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Prologue
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Sea Kiss, New Jersey

Playing it safe was far worse than taking a risk on what you wanted.

Jonathan Pierce knew just what he wanted.

He grabbed hold of the gnarly branch of the decades-old wisteria vine that climbed the side of the Sinclair mansion and boosted himself up. He’d made the journey so many times this past summer, he could do it blindfolded.

He scrambled up the vine, finding the familiar foot and handholds until he vaulted up and over the second-floor railing, and landed silently as a cat burglar on the balcony. It ran the length of the immense oceanfront mansion, with elegant french doors offering views of the sea.

The first darkened doorway was Maggie Sinclair’s room. He rushed past it quietly; Maggie belonged to his older brother, Owen. Not that Owen had acted on it yet, but Jonathan had known for years that the two were meant to be together, family feud be damned.

The next doorway was usually Maggie’s dad’s, but the old man had stopped coming down to the Shore as often as he once had, so it was a good bet that room was unoccupied.

Reaching the third room, he saw the curtains wafting in the summer breeze and the dim light from behind the partially closed french doors. He smiled and his heart raced with pleasure.

Connie was waiting for him. Ever-responsible, ever-loyal Connie had broken her own rules to fall in love with him. Or at least he thought it was love. It definitely was on his part. With barely a week left before the girls all went back to school, he intended to let her know just how he felt.

He slipped carefully through the open doors and shut them behind him. He’d gone no more than a step when she launched herself at him, laughing and kissing him as she said, “What took you so long?”

“I missed you, too,” he said, knowing it was more about the separation to come in a week and not about the long hours since last night. 

He bent his head and kissed her, his touch tender and caring, and she answered in kind, her lips soft and coaxing.

Although Maggie had been bringing her friends to the Jersey Shore every summer since they’d met freshman year in college, he’d never really paid much attention to Connie at first. He’d had his share of girls from his high school class fawning over him.

But when Maggie and her friends had come back the next year, he had finally, gratefully, noticed what a real woman should be. Like Connie: all luscious curves; also proud, smart, and independent,

As impatient as he might be to make love to her tonight, he wanted her to know how much this meant to him. How this wasn’t only a summer romance for him.

He leaned over her, his gaze locked on her face. He wanted to say the words—Lord, how he wanted to—but they stuck in his throat and so he let every kiss and touch tell her what he couldn’t voice. 
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Connie’s heart thudded almost painfully in her chest as she wondered how, in a week, she could leave him. The ache deepened beneath her breastbone and she put her hand there and rubbed to assuage the hurt.

What had started as a summer fling with a funny, smart, and beautiful boy had turned into something so much more, with an incredibly amazing man. Falling in love with Jonathan hadn’t been in her game plan, but he was just too hard to resist.

She should have resisted. He was a Pierce. She wasn’t a Sinclair, but Maggie was like a sister and that stupid family feud was still going strong, as far as she knew.

He was going back to Villanova in a week and she’d be returning to Princeton. The colleges were not all that far apart, but if she was to execute her game plan, she had to stay in the game, which meant studying and more studying. Not nights spent in bed making love and days spent daydreaming about the nights. But like Adam with Eve, now that she’d had a bite of such delicious forbidden fruit, she didn’t know how she could go on a Jonathan-free diet.

At the moment, she could just admire his sun-streaked light brown hair waving wildly around a masculine face with chiseled features. A sexy dimpled grin was on his lips and his eyes glittered with a blue as enchanting as a Sea Kiss summer sea.

That ache in her heart rocketed to life again together with an almost unbearable lightness in her soul. For so much of her life, she’d been driven to accomplish more and more, but with Jonathan, she could just be herself. No goals or responsibilities. Just...happy.

And so, in the blink of an eye, her game plan altered. She could see it all so clearly, only now Jonathan was there beside her at each step. Finish college. Head to law school. Pass the bar. Get a job in a big New York City law firm so she could help her family financially, as well as others who had legal problems and couldn’t afford representation. Become a partner. Marry Jonathan. Or maybe marry Jonathan and then become a partner. She didn’t want to wait too long to be with him forever.

Not that she’d ever pictured getting married to anyone before since her home life hadn’t been anything great. But for Jonathan, she’d make an exception.

As she snuggled into the curve of his arm and pillowed her head on his broad shoulder, she sighed and said, “I can’t believe the summer’s almost over.”

He grunted his reply in a too-typical male way. “Sucks.” But then he surprised her by adding, “I’d like to keep on seeing you once you’re back in school.”

She smiled, pleased by his admission, and glanced up at him. There was a contented smile on his full lips and the first hint of a dimple. The hard line of his jaw had a bit of blond stubble from an evening beard. She ran her hand up to brush away a lock of his hair.

“I’d like that, too,” she said.

His smile broadened and the dimple fully emerged, drawing attention to that luscious mouth. She couldn’t resist surging up to skim a kiss along that dimple and the corner of his lips.

“What was that for?” he asked.

