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THE BILLIONAIRE AND THE BEAUTIFUL LIAR

JAN BOWLES

Can love blossom from lies?

Thirty-two-year-old English Architect, Sam Marshall, had vowed never to return to Oxley in Oxfordshire. When he meets Megan Lawrence, a twenty-five-year-old ethereal beauty, for the first time in ten years, old wounds are reopened.

Their troubled past has remained unspoken all this time. Neither of them wants to broach the subject, yet they both know the deep attraction between them will not go away.

Are they really willing to lay their emotions bare in order to move on? Can they finally put the past behind them once and for all? Will Sam eventually find it in his heart to forgive Megan? And will Megan ever learn to forgive herself?

Reader Advisory: A Romantic Suspense story containing a strong heroine with a troubled past, and a sexy billionaire who holds the key to her emotional well-being.

PUBLISHER NOTE: Second Chance Romance. Billionaire Romance. M/F. 47,500 words. All characters depicted in this work of fiction are 18 years of age or older.
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DEDICATION

Firstly, I would like to thank my wonderful husband, Clive, for his patience, humor, and never-ending support. I love you, Clive—those three words have my entire life in them.

I dedicate this book to all the Megans in the world. Brave women who have overcome seemingly intolerable adversity, to shine brightly once more.

“There are as many nights as days, and the one is just as long as the other in the year’s course. Even a happy life cannot be without a measure of darkness, and the ‘happy’ would lose its meaning if it were not balanced by sadness.” 

— Carl Jung


CHAPTER 1

Sam Marshall looked down at the patchwork quilt that was Oxfordshire. This wasn’t a trip that he’d wanted to make, but sometimes life altered overnight.

Duty.

He brought the helicopter skillfully in to land at the small airfield, grabbed his bag, and walked over to the gleaming black Bentley Continental. He tossed the bag in the back, removed his jacket, and then fired the car into life.

Duty, the only thought that drove him along the narrow country roads to Oxley, in Oxfordshire. Oxley, a village, he had vowed never to return to ten years earlier, when he’d been just twenty-two.

He had a duty to his best friend, Major Tom Lawrence. To see him laid to rest with full military honors, since his untimely death on deployment in Afghanistan.

Duty. What else?

He rubbed a hand across his jaw as he began to approach the village. Ten years was a long time. He had changed. He wondered if Tom’s sister, Megan, had changed. Megan had been the one who had caused a whole sorry chain of events, with her false accusation.

He rounded a bend and swept into the large gravel drive that brought him right up to the front of the Elizabethan mansion house. Barton Court looked exactly the same as he remembered, with the leaded bay windows, sweeping steps, and stone balustrade leading to the large oak front door.

He parked the car and stilled the engine. He would pay his respects and then book into the nearest hotel.

Duty above all.

* * *

Megan Lawrence stared at her reflection in the mirror for a long time. There were times when she didn’t like herself, and this was one of them.

She knew Sam Marshall was downstairs talking with her mother, but the thought of meeting him face to face, after all these years, had kept her firmly locked in her room.

She didn’t want to face the man she’d hurt when she had been just barely fifteen. She closed her eyes. She didn’t want to even look at herself.

Shame. That is all I feel now.

Eventually, out of respect for her brother, she finally plucked up the courage and left her room.

* * *

“Megan, is that you?” Mrs. Lawrence called as she sat next to Sam on the sofa in the elegant drawing room. Almost the same as he remembered it. A large Adams fireplace with an ornate mirror was at one end of the room. While a grand piano took up nearly the entire bay window, save for a gold chaise lounge sofa. Green and cream wall panels complemented the soft brocade sofa and armchairs, to give a very calming atmosphere. Although, he didn’t feel calm, he just felt anger as he heard the faint footsteps descend the stairs and walk across the white and black marble-tiled hallway.

He knew it would be her, though he wasn’t quite prepared for the elegant creature that finally walked through the door.

Dressed all in black, Megan had changed.

Her hair, a shimmering blonde, was swept up into a neat French pleat. She’d had a slight puppy fat to her figure when he had last seen her. Now she looked slim; her height accentuated her sylph-like body. She had been a girl. Now she was a woman, with her large, azure-blue eyes and delicate bone structure to her face.

Her cool gaze connected with his, and he wondered if anything could thaw the ice running through her veins. In that respect, she hadn’t changed at all. She looked at him now. The same way she had looked at him then, with complete and utter detachment.

He stood and held out his hand. For the sake of her mother, he would make this one concession.

“Megan.”

“Sam.”

Their hands touched briefly. Hers was cool and soft. He smiled inwardly. What else would it be? Megan was a spoiled little rich girl. Manual labor to Megan was like a disease, to be avoided at all costs.

