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Chapter One
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Melissa McIntyre sat on the side of the timber sailing ship as it rounded the point into Butterfly Bay on the north side of Hook Island in the Whitsunday Islands. Reaching down for her camera, Lissy smiled as she caught her reflection in the smoky black glass of the hatch window beside her. Emerald green eyes surrounded by a tangle of sun-streaked auburn curls twinkled back at her. The days spent basking in the warmth around the pool at Hamilton Island over the last week had deepened her tan and she had almost forgotten it was winter back home on the New England tablelands.

“No more prim and proper Dr McIntyre.” She smiled to herself. Looking down at her raggedy denim shorts and the bare tanned feet resting on her rucksack, she grinned as she imagined the reaction of her history colleagues at the university if they could see the elegant Dr McIntyre in backpacker mode.

Strands of hair were pushed across her face by the breeze, and she lifted her hand to brush them away; she didn’t want to miss one second of this amazing view. 

Sails snapped sharply as the wind caught them and the crew scurried to tighten the ropes, calling to each other as they worked to bring the sails down as the beautiful old timber schooner eased into the bay for its overnight anchorage.

The musical tone of backpackers chatting in different languages provided a cheerful end to the first day of her sailing adventure. The vessel was crowded with young people from many countries, and everywhere she looked they seemed to be in couples. An unfamiliar pang of loneliness tried to settle in her chest, but she pushed it away.

Lifting her camera, Melissa stood and positioned herself to capture the best view of the sunset. When she went back to work, she’d put the photo on her computer desktop and remember this beautiful place when the winter weather got her down.

She blinked as a rugged face filled the viewfinder, blocking her view of the sky, and one brilliant blue eye winked as a member of the crew peered cheekily into her camera from afar. She leaned back and took a quick distant shot of the guy up the mast, and then turned to snap a series of images of the sun setting over the water as flashes of pink, silver-tipped clouds suffused the sky, and the golden orb slipped towards the horizon. Lowering the camera, she waited as the sailor climbed down the mast towards her. He swung down on the lower ropes, his deep voice serenading her with a bawdy sea shanty. She laughed and finished off the last two lines of the song with him.

“What shall we do with a drunken sailor? Put him in bed with the captain’s daughter?” He stopped beside the deck esky and held up a can of beer and a small bottle of wine.

“Wine or beer?”

“Wine, please,” she said with a shy smile. She’d barely spoken to anyone all day; just the usual greetings as the passengers boarded the boat and found their own place to sit. Melissa liked her own company and had been happy keeping to herself. The sailor closed the lid of the esky and sat on the step beside her.

“Cheers. I’m Nick.” He handed her a small plastic wine cup and she waited while he unscrewed the bottle, and then poured it in. He put the empty wine bottle in the bin beside them and lifted the plastic water bottle as he tilted his head to the side with a questioning look. “A toast to the sunset?”

She nodded and smiled at him as she lifted her glass. “Just water for you?’ she asked.

“Yes, I’m on duty for another hour, but then the fun begins,” he said and flashed her a cheeky smile. “But now, a toast to a beautiful lady.” 

Melissa caught her breath as deep blue eyes locked with hers. Her hand shook as he captured her fingers and she squeezed the plastic cup with her other hand. He was almost too good-looking. A bright blue bandana held back a thatch of shaggy sun-bleached hair. She held his gaze as he touched his water bottle against her wine. Dr. McIntyre would have blushed, but Melissa McIntyre took it in her stride. It wasn’t every day that a man as gorgeous as he was, sang to you and offered you a toast. She took it in the holiday spirit, which she was sure he’d intended, although he did hold her gaze a little longer than a casual look called for.

“Thanks, and cheers. I’m Lissy.” 

“Backpacking?” He sat comfortably next to her, his muscled legs stretched out on the timber deck, his shoulder resting casually against hers. 

She looked up at him and felt a strange unfamiliar urge to pull loose the bandana and run her fingers through his shaggy hair.

Where on earth had that come from? 

“Sort of,” she finally replied, and her voice was husky.

Nick turned to her, revealing laugh lines around his deep blue eyes and sexy mouth. He was a fair bit older than she had first thought.

“Just a bit of a trip around North Queensland. How about you?” She was not going to give away too much. She wasn’t ready yet to slip back into her real world of boring history professor. She had found comfort in being her Gramps’s Lissy in the ten days since she’d scattered his ashes on Blackrock Beach and then flown to the tropics for a restful holiday. 

“Same. Just crewing on the boat for a friend for a few weeks,” he replied. “Speaking of which, I’d better go and help with the anchor. We’re almost to the island.” He tipped his head back, swigging the rest of his water. He grasped the rope to swing himself to the upper deck, the muscles in his arms bunching. Giving her a broad wink, he grinned cheekily at her.

“Save a dance for me tonight, Angel Face.” Nick headed to the bow of the vessel with a swagger that would have done a pirate proud, chatting and joking with the other passengers as he went. It was almost a primitive sexuality that surrounded him, dangerous to any woman. He was one of the best-looking men she had ever seen, and an unfamiliar warmth ran through her. Reluctantly, she dragged her eyes away from the breadth of his tanned back and tautly muscled legs as a voice interrupted her thoughts.

“Half your luck. You’ve been chosen for the night.”

Lissy turned to see a blonde girl in the charter company’s uniform looking at her with a bemused expression. “Excuse me?”

“You’re obviously the chosen one for tonight.”

Unease unfurled in her chest. “What do you mean?”

“Nick had the same bet with the crew last trip. He picks his conquest for the party on the way into the bay. The woman he chooses to share a drink with before we moor, is the chosen one, and the crew bet on it either way, depending on their impression of the girl. I overheard the boys laughing about it last trip.”

Lissy cursed herself for her naiveté.

“Thanks for the warning, but they’ll lose their money. I’m not interested.”

“Your call, but he is a good catch if you can pin him down.” The girl shrugged as she gathered up the empty cups and made her way towards the galley. “No one has been able to, so far.”

Lissy mouthed a very rude word under her breath. 

The hide and confidence of the man, how dare he think she looked like an easy target?

No matter how good looking he is.

Then again, look at yourself, Lissy McIntyre. Swigging wine on a backpacker’s yacht in tattered shorts and with tangled hair, is not a look the usually staid Dr. Melissa McIntyre, of the elegant French roll and navy-blue suits, should be comfortable with. 

Melissa gritted her teeth, curling her fists by her sides. 