She wanted to say because he made her happy, but she hesitated. She’d seen what could happen to a woman whose happiness depended on a man, as she’d watched her mother lose herself and her dreams.

“As a way for you to remember me until we visit each other at college,” she said instead.

Tension crept into his body, impossible to miss. Enough to worry her. She pulled back from him. “I thought you wanted us to see each other. At least, that’s what you said a minute ago.”

A chagrined look passed across his features, stirring the worry inside her.

“I do, only... I won’t be at college this year. I’m not going back to Villanova.”

She searched his face, finding it hard to believe, but he appeared deadly serious.

“What do you mean you’re not going back? Did something happen? Are you transferring to another school?”
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She was freaking out and Jonathan understood. To someone like Connie, college meant everything, including the stability she’d not had in her early life because her father had abandoned her family. But he wasn’t like her. The whole predictable route that she and her friends—and even his brother—were taking was not the path he wanted to follow.

“I liked Villanova. The people. The place. Even some of the classes, but the whole college thing is not for me.”

Shock registered on her features and she shook her head, either not comprehending or worse, not wanting to. “What do you mean it’s not for you? So what do you plan to do? Spend the rest of your life surfing? Or working at the bar?”

Her words were too much like those his father had shouted at him when he’d told him a week ago of his decision. His father, a bitter and angry old man who never had a kind word for either of his sons.

Her words, and the look she gave him, stoked the anger in his belly. He tried to keep it banked, because he understood where such anger could lead. In as calm a voice as he could muster, he said, “I have plans, Connie. They’re just different than yours.”

“Was I ever in your plans? Or was this just a summer hook-up?” she said, the upset evident in her gaze, but his pain was just as alive. Just as sharp.

He snorted a breath and said more roughly, “You act as if I’m the one who wanted this to be just a hook-up, but who’s the one who didn’t want her friends to know she’d been seeing me?”

She laid her hand over his heart. “It’s not what you think.”

The pity in her tone unleashed something inside of him. Something ugly and hurtful. “Don’t tell me what I think, Connie. I think you’re ashamed of me. That I’m not good enough for someone like you.”

Now that is rich, Connie thought. For someone like him, who’d grown up with a silver spoon in his mouth, to think that she, who’d grown up on the edge of poverty, would think he wasn’t good enough. But in a flash of insight, it occurred to her that their differences had nothing to do with money.

“I care for you, Jon,” she said, unable to fully commit because the idea of falling in love and changing her game plan was still too new. “But I know what it’s like to want a man you can’t rely on. A man who doesn’t fulfill his responsibilities. I won’t have that in my life. I can’t have that in my life again.”

Angry color blossomed on his features and his hands clenched at his side. “If that’s what you think I am, I guess it’s a good thing the summer’s over so this can be over.”

He marched to the door and stood there for a long moment. The delay gave her hope; then he turned back to face her. “I love you, Connie. My bad. I should have known better than to give my heart to someone like you.”

His words cut deep and that ache in her heart became almost unbearable. Her throat choked up and she almost couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t get the words out as he stormed through the french doors and slammed them shut. But somehow through the pain and the tears that slipped unheeded down her face, she said what she hadn’t been able to before. “I love you, too.”
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Superstorm Sandy barreled into New Jersey with a viciousness that hadn’t been seen since the 1944 Great Atlantic Hurricane.

Connie hunkered down with her family in their Union City home, praying that the sturdy brick building wouldn’t come down around them as it shuddered from the force of the wind and gales of rain that battered the structure.  A constant sound, like that of a freight train roaring by, accompanied the loud bangs and clangs as debris hit their home.

The night was long, especially as power cut out just a few hours after the storm began.  Luckily they had prepped with candles and batteries and their gas stove and furnace kept the house warm.

Connie finally drifted off to sleep in the early morning hours. She awoke to a cold clear day and her grandfather huddled over an old transistor radio listening to reports about the storm and sipping a café con leche. As she joined him and heard the newscast, it was clear that Sandy had caused major damage. Her stomach churned with worry for her friend Emma, who was living in Sea Kiss, and Maggie in her Gramercy Park townhouse since there had been massive flooding in the low-lying areas in Manhattan.

Thankfully she was able to reach both of them via cell phone just a short time later to confirm that they were both okay, but by later that day, it was clear that Sea Kiss had taken a serious hit from the hurricane.

When Maggie said that she was heading to the Jersey Shore town in a couple of days to check on her family home and help residents with the cleanup, Connie didn’t hesitate especially since there was zero chance of running into Jonathan Pierce.  

She hadn’t seen Jonathan in the nearly two years since their breakup that momentous summer when she’d actually considered changing her life plans for him.  During that time she’d heard from Emma that Jonathan had been drifting from one job to another and from one place to another, reinforcing the reasons why she had made the right decision years earlier.

She’d spent too much of her young life with a father who waltzed in and out of her life with one get-rich scheme after another.  She’d seen her mother suffer with his irresponsible behavior, both financially and emotionally.  She’d vowed never to be in a similar position.