An awkward silence ensued as they both contemplated one another.

Mrs. Lawrence spoke first, “I’m so glad we’re all friends now.” Clearly distressed, her hands fluttered to her throat.

Sam returned to his seat and watched as Megan sat ramrod straight on the chaise lounge sofa. Her elegant neck leaned to one side as she began to read a glossy magazine.

He couldn’t help but notice her graceful profile, her eyes downcast, and the pale skin of her bare arm in stark contrast to the black dress that she wore. Her legs crossed at the ankles, so elegantly beneath the chair.

She looked very graceful, but then she’d had the very best of everything, including an excellent schooling. He couldn’t take his eyes from her as the conversation continued.

Mrs. Lawrence spoke, “We understand your company is one of the most sought-after architectural design companies in the world, Sam.”

“Yes, it has become very successful, Mrs. Lawrence. Most of my work has been in the US and Dubai. But I have several projects awaiting final approval in China.” It was general chit-chat, he knew, but safe ground now Megan had entered the room.

Megan turned the pages of her magazine noisily. She seemed distracted, and he knew she wasn’t reading it at all.

“Tom told us you were one of the best architects around.”

“Tom would say that, Mrs. Lawrence. He was a very good friend.”

He could clearly see Megan struggling to compose herself, as she surreptitiously looked at her mother. Wishing, no doubt, that she would wind up the conversation and get rid of him.

Mrs. Lawrence smiled. “I’m so glad you remained friends with Tom after everything that happened. You have to remember that Megan was very young at the time.”

Without warning, the magazine snapped shut. His head jerked up to see Megan slam the copy of Tatler down on the table next to her. “Mother, are you ever going to let me forget the past?”

An uneasy silence resulted as the two women sat and scowled at each other.

“Megan, see that our guest has a drink.” Mrs. Lawrence’s demeanor warned against further outbursts. “I’ll go and arrange dinner with Cook.” With that, she left the room.

* * *

Megan fought for composure. She hadn’t meant to show herself up, but ever since she’d stepped into the room, she had felt literally on a knife-edge.

Her heart had been hammering in her chest. All those years wondering, thinking, wishing, and there he was, finally in the flesh.

Yes, she’d seen his face in the society magazines, and had read all about his company, Marshall’s Architectural Design Corporation, in the newspapers. Even watching his animated, charismatic speeches on TV, but to actually come face to face with him had literally made her speechless.

He was even more handsome in the flesh; she would have to agree. The chiseled jaw, the clean line of his nose, and his black hair cut short to neatly taper into the nape of his neck, just showing the early signs of gray.

The once soft tones of his face were now swept away by time, to be replaced by a rugged ruthlessness. Even the small scar on his temple could not detract from his good looks.

When his gray-blue eyes had met with hers, she knew he had not forgiven her. She had felt his anger as they swept over her face. It was all she could do to take his offered hand in hers. The smile she would have given remained firmly concealed within.

While she composed herself, he moved over to the bay window. With his back to her, he looked out onto the darkening garden scene. As his six-foot-four-inch frame towered over her, she let her gaze drift over him. The tailored Savile Row suit fit to perfection across his broad shoulders. He liked expensive things, she could tell. The Omega watch. The Bentley on the drive. The aftershave he wore.

She cleared her throat. “You must forgive my outburst, but Mother rarely lets me forget my past indiscretions.”

He rounded on her then, his mouth open to say something she clearly deserved, but he seemed to take pity on her as he looked down at her seated on the chaise lounge sofa.

“Megan,” he began in a tight, clipped voice, “my deepest condolences on the death of your brother.”

Tom.

She felt a teardrop caught on her lashes. Any moment now, and it would run down her face. She didn’t want him to see her cry. She turned and wiped it jerkily away. “Thank you. You’re saying it to me means a lot.”

Her hands came restlessly to her lap as he continued to stare at her. “I must get you a drink.”

She made to move, but he held up a hand. “No, Megan, you must make my excuses.”

“Didn’t Mother invite you to dinner?”

“Yes, but under the circumstances—”

“—What circumstances?”

“Being civil to each other will be a strain. Perhaps, it would be best if I left.”

He couldn’t even stand to be in the same room as her, but what had she expected? She had hurt him very deeply, but hadn’t she been hurt, too? She lifted her chin in defiance as she spoke to him, “I agree. Neither of us wants to spend time in each other’s company.” She felt the sheer satisfaction as his eyes darkened once more with pure anger. Yes, let him be angry with her. It was better that way. At least he noticed her.

She continued, “But since Father died last year, Mother has become very fragile. I’m afraid she will become very distressed if you go.”

His lips drew together. “Very well. Then get me a scotch and soda.”

