
Nuh uh!
No!
I whirled around and stared up at the source of irritation that had recently entered my life. “Yes, it is. By me!”
The Scot’s stare was calm, stolidly so, annoyingly so. “Have ye bought food from here yet? Because I have. As a paying customer, I think I take precedence over a tiny, entitled fruitcake with a stick up her arse.”
I glowered up at the ceiling a.k.a The Universe. “This is not happening.”
“Aye, cause ye’er not a fruitcake, talking to yerself.”
My glare transferred to him. “Again with the totally un-PC language.”
“Babe, look at me,” he curled his lip. “I am un-PC.”
“Don’t ‘babe’ me. That is incredibly overfamiliar of you.”
He bent his head toward me, those icy blue eyes momentarily freezing me to the spot. “And I am not having another altercation with ye in public. Now fucking shoo.”
He just shooed me?
Shooed me!
The Scot pulled the stool out forcefully so I had to move back or be clobbered by it. He assessed my surprised expression and his countenance, to my confusion, transformed from merely irritated to total disdain. “I realize ye’er probably used tae men falling at yer feet, so I’ll let ye have yer two seconds of shocked horror. But if ye’er not gone in five seconds, I’m gonna embarrass the fuck out of ye.”
“You say fuck a lot,” was the only thing I could think to say under the onslaught of such distaste for me.
His face clouded over. “Five. Four. Three—”
I made a sound of disgust, cutting him off, and was about to walk away when the twenty-something woman next to us placed a hand on my arm to stop me. “I’m just finishing up, if you’d like my seat.”
I gave her a sweet smile. “You’re so kind, but,” my voice grew louder, “I’d rather sew my eyes shut with cocktails sticks than sit next to an ill-educated dickhole who defies the rumor that Scottish people are the nicest people in the world.” I finished it with a triumphant spin that made my hair flip dramatically, and I would have continued to feel like the ‘last-epic-word’ victor if I hadn’t heard a ragged, too-attractive chuckle, that I knew originated from the Scotsman.
That chuckle made me falter visibly.
He couldn’t even let me storm off in style!
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