“You’re unusually quiet,” Maggie said as they drove down to Sea Kiss in a Jeep Wrangler that Maggie had rented to deal with the possible road conditions down the Shore.

“Thinking,” she said, but then quickly tacked on, “about the damage to Sea Kiss. I know I don’t live there, but I almost feel like it’s home sometimes.”

“Me, too.  Emma says there’s not much damage to my family’s beach house, but I worry about everyone else,” Maggie said.

“Hopefully it won’t be that bad,” she said and then they fell silent for the rest of the trip on a parkway that was devoid of the usual traffic since most businesses and schools were still closed due to the aftermath of the storm.

Nearly an hour later they were pulling off the parkway and heading toward Sea Kiss, but they had to detour for an assortment of downed trees, including one blocking access to Main Street. After a few turns, they were able to reach the Sea Kiss downtown to meet Emma and Carlo, her caterer extraordinaire who had borrowed a food truck to help feed the volunteers.

They parked and walked over to meet their friends and as they did so, the Mayor and several town council members joined them as well as Owen Pierce.

Maggie stiffened beside her at the sight of Owen and Connie understood the tension.  She suspected that if things were different between the Pierce and Sinclair families, Maggie and Owen would be an item.

In no time, the number of volunteers grew steadily.  Some people were dispatched to handle various tasks on Ocean Avenue where the storm surge had destroyed the boardwalk, pier, and some of the seaside cottages.  Other volunteers were sent to deal with the flooded lighthouse and assorted businesses and homes near the inlet.

Connie walked with Maggie down to Ocean Avenue, slogging through growing mounds of wet sand and debris the closer they got to the beachfront.  Her breath left her as they reached the area and the full scope of the devastation hit her.

There was no boardwalk left for blocks and over half of the pier had been swept out to sea.  The beachfront was littered with debris, from small pieces of what had once been the boardwalk to immense telephone poles from who knew where.  Northward, in the direction of Maggie’s home, the dunes had protected the shoreline to some degree but had been flattened in spots.  Sand from the dunes covered most of Ocean Avenue for a couple of miles.

Where there had once been some seaside cottages, there was now only emptiness for yards and yards until the remains of the first cottage were visible.  It had been uprooted and flipped upside down while the one beside it had been sheared in half.  Others further down had been a little more fortunate and still stood, but were heavily damaged.

Connie’s group of volunteers began to help families clear out the cottages that might be salvageable so that deadly mold wouldn’t take hold in wet walls and contents.  As they assisted with that, the Public Works Department was already at work on plowing sand off the street to make Ocean Avenue passable again.

Connie’s throat was tight with emotion as she worked elbow to elbow with one family to save what they could from their home.  Tears streamed down the woman’s face as she stood in what had once been the living room and hugged a sea-soaked photo album to her chest. Sucking in a rough breath, Connie tossed broken china and water-logged books into a plastic bag while another part of her crew helped move furniture outside.  Eventually, they hoped to take down ruined sheetrock so the building could dry out.

When the bag got heavy, she dragged it across the sand-littered cottage floor and outside.  As she neared a growing pile of furniture and bags, a young boy ran across the street and into the path of an oncoming bulldozer.

She called out a warning and ran after him, but in that split second, a man raced across the street, grabbed hold of the child, and hauled him to safety just a few feet away from her.

“Careful there, grommet,” the man said as he set the boy back on his feet.

“Sorry, dude,” the boy said and hugged the man.  Hugged Jonathan Pierce she realized as she stopped dead and stared at them.

Jonathan released the young child and ruffled the youngster’s hair with affection.  As the child ran off, this time more carefully behind the wall of furniture and detritus growing along the street, Jonathan smiled and jammed his hands on his hips.

It just wasn’t fair that he looked even more handsome than he had two years earlier.  His body had filled out with muscle lovingly shown off by the worn fabric of his flannel shirt.  A large rip along one side exposed tanned skin while faded jeans hugged powerful thighs and lean hips.

Her heart raced in her chest, but it was no longer from the fear of seeing the child mowed down by the bulldozer. As Jonathan turned and saw her, however, his smile faded.

He walked over until he stood barely a foot from her and his gaze skimmed over her.

Raising her chin a defiant inch, she said, “Jon. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

At his prolonged silence, she wanted to ask where he’d been.  What he’d been doing, but the words stayed trapped inside along with a maelstrom of emotions. Fear. Anger. Relief. Maybe even affection because you never really got over your first love.
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Jonathan struggled to find the right words to say.  Connie looked so beautiful standing there, wisps of dark hair escaping from the ponytail holding the wealth of her thick hair. A smudge of dirt along one high-boned cheek.  But her lips, those full lips he’d loved to kiss for hours, were thinned into a tight slash of disapproval.