Even so, it didn’t matter how she looked—did he really think she was that easy? History was not going to repeat itself. One absent backpacker father was quite enough for this family. 

This guy needs to be taught a lesson.

Her throat ached. Unshed tears stung her eyes as the emotion of the last week caught up with her. The cancellation of her mother’s flight from Denmark had left her alone at the memorial service, except for Gramps’s fishing mates. As she had looked across the water to the rising sun, she’d whispered the words Gramps had penned for her to read while scattering his ashes to the chilly easterly wind.

“Let the ocean soothe your sorrow. I am now with you always; in the sea, the sands, and the wind.” She breathed in deeply as she looked out at the sapphire blue of the Pacific Ocean, letting the serene blue of the water soothe her grief.

The anchor clattered to the sandy bottom of the bay, interrupting her sad thoughts. Brushing the tears away with the back of her hand, she waited for an opportunity to make her move. It wasn’t long before Nick turned and walked back towards her, and she caught his eye, blowing him a kiss. 

He smiled wickedly at her. “Looking forward to that dance.” She watched him swagger to the side of the boat to lower the dinghy, with more than a touch of arrogance in his bearing. 

“Me too.” She smiled as she stood and bent over in front of him to pick up her rucksack, making sure he got a good view of her legs. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched as two crewmembers gave each other a high five. The anger built in her chest and she gritted her teeth as they helped Nick with the ropes holding the rubber dinghy high on the side of the yacht, joking and laughing.

Picking up her rucksack, she made her way to the group waiting to climb down the rope ladder to the dinghy for the short trip across to the island. Standing next to two Italian girls, she grimaced. They whispered and giggled, pointing at Nick expertly steering the dinghy through the coral heads in the bay. He dropped the first group on the island and turned back to those waiting on the boat. He stood aft, one hand on the tiller, the other shading his eyes from the setting sun, his muscled legs braced against the small waves hitting the boat. Nick looked up to catch her eye, and a slow, sexy grin spread over his face. 

She swallowed.

No man had the right to be so sexy.

Melissa was the last to climb down the rope ladder and as she prepared to step across to the dinghy; a rogue wave pushed it away from the side of the old schooner.

“Quick, jump!” yelled Nick. She threw her rucksack into the dinghy and jumped, landing awkwardly on her backside.

“Are you hurt?” Nick put out his hand to help pull her up, his eyes full of concern.

“Only my pride,” she said. He took her hand and a tingle of warmth shot up her arm. Her fingers felt weak in his grasp and she fought the urge to snatch her hand away as he looked down at her sprawled half on the floor, and across the seat at the side of the dinghy.

The Italian girls giggled, clapping their hands with delight and pretending to swoon as Nick pulled her up into his arms. He held her firmly against him, the hair-roughened warmth of his chest brushing against her bare shoulders.

“Thank you, she said breathlessly, as she fought the mirth building in her chest.

“No injuries from the fall?” he asked softly. Melissa shook her head and removed her hand from his grip. She sat down on the soft side of the dinghy and Nick steered through the coral to the island where the rest of the crew were setting up camp.

Two hours later, Lissy sat watching the sparks that whirled in the breeze as Nick added more driftwood to the fire. The crew had given them a feast of fresh fish, salad, and tropical fruits. Replete, both tourists and crew settled on sand still warm from the sun. The campfire provided a soft flickering light and one of the backpackers gently strummed his guitar. Melissa gazed into the fire, remembering the days at Blackrock Beach when she and Gramps had fried fresh fish over a driftwood fire on the beach. For the first time in a week, she moved past the grief and found joy in the memory.

“He must have been good.” Goose bumps raised on her arms as she felt the warmth of Nick’s breath on her neck. 

She moved away slightly. “Excuse me?”       

“There’s only one thing that will put that look on a woman’s face,” he whispered in her ear. 

“Oh yes, he was.” She grabbed her rucksack and used it as a pillow. She looked up at the brilliant stars dotting the black sky. “The very best.” Gramps had been the only stability she had ever known. If Nick thought she was talking about a previous lover, so be it, since he deserved everything he was about to get.

He held her eyes and then dropped his gaze to linger on her body stretched on the sand. She held her breath as he slowly looked down from her shoulders to her breasts and then back up to capture her gaze. Lissy shivered, imagining the tips of his fingers caressing her skin. The music increased in tempo, and a couple of the girls began to dance on the beach. He leaned down to her, his breath tickling her neck as he whispered in her ear.

“Come on. Dance with me?” She shivered again, and goose bumps ran down her arm despite the warmth of his body pressing into her side.

He pulled her up and Lissy’s eyes held his as he held her close. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she moulded herself to the hard planes of his body and they moved in time with the slow music. Their bare feet slipped through the soft white sand as they danced slowly around the fire, the crackling of the flames and muted guitar music surrounding them. He gently pushed towards her and her lips found their way to his neck, her mouth opening slightly as she inhaled, his musky scent teasing her nostrils.

Closing her eyes, she sighed softly. His hard chest pressed against the softness of her breasts, and she forgot why she was dancing so closely with a stranger. She pretended Nick was someone who cared about her. As he guided her around the fire in time to the soft music, his hand caressed her back. The pressure of his hand increased as he guided them towards the shadows at the edge of the clearing. The first fluttering of panic began in her chest. With every step she became more aware of the proximity and warmth of his body and the temptation she faced. He dropped his lips to her neck and gently sucked on her skin. An explosion of feeling raced from her neck to her stomach. She pulled back gently and looked up at him, giving herself some space between them. She breathed rapidly, her lips slightly parted as Nick looked down at her.

“I admire a woman who knows what she wants.” His voice hinted at all sorts of pleasures.

“Mmm ... very tempting.” She regretted the words as soon as they were out of her mouth.

Get yourself out of this before it’s too late. 

Standing on her toes, she moved her hands from his neck to his shoulders and put her face close to his.

“What a shame all the tents are so close,” she breathed into his ear. “No privacy here, and I do show my ‘appreciation’ rather loudly.”

She pursed her lips, fighting to keep a straight face. She tried to hold back her laughter, imagining herself as a femme fatale, a passionate woman of the world, and a lusty participant in the bedroom. Nothing could be further from the truth—especially the last few years when she’d buried herself in her studies and research.

She quickly lowered her head to hide the laughter in her eyes and Nick pulled her close, whispering in her ear.

