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  Chapter One


The man stepped from the glistening cerulean ocean like a Greek God as though the water parted for his arrival. He flicked his head, sending blue gem droplets of water from his slick blond hair. 
Wait. What?
“Hannah, are you listening?” Carter asked.
I rubbed my eyes with both hands. The gritty grains of sand blowing in my face along Hope Bay grated on my eyelids. I blinked. Ow, ow, ow.
“Don’t rub,” Carter said, his tone full of exasperation.
I’d heard the tone often enough over the last six months to know I’d exasperated him. Usually, it involved my beagle, Bosco, and Carter’s attempt to teach me how to train him. Attempt being the word for Bosco, and me, and training. For the life of me, I couldn’t get Bosco to do what Carter instructed.
I flicked my eyelashes up and down in rapid succession to remove the offending grains of sand. After much batting of my eyelashes, I opened my eyes to Carter’s wrinkled blond brow.
“Are you ready to get back to the lesson?” He folded his muscular tattooed arms.
“Lesson?” I repeated like a stunned parrot.
He waved his hand down to his side. “Bosco. Your training lesson. Remember?”
“Oh, yes, of course.” How did I forget my adorable beagle, Bosco? My dog sat at Carter’s feet with absolute obedience.
For now. Bosco wouldn’t stay obedient once I took over the leash. I didn’t understand why when I was the one who fed him and loved him. Surely I deserved a little obedience?
“Where do you disappear to?” 
Carter handed me Bosco’s leash. Our fingers touched for a split second. Nothing unusual between us during our training sessions from Carter’s Canine Control, but I frowned at the pleasantness of his soft stroke on my skin.
“Story ideas,” I said vaguely, turning my concentration to Bosco and away from the weirdness building under my skin.
“You must have a lot of ideas.” 
He stepped back, leaving me to take control of Bosco.
Like I’d ever had control of Bosco. I’d tried so hard over the last six months to learn Carter’s training techniques. His instructions were reasonable, but they didn’t click with me and Bosco. I wasn’t about to give up though after the amount of trouble he caused my niece and sister when they dog-sat him.
“You have no idea.” I tapped the side of my head. “It’s hard to turn off.”
“How about you don’t turn it off, but hit pause instead for the next ten minutes?”
“I can do that.” Perhaps. It might be more difficult than ever now, with my skin buzzing from his touch.
Carter was fit and buff. He wasn’t drop-dead gorgeous like a model or a movie star, but there was an immense appeal to him. He clenched his jaw. Short blond whiskers surrounded his now compressed lips. What would his lips look like after a kiss?
Since when did I think of Carter’s lips?
I hastily dropped my gaze to Bosco before other romantic ideas took hold. It was just to do with the current story I was writing. It wasn’t as though I liked Carter.
“All right, buddy. Let’s do this.” I stepped off my spot on the sand and commanded, “Heel.”
Bosco wagged his tail. His happiness was clear. He loved the beach as much as I did. One step. His big, floppy ears bounced with his excitement. They were the cutest dog ears ever. Two steps. His little legs pranced along the beach. His enthusiasm was infectious. Three steps along the expanse of the beach.
Progress. I relaxed my tense shoulders and smiled.
He tugged the leash tighter in my hand. My arm jerked forward. I staggered a step.
“Heel.” I tugged back on the leash, willing Bosco to listen for once in his life.
Bosco didn’t heel. He strained on the leash and yapped at the approaching man walking along the pristine white sand. We specifically chose the quieter times on the usually tourist filled beach to avoid these situations.
“Stop it,” I said. “Heel.”
The man headed straight toward us. What was he doing? Surely, he understood I didn’t have control of my dog. I played tug of war with Bosco’s leash. Losing to a ten-kilogram canine. I dragged my weary gaze to the man, to ask him to please step aside. The words stuck in my throat. It couldn’t be. Antonio wasn’t here in Australia. He lived in Italy.
It must be a mirage.