He reminded himself that her disapproval was the reason they could never be together.  Connie could never accept that he wasn’t a nine-to-five guy.  That he wasn’t the kind to settle down and be home for supper every day because he loved experiencing life too much.

With a shrug, he said, “When I heard where the hurricane was going to hit, I had to come home.”

Her eyebrows flew upward.  “Home as in the beach house?”

Faking a nonchalant shrug, he said, “Where else?”

But as adventurous as he was, he’d questioned his decision more than once during the long course of the night.  As one powerful wind gust after another attacked the house, and rain lashed the boarded-up windows, he’d wondered if their home would survive the night.  Somehow the building had ridden out the storm.  Somehow he had as well, but not without realizing that he cared more than he thought for the home he’d escaped years earlier.

Just like the way his clenched heart warned that he was not over what he’d felt for Connie Reyes.  Or at least, the carefree, laughing, and sensual Connie who had emerged from her uber-responsible shell that summer like one of the hermit crabs that lived tucked into the jetties.

“That was foolish.  You could have been killed,” she said, but her tone was one of concern and not condemnation.

He challenged her on that.  “Would you have cared?”

“Don’t be a jerk. Of course, I would have cared,” she almost shouted.

Despite what he’d told himself earlier about the impossibility of their ever being together, he couldn’t stop himself from prolonging the encounter.  “How’s law school going?  Heard you got into Columbia.”

She nodded and tucked her hands into her front pockets, clearly uncomfortable.  “I did.  I’m interning at a law firm, too.”  After a long hesitant beat, she said, “And you? What have you been up to?”

He narrowed his gaze, considering her.  Wondering if he’d feel like he’d gotten worked after a bad wipe-out if he told her, but decided to press ahead.  “This and that.  I went to SoCal and hit some surf spots while I worked a couple of different jobs. Came back to Jersey a few months ago. Been doing some car mechanic stuff ‘cuz I like it.”

“Does that mean you’re home for good now?” she asked and he told himself not to believe there was a hint of hopefulness there.

“Maybe,” he said with another shrug, hesitant to commit to more even though he knew that’s what she wanted to hear.  What might bring her back into his life.

She rocked back and forth on her heels and he waited for her censure, but instead, she said, “I hope you find what will make you happy, Jon.”

He told himself to walk away.  To resist the urge building inside, but he couldn’t because he could never resist a challenge.  Especially one like Connie.

Leaning close, he whispered against her lips, “I thought I had.”  And then he closed his mouth on hers and savored the heaven lost to him that long ago summer night.
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Jonathan Pierce stared hard at the mirror, wondering what Connie Reyes might see tonight when she and her friends came over for the dinner his brother Owen had arranged. What Connie might think after so much time had passed.

The teen she had known seven years earlier was gone as was the man she’d run into shortly after Hurricane Sandy.  That man had been replaced by one who had known his share of hardship and success. Barely perceptible laugh lines that hadn’t been there that last summer bracketed his mouth and eyes. There was a thin scar above one brow thanks to a crash while testing a new vehicle prototype on the Bonneville Salt Flats. Another jagged white line on his jaw was courtesy of shrapnel when a hydrogen fuel cell had unexpectedly exploded in their lab.

He looked away and leaned heavily on the edge of the vanity, noting the other assorted nicks and scars on his hands. They were the hands of a man who had lived life to the fullest and made himself what he wanted to be and not what others expected. He knew he’d sometimes hurt people with his choices, especially his older brother Owen, who’d had to shoulder the burden of the family business as well as their father’s ire whenever one of Jonathan’s escapades caught the attention of the media.

He’d gotten used to the interest the press had in him. After all, he was the renegade son of a wealthy family. A self-taught inventor who had sold his first small invention for millions. He was now revolutionizing the motor vehicle and battery industries with his innovative designs, unconventional methods, and fearless experiments.

He had brought idea after idea to life with detailed research and hard work. There had been failures along the way, but that had only made the successes that much more enjoyable. He had celebrated those successes with his team, his brother, and a bevy of actresses and models who were only too keen to be seen on the arm of a rebellious multi-millionaire who might soon be a billionaire if his company’s stock prices continued to climb.

Only... none of those women could hold a candle to Connie.

Connie, whom he would see in just a few hours thanks to his brother. Owen had finally decided to fight for Maggie Sinclair, and he was happy that his brother was following his heart.  But while Jonathan would do almost anything for Owen, he wasn’t happy about having to spend time with Connie.

Smart and beautiful Connie, he thought with a sigh and a shake of his head.

He’d managed to avoid her for the last several years. Sure, he’d seen her after Sandy and occasionally from afar when Maggie and her friends had come down to Sea Kiss. Or every now and then when he’d gone to some business event in the city.

He’d tried to tell himself he didn’t like the sleek professional woman she’d become. That she wasn’t prettier than ever. He tried not to imagine peeling off those elegant business suits to reveal the real woman beneath. But he was lying to himself.