“It’s okay, babe. I’ll take care of you.” She looked up at him, tears of laughter threatening to spill over. She swallowed the giggle bubbling in her throat and it came out in a snort. He looked at her with a slight frown, and she reached up as though she was going to kiss him.

“Sorry, mate, you’ve lost your bet tonight.” Pushing him away, Melissa strolled across to the group around the fire and sat down next to the Italian girls. After tying her sarong tightly around her breasts, she clenched her hands to still the shaking of her fingers. 

Yes, a real femme fatale.
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Chapter Two
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Nick had first noticed her standing apart from the group of noisy backpackers at the marina that morning. Boarding the vessel alone, she had kept to herself all day. Deep in thought as the old schooner sailed across the Whitsunday Passage to Hook Island, he’d noticed her brush away tears a couple of times. He had also taken several long appreciative looks at her sunbathing on the front deck from his vantage point high up the mast as he rigged the sails. After watching her all day, he was not surprised to feel that jolt of heat run through his body when he’d caught her as she’d fallen. She had a tilted nose with a light sprinkling of freckles and full red lips. Red-gold hair fell in a tangle of curls to brush her delicate bare shoulders. She was older than most of the backpackers on the charter but had a maturity and a beauty that made him look again...and again. It would have been an enjoyable way to end his last trip on the boat.

No commitment, no strings attached; just the way he liked it.

Now, Nick was angry at his stupidity in getting himself entangled in this situation on his last day on the boat. It was because of that stupid bet. He’d lost control of the situation because he was so attracted to Lissy. On the other trips this week, he’d simply shared a few flirtatious kisses with the chosen girls to win the bet with the crew. It had been a stupid thing to do, and he wasn’t proud of himself. 

When he’d looked down at Lissy, he had been lost in her sad, dark eyes. As he shifted his eyes to her soft mouth, her lips had beckoned him. He had only to dip his head slightly and he could have covered her mouth with his own, savouring the tempting sweetness of those luscious lips.

He shook his head in frustration. 

What the hell is wrong with me? I’m getting soft.

It was time to get back to work and finish the blasted report or the funding would dry up. The recent calls from his family indicated it was time to go home and be the dutiful son and brother for a while. The emails from his mother hinted at upcoming changes in the family, and how much they missed him. The pull of Italian blood was strong. As much as he hated to admit it, he loved his time back in Armidale on the family farm. La mia famiglia ... the close bond that held his brothers and sisters together no matter where they were in the world was fostered by their mother.

“Penny for your thoughts?” He jumped as a hand touched his arm.

The first woman who had really attracted him for a long time stood in front of him, backlit by the flickering firelight. Smarting from the unflattering image of himself as a Lothario who would make money from a demeaning bet, he knew it was time to make amends.

“You really don’t want to know what I’m thinking. Boring thoughts about work,” he said. He walked over to the camp fridge, grabbed two beers, and held one out to her. “Peace offering?”

After a pause, she reached for the beer. “Why not?” 

They sipped their beers in silence as they walked back to the group sitting around the fire. They sat on the soft sand and Lissy looked over at him and spread her hands. “Can you really call this work?”

He laughed and decided it was not the right time to tell her all about himself, now that she seemed to have forgiven him for his crass behaviour. He would give it a while and then admit that there was more to him than just a drifter in the Islands.

##
[image: ]


THE WHOOSH OF WAVES breaking on the crushed coral beach woke Lissy early the next morning. Rolling onto her stomach, she opened the flap of the one-man tent and propped her chin on her hand, enjoying the view of the old sailing ship silhouetted by the rising sun. She saw tanned muscular legs through her tent flap and sighed at the sight of Nick heading for the water, clad only in a pair of black swimming trunks. Closing her tent flap, she rolled on to her back, crossing her arms on her chest. Even though she knew what Nick had been playing at, she still found him incredibly attractive ... and kind. His apology last night had shown there was more to him 

After breakfast, the crew packed up the campsite in preparation for the sail back to Hamilton Island. Lissy and some of the other backpackers climbed to the lookout on the peak of the island. As they reached the top of the path, she caught her breath and moved across to the lookout, taking in the beauty of the view down to Hamilton Island. Patches of brilliant white sand edged the blue waters, backed by verdant green hills on each island. 

“Are you coming, Lissy?” Bella, one of the Italian girls, called. “We sail at eleven.”

“I’ll catch up with you.” She glanced at her watch. She stood there for a long time after the others started the trek to the beach. This short holiday had helped her cope with her grief after Gramps’s funeral, and she was feeling ready to go back to work. Deep in thought, she jumped as a deep voice intruded in the silence.

“It’s the best view in the Whitsunday Islands.” Nick stood at her shoulder. “Did you know the islands were first recorded by Captain Cook on Whit Sunday in 1770, and that’s how they got their name?” He was standing so close to her she could feel the heat coming from his body as he pointed to the islands spread below them like emeralds on the blue water. 

“Not far north from here, Cook ran aground and had to repair his ship, the Endeavour.” His breath on the side of her face sent goose bumps down her neck. Her serenity disappeared instantly; he was trying his luck again. 

Well, two can play this game. My mother might have been a sucker for the first good-looking man that came along, but I won’t follow in her footsteps. 

“How fascinating. I don’t know much history at all,” she said, settling into her role. Professor Andrews would be horrified to hear those words from his Pacific history lecturer.

“I’m a little bit scared to walk down the track alone. I heard things rustling in the bush before.” She widened her eyes, deciding not to bat her eyelashes as that might be a bit of overkill. 

“Nothing to be scared of,” he replied, holding out his hand to her. She reached out and held it and an instant electricity seemed to ignite between them. Nick put his warm hands on her bare shoulders, pulling her in close. Her heart thudded and her knees trembled. 

“I feel safe now,” she said breathlessly, even though safe was far from what she felt. She hoped the combination of her demure expression and the huskiness of her voice would have the desired reaction. She kept her eyes lowered as his hand slid down her arm and he lifted her hand to his mouth. He moved his lips gently across her palm. 

“Come on, the dinghy’s waiting to take the last group back.” He kept hold of her hand as he led her down the track through the coastal she-oak trees. When they were on the beach, hundreds of black butterflies fluttered from the bush at the eastern end of the bay. 

“Spectacular, isn’t it? That’s why they call it Butterfly Bay.” He looked down at her and reached across to push a strand of hair from her eyes. “Delicate creatures, a lot like you.” She pushed his hand away. She was done playing games. 