“Please.” She would have his respect if nothing else.

He looked at her for a long time. His gaze narrowed on hers. “Please.”

“See, Sam, we can be civil to each other.”

His gaze scanned her from head to foot. “Indeed. The Swiss finishing school they sent you to was worth every penny. I see it finally taught you the benefit of manners.”

Ignoring his barb, she went over to the drinks cabinet and poured scotch into a glass. She flicked him a cool look. “Pity you never went to a finishing school yourself. You might have learned how to keep your anger under control.” She poured soda over the whisky and added two cubes of ice with a pair of tongs.

“I’m not an angry person, Megan.” He looked surprised that she’d even suggested it.

“I beg to differ. You’ve mostly been angry with me.” She could remember every conversation they’d had in great detail.

“Maybe, you’ve always given me a reason to be angry.”

“No, not always.” She walked up to him and handed him his glass. Looking up into his classic features, she felt only the wave of contempt, as his lips compressed together. “When you first started to stay with us during the summer recess from university, and I was just eleven, we used to get along fine. It was only later when you began to resent me.”

He sipped from his glass, his eyes watching her intently. “Really? So who changed first, you or me?”

She thought for a moment. “Sam, I think I just grew up.”

He nodded. “I remember, and when you couldn’t get your own way, you lashed out, didn’t you? What you did.” He grimaced. “It was unforgivable.”

Though she found it hard to break eye contact, she looked away. She felt the shame all over again, but hadn’t she suffered, too? She turned back to him. “I realize that now, but at the time, I just wanted to hurt you.”

“You did.” He sipped from his glass again, as a sense of outrage formed on his face.

“I know.” Megan let her hands skim along the grand piano as she went to sit back down on the chaise lounge.

“So, do you regret what happened, Megan?”

For a moment, she just looked at him. She had regrets about a lot of things, but mostly that she had made him suffer. “Obviously, I regret what happened, Sam. I hadn’t meant to accuse you of anything, but you’d rejected me. It all just got out of hand.”

He raised his brows like he didn’t believe her. “But no apology, Megan. Only the rather meek offering from your father.”

She felt the smug satisfaction that he still hurt after all these years. Well, so did she. “That wasn’t good enough for Sam Marshall, the great architect, was it? I suppose you feel you have a right to your pound of flesh.”

“Yes, every last ounce of it.” He turned abruptly and gazed out the window.

“Then ask for it. Take it. It will be given in any form you wish.” He looked at her then, hearing the marked anger in her voice. If he wanted her apology, then let him ask for it. She wasn’t going to make it easy for him.

She raised her head, her eyes connected with his, daring him. “I was fifteen, Sam, just a kid; that is my only defense.”

He breathed in and raised a brow. “Ask, and it will be given?”

“Yes.”

“You’re hardly contrite.” He finished his drink. He placed the empty glass on the table and folded his arms across his chest as he looked at her. She could feel every single fiber with which he hated her. “Then I ask why?”

“Because I could. Because it was easy.”

“Because it was easy?” He sounded surprised. “If I recall, it wasn’t easy, even for you.”

“It was easy. I just said the words, and all hell broke loose.”

He shook his head. “That still doesn’t tell me why.”

If he wanted the answer, then she’d give it to him. “Sam, you were always trying to please Tom. Just like a grateful puppy, so attentive. He never once asked for your opinion on anything, and you didn’t even seem to notice. I asked all the time, and you didn’t even acknowledge me. Not once. I wanted you to notice me.”

“Was that why you did it?”

“Yes.”

“Just so I’d notice you?”

“Yes.”

“Well, it worked.”


CHAPTER 2

Occasionally during dinner, Sam let his eyes drift to Megan. So delicate the way she crushes the peas with her fork. The way she holds her glass in her hand. So poised, so demure. She looked like butter wouldn’t melt.

Well, he knew differently. He’d been at the sharp end of her actions, and the consequences had been difficult, to say the least.

Why had she done it? Their conversation in the drawing room earlier had finally given him an answer, after all these years.

Just to make him notice her?

Well, he’d noticed her all right. He’d seen for himself her emergence into womanhood. At just twenty-two, he’d made a point of steering well clear. Partly because of her brother, Tom, and partly because he knew Megan would be trouble from the very outset. Although mainly because she was only fifteen and underage.

Only Megan had had other ideas, and like the spoiled little brat that she’d been, when she couldn’t get her own way, she had launched her attack on his character.

She was beautiful, he would have to admit as he relaxed back into his chair and wiped the linen napkin to his mouth. There was something ethereal about her. However, he knew from firsthand experience that the blood flowing through her veins was pure anti-freeze and corrosive as hell.