He had never really gotten over the Connie Reyes that had emerged that summer they had shared.  The woman who had learned to live for the moment and have fun.  Who had been carefree and willing to explore their love. He doubted he would ever forget that woman and wondered if she was still there, trapped inside her very prim and proper suits.

Maybe he’d find out tonight, he thought and prepared himself for what might be a very difficult dinner.
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Connie Reyes splayed her hand across the nervous butterflies in her stomach that were beating their wings so violently, she felt like throwing up. She was tempted to beg off from dinner with the Pierce boys, only Maggie needed her moral support and Connie never disappointed a friend. Especially Maggie, who was like a sister.  She’d do anything for Maggie, even suffering through a meal with Jonathan Pierce.

“You feeling okay? You’re looking a little . . .” said Emma Grant, her other BFF. Emma eyed her intently, her green-eyed gaze inquisitive.

“I’m just fine,” she lied, but it was clear from Emma’s meaningful stare that her friend suspected something was up as they followed Maggie onto the patio and to the long row of tall privet hedges that separated the two Jersey Shore mansions.

She tamed the flutters much as she did when arguing a case before a judge and trudged along behind Maggie as they eased through the hedges and approached the entrance to the Pierce mansion. They had barely reached the front porch when Owen threw open the door, a big friendly smile on his handsome face.

He welcomed them warmly, but Connie couldn’t resist mumbling to Emma, “Said the spider to the fly.” As much as she wanted things to work out with Owen, she still worried about how Maggie would be hurt if they didn’t.

Emma jabbed her in the ribs and luckily, it seemed as if Owen either hadn’t heard her comment or if he had, was choosing to ignore it. She gave him props if it was the latter since it indicated he was truly trying to be nice for Maggie’s sake.

They quickly walked through the foyer and living room and back to the dining area. Jonathan was in the kitchen, an apron over his jeans and T-shirt. The T-shirt hugged his broad, muscled chest and laid bare the powerful muscles of his arms. His light brown hair still had the kiss of the summer sun and was tied back from his face, revealing the sharp lines of his features.

He looked older, but still so handsome.

She had thought she could handle this dinner for her friend’s sake.  That she could face Jonathan and not get caught up in the emotions from years past.  But it was impossible to forget the way he’d held her in his arms, a dimpled smile on his lips, his sea-blue eyes bright with humor and love. With that memory, the flutters in her stomach were replaced by an ache in the region of her heart.

As they walked into the kitchen area, Jonathan looked up and smiled. He sauntered from beyond the island, over to Maggie, and hugged her. “Nice to see you again, Maggie.”

He embraced Emma next, playfully teasing her like he might a kid sister. “How’s the world’s best wedding planner doing?”

Emma grinned back, apparently totally at ease around him. “Busy making the world less safe for confirmed bachelors like you.”

When it came time to greet Connie, his demeanor changed drastically. He kept his distance and provided her with only a quick nod and a forced smile. “Connie.”

She tried to understand his reticence, but it didn’t make it any easier to handle the pain of his actions. It hurt so much that she lost control and responded out of anger, something she rarely did.

“Jonathan. I almost didn’t recognize you. It’s been so long since I’ve seen your face in the tabloids.” Her friends’ muffled gasps chased her words. 

“I should have known you were around when all the sharks migrated to safer waters,” he said.

“Professional courtesy,” she retorted with a Cheshire cat smile, trying to hide how much his words hurt.  Her eyes grew unfocused with the glimmer of tears and she immediately regretted that they had gotten off on the wrong foot.  This dinner was important for Maggie and she didn’t want to do anything that would hurt her friend’s chances with Owen.

“Now, now, kids.  It’s time to play nice,” Emma said, trying to soothe the upset.

Connie imagined it was the kind of calming tone her friend used to control unruly situations at one of her wedding events and understood how it worked so well.

“Of course.  Sorry.  Let me get back to finishing dinner,” Jonathan said and hurried to the stove.

Owen and Maggie walked away to open a bottle of wine while Connie sat down next to Emma, leaving a spot right next to her friend for Jonathan.  She didn’t know how she could eat if it was Jonathan sitting beside her.

After Owen and Maggie had poured wine for all of them, Maggie grabbed a glass and ambled to the stove. Connie watched as Maggie and Jonathan chatted in low tones and wondered what they were discussing.  As Jonathan shot a quick hesitant look at her, it was obvious the talk included her and she hoped that Maggie wasn’t interfering.  She suspected that her friend thought that if she and Owen could make things work out, Connie and Jonathan could as well.  But too many things would have had to change with both Jonathan and her and she wasn’t sure that was possible.

As Jonathan finished prepping bowls of pasta for everyone, Owen and Maggie helped him bring the meal out to the table.

Once they were all seated, Owen raised his glass in a toast and said, “To friends.”

In most worlds, that would be an uncomplicated statement. In their world, it only created a maelstrom of emotions.  For Maggie and Owen, it was dealing with a decades-old family feud between their fathers.  For her and Jonathan, it was the specter of a years-old romance and the hurt that apparently still lingered over the way they’d parted.  But somehow, uneasily, their gazes met over the rims of the goblets and they reluctantly touched their glasses together.