“You’re not going to give up, are you, Nick? What’s the time frame on the bet? I told you last night. You’ve done your money. You chose the wrong girl.” She picked up her backpack and stalked across to the waiting dinghy.

***
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NICK’S BODY SUFFUSED with heat. Fighting to keep his temper, he struggled to maintain an impassive expression. Lissy glared at him from the edge of the water. Nick Richards, who rarely backed away from a challenge, was intimidated by this slip of a woman. He had avoided this sort of situation for years, since Olivia had dumped him for a richer prospect. Heartbroken, he had sworn a pretty face would never suck him in again, and he had enjoyed his playboy “love’em and leave’em” lifestyle of the last ten years. This stupid bet hadn’t given him the opportunity to lay down his usual ground rules, and one thing he hated was dishonesty. Now, he was having a strong and genuine attraction thrown back in his face. Strolling over to the dinghy, he picked up the last of the camping gear and turned to face Lissy, hurt driving his words.

“You are an extremely beautiful young woman, Lissy. All bets aside, flaunting yourself to all and sundry gives an impression of availability, whether you mean to or not. I believe there is a word for women who tease and don’t deliver the goods.” As he headed for the dinghy he looked over his shoulder and drawled, “So sweetheart, take care or you may find yourself in trouble one day.”
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Chapter Three
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Lissy strode along the road from the marina at Hamilton Island down to her beachfront cabin still fuming from Nick’s parting shot. She sat with the Italian girls on the front deck listening to their chatter and laughing with them as they tried to converse in two languages. When the vessel moored, she bid a cheery farewell to Bella and Anna, disembarking without a backward glance. The only time she had been near Nick was during the morning briefing by the crew, and he’d ignored her—which suited her fine. His stinging comment would not leave her. She regretted the two days on the backpacker charter. She should have saved her money and stayed in the luxury cabin at the resort. She couldn’t believe how rude he’d been. Working in an international playground where people are relaxed and receptive to romance had distorted his view of the way normal people behaved. He’d started the whole mess with his demeaning bet.

Unlocking the door to her cabin, she angrily threw her backpack into the corner. She was upset with herself because even after his nasty comment, she was still aware of the attraction between them. She had encouraged him a little bit more than necessary. Her T-shirt and shorts followed the backpack into the corner, and she pushed open the door to the luxurious marble bathroom.

A long soak in the hot tub with lots of bubbles would wash the salt out of her hair and clear her mind. She planned on dressing up and relaxing with a glass of wine and dinner in the resort restaurant. Lissy would enjoy the last night of her holiday, before the prospect of going back to the cold winter of the tablelands, and being Dr. Melissa McIntyre at work, resurfaced. Standing in front of the mirror, water filling the large spa bath, she touched her lips, imagining Nick’s lips on hers. She could dream—she would never see him again and could file him away as a fantasy.

The bath wasn’t the total escape she had hoped for. As the fragrant oils soaked into her skin and the steamy heat lathered her face with moisture, Nick drifted in and out of her thoughts. Damn the man for being so sexy! She sank down in the water and closed her eyes, but images of him climbing the mast, his long, tanned legs lightly covered with blond hair, and standing bare-chested as he steered the little dinghy, flicked through her mind in an erotic slideshow.

Sitting up, Lissy pulled the plug, dismayed at the direction of her thoughts. She climbed out of the bath, dried off and wrapped herself in a soft white towelling robe, and stepped onto the sunny deck to dry her hair. She pulled up the chair on the front deck that overlooked the tropical gardens at the back of the resort. The front door of the neighbouring cabin opened and caught her attention. A red-faced cleaning maid hurried down the pathway in front of the cabins, pulling her cleaning trolley along behind her.

“Apologies, monsieur, I will send someone down with fresh towels for you immediately. I am so sorry that your room was not ready.”

“Not a problem,” drawled a familiar voice. “I’ll borrow one from my friend next door.” Lissy looked over to see the subject of her erotic daydream standing there wearing nothing but a wicked grin and a small towel strategically placed across his hips.

“Got a spare towel, sweetheart?” Glaring at him, she draped her spare towel over the low wall between their decks before storming inside and slamming the door behind her.

She closed her eyes as Nick’s laughter drifted through the open window. The sooner she was on a plane home, the better. Cold weather and work, with no Nick to bother her, was quickly becoming very appealing.

***
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NICK STROLLED INTO the restaurant an hour later and spotted Lissy sitting alone at a table by the window overlooking the bay. Her chin rested in her hand as she gazed out over the water. With a quiet word to the maitre d’, he walked over to her table and sat opposite her.

“You know I’m beginning to think you’re following me.” Lissy turned and glared at him, but he reached over and took her hand, ignoring the instant tug of attraction as he looked into her eyes. 

“Hey, I want to apologise for the way I spoke to you this morning. I was way out of line.” Nick had regretted his harsh words all day, and when he realised Lissy was staying at the resort, he had decided to seek her out and apologise. Finding himself in the cabin next door to her had been an unexpected bonus.

“Let’s pretend we’ve just met and forget the last two days. Good food, good wine, a great view, and great company. I owe you a drink for lending me a towel anyway.”

To his surprise, Lissy didn’t react with the sarcasm he expected. 

“Why not? I’m going back to reality tomorrow. I may as well indulge the last night.” 

He tilted his head to one side. “Indulge?”

“Don’t get your hopes up, matey. I’m talking food and wine, nothing else.” Her face brightened. “Good company will be a bonus. It’s past time that we quit playing games. A civilised meal together, a casual conversation, good memories, and we’ll go our separate ways tonight.” She held out her hand. “Deal?”

Holding her gaze, he reached over and took her hand. “It’s a deal.” 

Over dinner, Nick talked about his trip around the Pacific over the past few years and Lissy laughed at his stories of thrill-seeking adventures. Parasailing, mountain climbing, volcano viewing, and surfing off isolated islands. If he embellished his adventures a little bit, it was purely for the pleasure of seeing her laugh. He sympathised as she told him about moving from Blackrock Beach to the city and growing up with her mother and first stepfather and then going to boarding school.

“Father?” asked Nick.

“Only Gramps,” she said sadly. “My father was an Irish backpacker who married Mum but didn’t hang around long enough to meet me. Now she’s sampling a variety of nationalities in the husband category. Started off with the Irish boyo, moved on to an Aussie, then an American, and now she lives in Denmark with her fourth husband.” 