Mrs. Lawrence spoke, “I hope you will excuse me, Sam, but I am going to retire to bed. It will be quite an ordeal tomorrow.”

“Yes, of course. Thank you for your hospitality. I should be going myself.”

“You must stay with us, Sam. It will be a great comfort to me.”

He took Mrs. Lawrence’s hand in his and squeezed it. She looked very distressed, as well she might. To lose a husband and then a son within ten months of one another had left its mark.

“Thank you.” It was all he could do. He couldn’t turn her down in her current state.

“Megan, will show you to your room when you’re ready.”

Megan turned to him when they were left alone, her face expressionless, and her eyes unblinking. “Would you like another drink, Sam, or I can show you to your room?”

He drummed his fingers on the tablecloth as he looked at her. Cool as ice. Who knew what she thought? He drained the last remnants from his wineglass.

“It’s been a long, stressful day. Perhaps I need an early night.”

He wasn’t tired, but the thought of spending time alone with Megan unnerved him, and he had no idea why. He ran a multi-billion-dollar company, yet it barely seemed to impress her. It was just like the first time that he’d met her. She had been as unimpressed then as she was now.

He collected his overnight bag from the Bentley and then followed her up the long, sweeping marble staircase. His gaze drifted to her perfect behind, so shapely and defined in the sheer black dress she wore. He guessed Megan knew where he looked at the way her hips swayed with each stair tread she climbed.

The ancestor’s portraits, which hung on the walls, cast their aspersions down the centuries, and he turned away, convinced they mocked him. They passed several doors until they reached one at the end of the corridor. She opened the door and switched on the lights.

The traditionally furnished room held half a dozen pieces of mahogany furniture, including a large bedstead with side tables. The gold-painted walls contrasted nicely with the topaz blue bedspread. He tossed his bag and suit jacket onto a chair and went over to the window to draw the curtains. When he turned around, Megan surprised him by lying on his bed. She leaned on her elbow, the curves of her body accentuated by the softness of the mattress.

“What are you doing?” His gaze traveled over her. She certainly looked very alluring. He felt his cock harden with unwanted desire as he looked at her.

“Do you like what you see?”

“Megan, I ask again, what are you doing?”

“I saw you looking at me during dinner. Now, are you going to answer me? Do you like what you see?”

He sighed. This was just like the old Megan. “Yes, you are very beautiful, Megan. But—”

“—But? Don’t you want your pound of flesh, Sam?” She stroked her hand provocatively across the satin bedspread as she looked up at him. She was never going to change. Once a troublemaker, always a troublemaker.

He folded his arms across his chest and leaned back against the wall. She had drunk wine during dinner, but not that much. Although maybe just enough to release her inhibitions.

“Megan, you’re all mixed up. Go to bed.”

She stretched out her long legs so elegantly on the bed and kicked off her shoes. “Is that an invitation?”

Somehow, he didn’t think Megan was as drunk as she made out. He knew she tested him, just to see what would happen.

The games some women played. Well, he’d see just how far she would take her little game. The Sam Marshall she’d known had changed considerably in the intervening ten years. If she wanted to play with fire, he’d see to it that she got well and truly burnt.

He walked over to the open door and shut it, turning the key in the lock with a resounding click.

Her head lifted sharply off the pillow. He smiled. She wasn’t so sure now. Well, he’d push her a little bit more, just to see.

He sat on the bed and stroked his hands down the lovely, smooth flesh of her arms. Yes, her skin was really soft, just like he knew it would be. He watched amused as she sat up almost immediately.

“This pound of flesh, Megan.” He kept his voice low and seductive. “I think you owe me at least the whole night.”

“Oh?” Her eyes widened in surprise, and her lips parted. He could just detect the wariness as she looked at him. She hadn’t expected him to act this way, had she?

He leaned in and focused on her mouth. “One night and all is forgiven.” Breathing softly, he brushed his lips across hers. Then he moved his hand up to the delicate nape of her neck. He felt her pulse beating rapidly beneath his fingertips. His gaze flickered to hers. His pulse began to increase with the way she looked at him like she really wanted him. He kissed her then, a proper kiss. He’d show her not to mess around with Sam Marshall. He’d go all the way if he had to.

Her lips were soft and melded perfectly with his. He moved his hand down to her waist and pulled her closer as he let the kiss deepen. When he slid his other hand beneath the hem of her dress, his senses sharpened. Stockings had given way to soft, bare flesh. Going all the way with Megan would be a very pleasurable experience.

Then he knew. He could just feel the tension in her shoulders as she fought the impulse to pull away. Well, he’d do it first. If it was games she wanted to play, he knew plenty.

He grazed his mouth along her neck, then whispered low in her ear, “Megan
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