“To friends,” she repeated, hoping that she and Jonathan could at least be civil with each other now that Owen and Maggie were involved.

“Mangia,” Jonathan shouted out and in a flurry of activity, everyone dug into the meal he’d prepared.

Connie took her first bite, although it was tough to swallow past the lump in her throat as she imagined how different life might be if her fight with Jonathan had never happened.  If they had been a couple inviting her friends over for a meal as she had imagined in the game plan she had altered so long ago.  But she forced those thoughts away because they were too difficult to bear.  Instead, she focused on the now.

Taking another bite of the pasta, she savored the delicate complexities of the meal Jonathan had prepared.  The penne was perfectly al dente while creamy at the same time.  The parmesan Jonathan had freshly grated over the dishes was sharp against the sweetness of the Bolognese sauce.  The tomato sauce swam with bits of pancetta, onion, and tender veal that just had your taste buds begging for another forkful.

“Amazing,” she said and Emma immediately added, “I need this recipe.  Where did you learn to cook like this?”

Connie still knew Jonathan well-enough to recognize that he was self-conscious about the praise.  Growing up with his nasty father, praise was something to which he was unaccustomed and so it made him awkward with compliments. That clearly hadn’t changed.

With a shrug, Jonathan said nonchalantly, “I needed to work with some Italian designers and spent about six weeks in Bologna.  While I was there, I decided to take cooking classes in my free time.”

She remembered seeing something in the news about Jonathan’s company reaching out to the Italians for their new high-end electric car.

“That was for the Lightning design, right? The new sports car?  I thought I saw the prototype in your driveway,” she said, drawing the attention of everyone at the dinner table.  As heat blossomed across her cheeks, she avoided Jonathan’s surprised gaze by burying her head in her plate of pasta.

“Yeah, it was.  I didn’t know you were a gearhead,” he said and there was a hint of need in his voice that drew her gaze back to his.

“I like cars.  Since we never had one when I was growing up, they seemed so . . . special.  I like seeing what your company is going to do next,” she said but didn’t admit to something else.  That she had pored over every article about what he did and had even bought stock in his company after their IPO a few years earlier.  She had even toyed with buying one of the earlier hybrid sedans they’d made but had held off because it would only serve to remind her of him every time she drove it.

With a humble nod, he said, “Thank you.” As Emma asked him another question, he regaled them with stories from some of his other adventures.

As she met Emma’s sharp gaze for the barest moment, she realized her friend had bailed her out of what could have been an uncomfortable situation.  It made her wonder if her friend somehow knew about her involvement with Jonathan years earlier, but she still mouthed a silent, “Thank you.”

Dinner moved along smoothly and the tension in her body eased as they finished the pasta.  She was grateful the meal had gone better than she could have imagined, but then Owen suggested that they enjoy the mid-summer night together, especially since the day’s earlier rain and fog had dissipated somewhat.

She hoped her friends would skip the offer to hang out on the great lawn.  But when Jonathan proposed making S’mores, both Emma and Maggie quickly agreed.  Not wanting to seem unfriendly, especially since the sniping between her and Jonathan had calmed down, she agreed, albeit with reluctance.

She understood Maggie’s desire to spend more time with Owen, but Emma’s chumminess with Jonathan was a little unsettling.  But then again, Emma was a beautiful woman. Slim without trying, but with nice curves.  Lush wavy red hair and almond-shaped green eyes made her look like a sexy water nymph.  What man wouldn’t be attracted to her?

As jealousy reared its ugly little head, Connie wrestled it to the mat.  She no longer had any interest in Jonathan and Emma would never betray their friendship in that way.  Or so she told herself as they headed outside and Owen set aflame the logs in a fire pit while Jonathan placed the chocolate, graham crackers, marshmallows, and the long barbeque skewers on a table by the fire.

She and Emma grabbed the Adirondack chairs that usually graced the large grass lawn behind the mansion.  Jonathan plopped onto the chaise longue next to her, leaving Owen and Maggie to sit side-by-side on a second longue. They were soon roasting marshmallows over the fire although it might be better to say that her very not domestic friend Maggie was busily incinerating her marshmallow.

Owen soon came to the rescue and she away looked toward Emma as Maggie shared a sexy moment with the older Pierce brother.

Jonathan wasn’t going to let the heat between the two to pass without teasing. “If you’re done with your foreplay over there, maybe you want to take a walk on the beach to cool down,” he called out.

Connie elbowed him so forcefully that it made him grunt with pain.

“Ouch, what was that for?” he shot back and glared at her while rubbing his ribs.

She leaned closer to him and whispered beneath her breath, “For being an idiot.”

Maggie and Owen took the hint, however, bolted upright and offered their excuses to the group.