“I can understand why you were a little bit aloof from the backpacker crowd, and that stupid bet made it worse.”

“I don’t see my mother very often, and when Gramps died a couple of weeks ago, she didn’t even make the service.” Nick reached out for Lissy’s hand across the table as her eyes filled with tears.

“Gramps was the rock in my life and so proud of me. I was hoping to have some good news for him about a promotion in a few weeks, but he died suddenly in his sleep.”

He rubbed his thumb across the top of her hand and Lissy seemed unaware of it as she stared into the candle flickering in the centre of the table. He couldn’t take his eyes off her face as the love for her grandfather shone from her eyes. 

“The last time I visited him, he teased me.” She looked up at Nick and the determination in her face surprised him. “He asked me about my plans, and I can still see his faded blue eyes crinkling at me. He didn’t believe that I’d commit to my career and he always teased me about ending up with three kids, a house with a white picket fence, and a dog named Rex. And, of course, a husband. Gramps was a great believer in love. But nearly thirty years watching Mum search for it taught me that security is far more important. I’m about to achieve a milestone in my career and I’m well on the way to security.” 

“What do you do?” 

“No, no details,” she said. “Let’s just be ships that pass in the night. What about you? Family?” 

“Yes. Lots of brothers and sisters, all settled down in the country, producing the required grandchildren for my parents. I’m the son with the wanderlust.” Looking across at her, he raised his wine glass. “Like you, I’ll never settle down. I like my freedom too much.” He clinked her glass across the table. “To a happy life. I hope you find what you’re looking for and it brings you happiness.”

Her brilliant green eyes lit up and a sweet smile spread slowly across her beautiful face as she clinked her glass against his. A little bit of sadness lingered in her eyes, making him feel even more of a louse for the way he’d treated her. The candlelight formed an aureole of light around her auburn curls and she looked back at him, her eyes full of trust. Eyes that could suck a man right in. It was time to get out of here.

Now. Before he did something he’d regret.

“Right,” he said briskly, reaching for the bill folder. “My treat. Apology for the last two days?” 

“Thanks for listening tonight. You’ve been sweet.” Lissy placed her hand on top of his.

They walked along the path to their cabins, the sweet smell of frangipani blooms wafting over them. Looking up at the white flowers, Lissy stumbled on a thick root at the edge of the path. Nick reached across and placed his arm casually around her shoulders to guide her. Reaching around, he grabbed and twirled a long curl around his finger. He looked down at her and warmth filled his chest. His hand cupped her shoulder and then he gently skimmed his fingertips down her bare arm. She leaned into him with a long, drawn-out sigh and he pulled her close. He sensed her crying silently before he felt the tears through his shirt and he held her as she cried. His gut clenched as he realised his crass behaviour had added to her troubles the past couple of days. “I’m really sorry, for upsetting you so much.” She drew back, looking up at him through her tears. He cupped her jaw, lifting her tear-streaked face so that she was looking directly at him. 

“Don’t be silly, I came up here to have a break after Gramps died. No need for an apology. I played the game too. A couple of wines has made me emotional. I’m sorry.”

He took her hand, squeezed it and held it as they walked back towards the cabins.

When they reached her cabin, Lissy unlocked the door and turned to Nick.

“Thank you for paying for dinner.”

He leaned down to kiss her cheek and bid her goodnight. She looked deep into his eyes and the grief and loneliness on her face turned to naked longing. A powerful desire rocked through him as she reached up and brushed a light kiss along his lips.

Nick wanted her with an intensity that he’d never felt before. For a moment, he stilled, aware of her closeness, her touch, and the soft breath of her gentle kiss. He held her gaze until his mouth covered hers. She slid her hands under his silk shirt and sighed into his mouth as she caressed his warm, bare skin. With a groan, he deepened the kiss and his mouth roamed her face and throat as his hands tangled in her luxurious hair. She reached behind her back with one hand, opened the door, and pulled him into her cabin. Her body was quivering, and her lips were warm, heat seeping into him, warming a cold place deep within that had been chilled for too long. Struggling against the need to rush and realising that she needed gentleness, he moved her slowly across the room until the back of her legs pressed against the bed. 

“Okay?” he murmured against her mouth. She answered by reaching up and pulling his shirt above his head and then moving down to the buttons on his jeans.

God, am I insane? What am I doing? 

***
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FOR A BRIEF MOMENT, Lissy’s fingers paused in their journey downward. She must be crazy because she didn’t want to stop what she’d started. She reached around and splayed her fingers on the bare skin under his shirt, resting her cheek against his broad chest. Both hands were now under his shirt and his bare skin was warm beneath her fingers. 

“Lissy?” he asked softly.

“Shh.”

“Are you sure?”

In answer, she slid her hands back around to his chest and one hand skimmed over smooth warm skin.  Lissy pressed her face against his chest, feeling the beat of his heart against her cheek. “I can’t think of a nicer way to end my holiday.” 

Nick took her hands in his and gathered her into his arms. His fingers played with her long curls as he held her close. For the first time in a long time, she felt safe and happy. But he was right—she needed to be sure about this. Closing her eyes, she came to an easy decision. Despite her doubts, she wanted him. She needed to feel his skin against hers. She wanted him, of that she had no doubt. Reaching up with one hand, she brushed his face with trembling fingers as his eyes glinted in the moonlight.

“Has anyone ever told you how beautiful you are,” he said quietly.

Her own need was mirrored in those deep blue eyes. She lifted her face and touched her lips to his. Nick’s hold tightened, but she moved away and sat on the side of the bed.

Waiting. Needing. Wanting.

His strong body was silhouetted by the bright moonlight streaming through the window, and Lissy shivered with anticipation as he moved closer. His breath whispered along her neck as he unbuttoned the small pearl buttons on her silk dress. 

“Sweet perfection,” he murmured against her lips. He lifted his head and smiled at her, the sexy laugh lines crinkling around his eyes. Lissy caught her breath. 

“You’re really sure about this?” he asked.

“I’m sure.” The room darkened as his head lowered to hers, blotting out the moonlight streaming through the window.
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Chapter Four
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The faint light of dawn helped Nick search for his clothes that were scattered around the room. Lissy murmured in her sleep. He moved to the side of the bed and stood quietly looking down at her. A tangle of red-gold curls spread across the white lace pillowcase and her face was perfectly serene. If he was to catch his flight, he had to hurry, and he was torn between reaching down and kissing those inviting lips one more time or leaving quietly.