Connie breathed a sigh of relief.  With them leaving, it was only natural that she and Emma offer their graceful goodbyes, only her friend didn’t seem to be in any kind of rush to leave.

“What’s up with the inventing, Jon?  Did you get past that design problem making you crazy last month?” Emma said and the sting of jealousy lashed her again.

She only had a moment to wonder how Emma knew about Jonathan’s struggles before he said, “I think so. Worked out the kinks. I’ve got my team checking my specs before we go all in on the prototype.”

“That sounds so-o-o exciting,” Emma replied and she echoed the sentiment.

“It’s interesting to see what new thing you’ve got going on.”

Jonathan smiled and chuckled.  “Or is it that you’re looking forward to seeing what new thing blew up during testing?” he said and absentmindedly ran his finger across the scar on his face.

That he could be so cavalier about nearly losing his life chilled her gut and in a strangled voice, she said, “That’s not funny, Jon.  You could have been killed.”

With a half-smile, Jonathan met her gaze and said, “Thanks for the concern, Reyes, but I promise you that this time it’s not anything nearly as dangerous.”

Emma’s phone chirped to signal a text message and after a quick look, her friend winced.  “So sorry.  Carlo says we have a bridezilla problem and the event is tomorrow night.  Gotta run.”  She shot up, dialed her caterer extraordinaire Carlo, and talked to him as she marched toward the privet hedges separating the two mansions.

Thinking that this would be the perfect time to make an excuse and follow, Connie started to rise, but Jonathan said, “Bailing already? Never took you for a coward.”

Damn it.  He knew just what button to push.  She plopped back down onto the chair. “Not running away, Jon. I just don’t see the sense of this.”

He arched a sandy brow. “This? You mean calling a truce because we don’t want to dump more shit on Maggie and Owen?”

Another button pushed.  “I don’t want to add to their issues.  God knows I’m concerned enough about what’s going on with them.”

“Me, too,” he said, pierced a marshmallow with a skewer, and placed it over the fire to prep another S’more.

“You don’t seem very worried,” she said, wondering how he could be so seemingly blasé about the situation.

He speared her with a glance as sharp as the skewer. “You know I’m just a laid-back surfer dude. I don’t sweat the small stuff.  Or the big stuff for that matter.”

She knew all too well.  It was why there was no way she’d get involved with him again, even if she still found him way too attractive.  “I can’t ignore that this thing with Mags and Owen is bound to cause a lot of hurt,” she said.

He surprised her with a grimace but tried to hide it by meticulously assembling the S’more as he said, “Worrying won’t help.  You need to chill.  And if it goes south, we’ll be there to help pick up the pieces.”

For the first time in forever, she couldn’t argue with him.  “I hope we’re both wrong,” she said and shot to her feet.  “I really should go.”

He eyed her intently as if trying to figure her out, only she hadn’t changed in all the years, and neither had he apparently.  That he understood that was confirmed by his next words.

“Go find someone safe, Connie.  Someone not like me.”
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Chapter 2
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Connie nodded, mumbled a quick goodbye, and stalked off, crashing through the gap in the privet hedges, and over to the patio for the Sinclair mansion.

Emma was inside, still on the phone with Carlo as she paced back and forth in the area just beyond the french doors leading to the patio. As Connie entered, Emma said, “That sounds like a great idea, Carlo.  I’ll be over tomorrow morning to help out.”

Her friend ended the call and faced her as she stormed through the door.

“Wow, is that your happy face?” Emma teased.

“He hasn’t changed one damn bit,” Connie said and hurried toward the kitchen, needing something to help her calm down.

“Which is totally cool.  It’s nice to see someone who’s stayed true to themselves.  Not many people are that strong,” Emma said as she followed Connie into the kitchen and snagged two glasses from a rack that hung over the island.

“You mean there aren’t that many people who still haven’t grown up,” Connie said as she brought over the wine bottle they had opened earlier.  She split the last of the wine between them, nearly filling the glasses to the rim before she smacked the empty bottle down on the table.

Emma smirked as she picked up her goblet.  “OMG, he still manages to get to you. I so figured you were over that summer.”

She glared at her friend, discomfited by the revelation. “You knew?”

Emma’s smirk broadened and her green eyes twinkled with laughter. With her reddish blonde hair and a creamy complexion barely dusted with freckles, it made her look even more like a mischievous pixie. “You forget that I deal with couples all the time.  It was impossible to miss the sparks between you two and the fire.  Major heat there.”

“Amazing you can see that and not your sparkage with Carlo,” she parried, annoyed with her friend.

Emma wagged a finger back and forth.  “No way, Consuelo Maria. You won’t avoid me that easily.”

She laughed and mimicked her friend’s action.  “And pulling out the full name won’t work, Emma Anne.  Everyone can see how much you like being with Carlo and his family.”

Emma grew thoughtful, shrugged, and sipped her wine.  “His family is awesome.  They feed you like there’s no tomorrow and we always laugh and have fun.  You know what it’s like.”