Love and leave ‘em mate, time to move on.

But his conscience pricked him, and he looked for a pen to leave her a brief note. 

What do I say? Thanks for the sex, it was great. Have a good life?

Running his hand through his hair, he glanced down at his watch and realised if he didn’t hurry he would miss his flight. He took one last look at the beautiful woman curled in the king-size bed and moved quietly to the door. Locking it behind him, he stepped out into the early morning.

The resort was already waking for the day and gardeners were sweeping fallen blooms from the paths. Nick said a brief good morning to a worker who was trimming the tree between their cabins. 

In his own room, he had a quick shower and threw his casual clothes into his backpack, grimacing as he pulled out trousers and a long-sleeved shirt. He was not looking forward to leaving the tropics. Tossing his bag over his shoulder, he let himself out of his room with one last regretful look at Lissy’s cabin, half-hoping she would be standing at the door, so he could say good-bye.

Half an hour later, Nick had checked into the airport on Hamilton Island and was waiting for his flight to board. He pulled his mobile from his pocket and dialled, shaking his head in amusement as the cheery voice of his brother answered, even though it was only six a.m.

“Hey, bro,” Nick greeted his older brother.

“What’s wrong?” 

Nick smiled. Tomas was the staid one of the three brothers and he took life very seriously.

“Something must be wrong. One, you never call, and two, it’s hours before you usually get up.” 

“Nothing’s wrong. I just called to say I’m thinking about delaying my trip home until Sunday night.” 

Where the hell did that come from? he wondered.

“Well, Nick, you can’t,” said his brother. “There’s a big barbeque to welcome you home on Saturday and Mama would have your guts for garters if you didn’t show.” Tomas sighed down the phone. “There’s a woman involved, isn’t there.”

His big brother knew him well.

Nick laughed bitterly. “Yep, bro. You know me, can’t all be perfect like you. Always a woman. Forget it, I’ll be there. I can’t upset Mama.”

“It’s been two years this time. The whole family is coming to dinner and Mama has been cooking all week. Don’t let her down.”

“Okay, I’ll see you Saturday. Tell Mama I’m picking my bike up in Brisbane and I’ll be there about six.”

Tomas cleared his throat. “With a friend.”

“A friend, hey? What sort of friend?”

“You’ll meet her on the weekend. Be careful on that highway. I’ll see you Saturday. Ciao.”

“Looking forward to it, bro. Ciao.” Nick shook his head. Tomas was organised and lived his life by a strict routine; they couldn’t be any more different. Sometimes it was hard to believe they came from the same family and the news that he had met someone was no surprise. Tomas always said he would marry at thirty-five. He only had a few months to go. 

Nick grinned and shook his head. It would be good to be back home.

The call came for his flight to Brisbane, and he picked up his backpack and headed for the gate. 
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LISSY OPENED HER EYES as sunlight streamed in through the graceful foliage of the tree outside her window, tracing a delicate pattern across the white sheets. Stretching luxuriously, she lay on her back, watching the red blooms of the poinciana tree sway in the soft morning breeze. If she was inclined to believe that the night’s events had been a fantasy she had conjured up while lying in her bath, the aches and soreness she felt attested to the experience of the night. She remembered the pleasure they had shared; it was the first time she had ever truly let herself go, not hiding behind her cool facade. The whole night took on a dreamy quality and she’d fallen into a deep sleep after Nick had reached over and kissed her a lingering goodnight in the early hours.

She lay there, wondering how she would feel when she saw him this morning. Even though it had been a night of passion, she still had to put it behind her. She would pack her bags ready to catch her flight, have a civilised breakfast with him, and wish him well as he set off on his next adventure. 

Pulling her wet hair into a loose roll after a quick shower, she applied light makeup, smiling as she saw the traces of pink marks on her neck, where Nick’s rough stubble had grazed her. Warmth shot through her—she needed to see him this morning to keep her feelings in perspective.

You can do this; you’re a mature woman of the world. Enjoy his company over breakfast, kiss him good-bye, and then go catch your plane.

Stepping out on to the veranda, she looked across to see if there was any sign of life from Nick’s cabin. There was a flurry of activity as two cleaning maids dumped sheets and towels into the trolley, pulling a vacuum cleaner through the front door. Lissy walked down the path and she realised she didn’t even know his last name. A cold feeling settled in the pit of her stomach.

“Has my friend checked out already?” she asked.

“Yes, he was our first checkout this morning. Gone before sun-up.”

She paused, fighting the tightness in her throat as tears threatened to fall. “I’ll be out in a couple of minutes. I’m heading for the airport myself.” 

The girl gave her a wave and lifted fresh towels from the trolley. “Thanks. Have a safe trip.”

Gathering her suitcase and backpack, Lissy glanced at her watch, trying to ignore the hurt of Nick leaving without so much as a good-bye. She had shed enough tears over the past two weeks. By the end of today, she would be home and this interlude would be behind her. The genes had really kicked in big time. Mum would be proud of me. Hah!

It was just as well he had gone. He was probably running, because he thought she would be the clingy type that wouldn’t let go. Nothing could be further from the truth.

She took one last lingering look at the bed and the rumpled sheets before locking the door. Walking through the tropical garden to reception, she took care not to trip over the tree root that had led to her downfall last night. She made her way to the main building, the wheels of her suitcase disturbing the quiet of the garden.

A good lesson in life, Lissy. A warning that it’s easy to go with the lust of the moment and get let down every time. Never again. Just think of Mum. We have Declan, and Greg, and Lincoln and Lars...and then whoever Mum marries next!

“Okay, look on the bright side,” her positive side reminded her. “When I am old and grey in my rocking chair, watching my grandchildren play around my feet, I will look back with fond memories and dream about the kind pirate who stole my heart for one night. A bit like the old lady in Titanic.”

“Bollocks,” chipped in her negative side. “I have to have children, before the grandchildren come along.” She thought back to her last conversation with Gramps. After he had teased her about the white picket fence and the dog named Rex, he had put his gnarled hands on each side of her face. 

“Sweetheart, believe in love. It’s out there waiting for you.”

“Gramps,” she argued, “I don’t believe in romantic love and happily ever after.” 

Gramps had always said, “Wait and see, my darling. Love makes a fool of plans. Wait for your destiny and promise me you won’t settle for less.” He had constantly teased her about her weekly outing with Tom, one of her work colleagues, a quiet friend for whom she held a steady affection. Gramps had probed her feelings for him and warned her not to settle down for the sake of security.

But there was no fear of that. It was a platonic friendship, and one she intended keeping that way.

##
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THE TRIP HOME WAS EXHAUSTING–MELISSA had to change flights in Brisbane on her way to Armidale. It was dark by the time the taxi dropped her off in front of her semi-detached cottage on the outskirts of town, and she went straight to bed. Rising early the next morning, she shivered as her feet touched the cold floor. Determined to put the events of the last two weeks behind her and get back into her normal routine, she prepared for her morning run. Pulling on a tracksuit and sneakers, she did some stretches before stepping outside. She gasped as her breath misted in the frosty air and pulled a beanie over her head before setting off. 

Mrs. McGovern, her neighbour and landlady, was also up early and working in her front garden in the frosty morning.

“Hey, Mrs. Mac, you’ll get frostbite on your fingers!” she called out. I’ll pick up Luney and Sylvester on the way back.” 

Mrs. Mac gave her a wave as Melissa broke into a light jog on the footpath. Breathing in the chilly air, her cheeks tingled from the cold. Autumn leaves crunched underfoot as she picked up the pace and did her circuit across town around the back of the university. She was surprised to see two cars and a large black motorcycle parked outside the history building, even though it was the weekend. Two men came out of the building. One of them gave her a quick wave and she waved back, realising it was Professor Andrews.

That must be the new professor with him. 

As she jogged around the corner, the motorcycle roared past her and she glanced up, nearly tripping over. The bike rider reminded her of Nick. She tried to push thoughts of him from her mind as she picked up the pace. If every man was going to remind her of him, she had no chance. She had to get over it! 

She blocked her holiday from her mind, trying to concentrate on her preparations for her return to work on Monday. By the time she’d completed her circuit, she was warm and had shed her beanie and sweatshirt. Opening the gate to Mrs. Mac’s cottage garden, she bent as she caught her breath. The old lady came out of the front door, a birdcage in one hand and a fluffy white cat tucked under her other arm.

“I hope Luney behaved this time. No breakages?” The cat was company for Melissa and kept her entertained with his antics every night as he ran around the apartment. Sylvester, the budgie, chirped as she picked up his cage.

“No worse than usual. Still a mad cat but settling down a bit. She is well named.” Mrs. Mac was used to the pets, often minding them for Melissa when she’d travelled down to the coast to visit Gramps.

“By the way, your new neighbour is moving in on the weekend. It’s all been organised by the university. I believe he’s a new professor.”

“Yes,” Lissy nodded. "I heard before I went away there is a new professor coming to finish his doctorate and do some lecturing with our faculty. I’m looking forward to meeting him. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help you get the cottage ready. I have the whole weekend free.”

Mrs. Mac had split the old bluestone cottage into two rentals. Lissy loved living in the front half of the old home and helped look after the rambling cottage garden, and often helped out with renovations and odd jobs around both properties.

“I haven’t forgotten you want the front fence whitewashed. I’ve set tomorrow aside for that. Thanks again for minding these two. I’ll see you later.” 

She hurried up the front steps; her phone was ringing. She let herself in the door as she juggled the cat and the birdcage. Putting them down gently in front of the fire, she picked up the phone.

“Melissa McIntyre speaking.” 

“Hi, darling, just checking you’re home safely. How was your trip?” Her mother’s voice was bright and happy.

How was the trip? Well, Mum, I learned that foolish behaviour is genetic, and I fell for the first good-looking male who came along. Spent the night with him and moved on. However, I have more sense than you did, and we used protection, so there won’t be any lonely children growing up with only one parent.

“Great, thanks, Mum. Got a good tan and I’m relaxed and ready to go back to work.”

They chatted for a while and she was surprised to hear her mother and Lars were planning a visit back to Australia in the spring.

“We’ve timed it with your university session break, so we can spend some time together at the coast. I have to wrap up some of Gramps’ business and get his house sorted.”

“It will be great to see you both.” She wondered whether Lars would still be on the scene then and if she would even get to meet her latest stepfather. As soon as she ended the call, the phone rang again, and Luney jumped up and started to run around the room. 

“Hello.” She chuckled as she answered the phone, watching her crazy cat run around the furniture. The budgie chirped in encouragement.

“Hello, Melissa, it’s Tom. Welcome home. I’m calling to confirm our date for tonight.” Tom Richards was so predictable. He was nice looking, well-mannered, and a stickler for doing the right thing. But his structured life and predictability appealed to her and she always enjoyed their Friday night outing. You couldn’t call it a date; they just enjoyed the same movies and food.

“Yes, looking forward to it. It’s good to be home and back to normal.” There was no way she would share her holiday stories with him this time.

Tom hesitated and cleared his throat.

“Melissa, I was wondering if it would greatly inconvenience you if we changed our routine this week.” 

They usually dined at Ivy Cottage, a restaurant on the river, and had met there at seven o’clock each Friday night for the past six months, often followed by a movie, apart from the occasions Tom was away on business trips or Melissa was down the coast visiting Gramps.

“There’s a family dinner at my parents’ home tonight that I must attend, as my brother is coming, and we have all been summoned to the family home.” He sounded nervous. “Not that I don’t want to go, of course I do, but I was looking forward to our dinner and seeing you. I missed you while you were away.” 

She was surprised. Tom didn’t usually touch on anything personal, and it was most unusual for them to have a conversation like that. She hadn’t even known that his family lived in town.

“I would love for you to come with me. It would be a great opportunity to meet my family, while we are all together. It doesn’t happen often. I’ll pick you up at your place, if that suits you?”

Lissy hesitated. The emotional rollercoaster of the past few weeks had left her feeling fragile, and although it would be nice to meet Tom’s family and see him in his comfort zone, she didn’t want him to think there was anything more in their relationship. She’d make sure he knew that, so she made a quick decision and spoke before she could change her mind.

“Okay, I’ll look forward to it. Is it formal or casual?”

He laughed. “Very casual. I will apologise for my family in advance. Er ... Melissa, there is also something I would like to discuss with you before we get there, so I’ll come over about five?” 

She felt a rush of affection for Tom. He had shown more emotion in this short conversation than he had in the six months she’d known him. He had been a steady friend as she eased into her new position at the university, and although he was always businesslike and fostered that image with his dress and attention to his personal appearance, she enjoyed his company.