“It wasn’t always that way with my family,” Connie said.  Her grandparents had heartily disapproved of her mother’s decision to be a single mom and had done little to help her out for a long time.  It had taken years for things to settle down between her mother and her family.  Years before her unreliable father had finally left and their family life had become more stable.

“But they finally came around. You were really lucky they did,” Emma said and it was impossible to miss the sorrow in her voice.

Connie reached out and laid her hand over Emma’s. “I know it wasn’t easy for you either when your parents broke up.”

“Maybe even long before that,” her friend admitted.

Which was why, between Connie’s dad who had never really been there, and Emma’s who had but had screwed her and her mother, the two of them had commitment issues.  She was about to respond when Maggie waltzed into the kitchen, a broad smile on her face and a happy gleam in her gaze.  A healthy blush that wasn’t from the slight chill of the summer night air painted Maggie’s cheeks with color.

“Someone had a wicked good time,” Emma kidded.

“It was . . . nice,” Maggie said as she slipped into a chair next to Connie.

She peered at Maggie, trying to gauge what had happened that night.  There was an unmistakable flush on her cheeks and slightly swollen lips.  Her blue eyes were as bright as a summer sky, but other than that, there was very little else to clue them to just how far Maggie and Owen had gone.

“Really?  Only just nice?” she asked and narrowed her gaze to scrutinize her friend as she answered.

“Nice,” Maggie repeated and a heartbeat later, jabbed a finger in her direction.  “That’s all you’ll get out of me, so you can stop the interrogation.”

Connie knew when to quit.  Waving her hands, she said, “Far be it from me to push.”

“Which means tag I’m it,” Emma quipped.  “Spill, Maggie,” she said and waggled her brows suggestively.

“No way. I don’t kiss and tell.  You guys will just have to be patient,” Maggie said and to prove her point, she shot out of her chair and hurried from the room.

Connie and Emma tracked her departure and then glanced at each other.

“Something major happened,” Connie said.

“Definitely. Let’s hope it doesn’t cause major damage when it all goes south,” Emma said.

She nodded, worry for her friend twisting her gut. “Not when, Emma. If it happens,” she said, trying to be more optimistic than her friend.

Emma waved her off.  “Let’s agree to disagree since I have to hit the sack.  Carlo needs help in the morning with wedding plans that have gone off the rails.”

With an air kiss and another wave, Emma left her alone in the kitchen.  Well, alone except for her very full glass of wine and the last few cookies from the batch Emma had made the night before.  She grabbed the plate and her wine, shut off the lights, and headed to her room.

After a quick change into her pajamas, she climbed into bed and grabbed her smartphone to scan through her office e-mails while she sipped her wine and nibbled on the cookies. By the time she finished scrolling through her e-mails and deleting spam and non-essential ones with a swipe, she was feeling more relaxed, if not downright sleepy.  She put aside her phone, glass, and the empty plate, shut off the light, and snuggled beneath the light blanket.  The summer sea breeze from earlier had picked up speed and its plaintive wail sounded outside the french doors at the far side of the room.  Something rattled against the glass and she sat up, listening more carefully.  Trying to stop the skitter in her heart at the thought Jonathan might have climbed up the vine much as he had so many years earlier.

But it wasn’t him, just the wind kicking up small debris from the potted plants all along the edge of the balcony.  She fought back disappointment.  There was no room for that emotion in the heart she had walled up so long ago.  Except there was a sensation in that guarded space that hadn’t been there in forever.  A twinge of both loneliness and hopefulness.  Hopefulness she strangled because she would not let seeing Jonathan again open a crack in that carefully constructed wall.

She had perceived what loving the wrong man had done to her mother.  The tears her mom had shed until her mother had finally made the tough decision to let her father leave for good.  Connie had been eight when her father had walked out the door and never come back.  Much like Jonathan’s mother had left him when he was only nine.

It was no wonder that the two of them weren’t made for a lasting relationship. They’d never had stability in their lives and yet . . . .

As she closed her eyes and sleep slipped in, so did dreams of Jonathan and of the love they’d shared. Of the way he could make her laugh or make her burn with need or hold her close and soothe her hurts.  She hadn’t dreamed of him for so long, but for this night, she let herself imagine how things might have been different between them. The dreams she drifted off to were filled with love, hope, and the promise of happily ever after.

***
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Jonathan had been too wound up to sleep as worry about his brother and Connie had dogged his thoughts.  So he did what he usually did when slumber eluded him:  he worked.

He was sitting on the couch, reviewing some specs on a new fuel cell when his brother came in from the beach, much the way he’d come in the night before.  A goofy happy grin was plastered on his face and contentment shone in his normally steely gaze.

It had been too long since he’d seen his brother this happy which was a large part of the reason why Jonathan was so worried.  He didn’t want his brother to get hurt and being involved with Maggie . . . .

As he’d told Connie earlier, if that relationship didn’t work out, it would mean a world of hurt for his brother.  But if it did work out, it could
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