She began to look forward to the evening and sang along with the radio as she went hunting through her wardrobe for something suitably casual to wear. She felt happier than she had since Gramps’s death. Sylvester chirped along with her and Luney gave them both a disdainful look as she stretched out on the sunny windowsill washing herself. Lissy laid out a light wool suit in forest green, with her ankle-length boots, before settling down to reading through her notes for work on Monday morning. She wanted to be up-to-date and well prepared for the new professor; he would have some input into her promotion. 

She had worked hard at her research to become the youngest lecturer in the history faculty at the small, rural university. Word was out that she was being seriously considered in the current round for a promotion to senior lecturer and it would be an achievement to get that promotion at her age. 

A whole new life was about to open up for her.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Five
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Tom arrived at Melissa’s front door at precisely five o’clock. Her hair was confined in an elegant French roll and pearl studs in her ears finished off the sedate look. Nice and understated for meeting Tom’s family, and casual holidaymaker Lissy’s beach clothes were packed away until the next trip to the coast. She ignored the ripple that tingled through her when she thought of the holiday.

No! Back to sedate Melissa, all ready for work.

She ushered Tom in from the cold and was surprised when he pulled a large bunch of roses from behind his back. Reaching over, he kissed her on both cheeks and handed her the flowers. Feeling surprised and a little bit off balance, she hugged the roses to her chest. Tom had never kissed her cheek before, let alone bought her flowers. They even went Dutch at their weekly dinners.

“Thank you, Tom. How thoughtful of you.” 

“Welcome home. I really missed you.” His voice was happy. “You look wonderful. Great tan. Did you have a good break?”

Lissy hadn’t told any of her colleagues about her grandfather’s death. As in all aspects of her life she kept herself private and professional at the university. She nodded, smiled and attempted to regain her composure. She wasn’t sure about this newly confident and casual Tom. “I’ll get a vase from the kitchen. Would you like a drink? I have some white wine in the fridge.”

“A small one, please.” 

Luney jumped down from the chair and wrapped herself around Tom’s ankles. Tom picked up the cat and moved across to the fire as Lissy went to the kitchen. Returning with a tray holding a bottle of wine and two glasses, she was pleased to see him sitting on the long settee in front of the fire, stroking Luney. She sat down next to them and placed the tray on the low table between the settee and the fire. Tom poured the wine and held his glass up to hers.

“Cheers,” he said. A fleeting image of a tall, tanned sailor flitted through her mind as she looked back at him. Similar eyes, similar cheekbones. 

God, she was seeing Nick everywhere in her imagination. Last night, the guy on a toilet paper ad on the television had even looked like him.

Tom fidgeted in his seat and straightened his already perfectly straight tie. Luney jumped across to Lissy’s lap when he cleared his throat.

“Is everything all right?” she asked. “Everything’s fine at work?”

“Yes.” Tom turned and sat up even straighter. “I have something to ask you and I don’t know how to go about it.”

She tilted her head to the side and smiled at him, he was worked up about something. 

“We are really great friends and I know how you feel about love and marriage.” He paused and cleared his throat. “I have always had a life plan and I would like to get married and have a family. I intend to do that before I am thirty-five ... get married, that is. What I am trying to find out, Melissa, is if you would be interested in considering my proposition.”

“Proposition?” A giggle rose in her throat and she fought it back. She mustn’t have heard him right.

“I suppose you could call it a proposal in a way. I don’t really mean a proposal, but just suggesting that maybe you give it some thought.”

“Give what some thought?” Melissa screwed her nose up as she stared at him.

“Maybe that you get to think of me in the light of a future life partner. Come and meet my family tonight and then we will discuss it again next Friday night.”

Melissa was speechless. But poor Tom looked really anxious. Reaching over, she took both of his hands. “Hey, I’m so flattered that you’d consider me as your partner, but this is not us. You know that.”

He sighed and eventually agreed. “I know.”

“What’s happened to bring this on, Tom?”

“Something happened, and I got thinking. Maybe you can learn to love me. And then if and when it comes time for me to turn this proposition into a real proposal, perhaps on bended knee, you will have had time to think about it. I’ve always thought romantic love was overrated. If you’re wise you choose your marriage partner sensibly.”

“You know what my grandfather used to say?”

He shook his head. 

“Wait for your destiny, and don’t settle for less.” Gramps had actually made her promise that she would, but there was no need for Tom to know that. “And okay, so you said something happened?”

A glum expression crossed his face as he nodded. “Jill’s back.”

“Your old girlfriend?”

He nodded again.

“And this has led to this conversation how?”

This time it was an out-of-character shrug. “I guess I got thinking about how she dumped me and how I was going to reach my life plan by thirty-five.”

This time Melissa let the laugh bubble out. “Oh, Tom, you are so precious. But you know we’re just friends. Tell me honestly, have you ever had one romantic thought about me?”

His lips tilted in a smile. “No. We’re good mates.”

“Good, let’s leave it there and finish our wine and forget about your ‘proposition’.” His shoulders relaxed and she realised how nervous he’d been. She reached over and gently kissed his cheek.

“Now let’s go so I can meet your family.” As she stood up, she had a worrying thought. “You haven’t mentioned your proposition to them, have you?” 

“No, they know you’re my friend from the university.”

Tom had a luxury car, an imported British saloon in a silver grey, which suited him, and Lissy loved the feel of the leather upholstery against her legs. They drove a short distance out of town past beautiful old houses, crossed the river; and then he turned through an ornate set of gates, opening to a long drive lined by huge trees. It was a massive double-storey home, and iron lace edged an upstairs veranda that wrapped around the whole house. She counted five chimneys.

“This is absolutely beautiful,” she said. “It must be one of the original settler homesteads.”

Tom nodded. “It’s almost as old as Saumarez Homestead on the Uralla road. This one was built in 1900 by my father’s grandparents and it’s been in our family for over a hundred years.”

After he parked his car in a carport adjoining the side of the main house, he reached over and took Lissy’s hand. “Now, don’t be nervous. Dom coming home today has brought the whole family together for the first time for ages.”

Melissa patted her hair into place and took a deep breath. She could do a lot worse than Tom, if she was honest, and God knows, after the last week, she was even more convinced of the dangers of physical attraction, and how unwary romantics could be easily ensnared.

A marriage based on common sense and friendship mightn’t be such a bad idea.

She shook her head as Gramps’s voice circled in her thoughts. She took another deep breath, squared her shoulders, and followed Tom into the fray to meet his family.

He ushered Melissa across a wide veranda at
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