But I knew the saunter of his long legs. I’d run my fingers through the man’s midnight-black hair. I’d kissed his pouty lips senseless. Or maybe I was senseless? Either way, my time with Antonio made me who I am today.
“Bellissima,” Antonio said, though it sounded more like a purr.
He swept me into his arms and plundered my lips in a crushing kiss, taking my breath away. It’d been too long since I’d experienced his lips. Too long since I’d been in his arms, but the pain crashed back into reality. I shoved at his chest. He released me.
“Amore Mio?”
I staggered back and waved my arms. “Don’t touch me, Antonio.”
He frowned like the last time we’d seen each other had never happened, and we were still two teenagers crazily in love with each other. I dragged in a ragged breath through the ache in my chest.
How dare he call me his love?
Who did he think he was?
“Is everything all right, Hannah?” Carter asked.
Like he was a lifeline, I stepped closer to Carter. “Sure thing, Snookums.” I wrapped my arm around his waist and snuggled into his side. “Sorry, my old ex-boyfriend got carried away.”
Carter scowled.
I couldn’t figure out if he’d aimed his expression at me or Antonio, but he scowled a lot anyway in mine and Bosco’s presence.
“You two are man and wife?” Antonio asked.
“No,” Carter said.
“Not yet.” I gazed up at Carter from his side and batted my eyelashes. “One day, though.”
“I’m sorry, Bellissima.” Antonio dipped his head. “My apologies to you too…?”
I bit my tongue. For a second, I thought I was about to learn Carter’s first name. All I knew him by was Carter from his business, Carter’s Canine Control.
“Carter.” He held out his hand.
“Antonio Ricci.”
The two men shook hands like they were trying to tear the other’s arm off. They let go and stared each other down. There was a lot of posturing going on, but I was glad Carter fell into my fake boyfriend role without question.
I couldn’t let Antonio back into my life. One broken heart from him was one too many.
“So, you two?” Carter slung his muscular arm around my shoulder.
Every nerve ending in my body woke in awareness to Carter’s touch.
“Si. Hannah and I were lovers.”
“A long time ago,” I said.
“Perhaps for you, but I’ve always carried our passion with me here.” Antonio placed a hand on his chest, then touched his lips. “And your kisses remain on my lips.”
“Dude,” Carter rumbled. “It’s bad enough you kissed Hannah without her permission, but you’re talking about kissing my girlfriend in front of me again. Are you looking for an Australian to knock you out?”
Every inch of my skin tingled with even more awareness at Carter’s protective words. His arm around my shoulders held the possessiveness of a boyfriend, but it was fake. My arm encircled his waist as though it’d always been there. His muscles tensed. He took a small step forward. I slid my other hand to the front of his waist and placed my palm on his stomach to restrain him. All I stroked were his firm abdominal muscles bunching under my palm. Heat and actual girlfriend-like thoughts flittered through my mind.
“Sorry, again.” Antonio held up his hands. “I thought she still loved me.”
Carter dropped his gaze to mine. The question was loud and clear. I swallowed. Did I still love Antonio? Possibly. We’d been madly in love. Did I still love him after this many years? And after the way he’d broken my heart. I wasn’t sure, but our past held more meaning to me than anyone ever understood.
“Why would you think that?” Carter asked.
“Because all her books are about me. No?”
Ah, crapola.
“How so?”
“The image on the front cover of her books is like me. The descriptions inside the stories are like me.” He waved a hand up and down his body. “She still cares for me. Do you not, Bellissima?”
“I—”
“Look, Antonio, you can’t come waltzing back into Hannah’s life after who knows how long and expect to pick up where you left off. Hannah has a boyfriend now. Isn’t that right, Pumpkin?”
Pumpkin? Was Carter calling me pumpkin a dig about my hair color? My hair wasn’t orange. It was red.
Two sets of eyes stared at me. Antonio’s eyes shone as though I’d fall back to where we’d left off years ago. He tempted me. Tempted me to let the foolish love back in, but I wouldn’t do that to myself again. I blinked and closed myself off to the temptation of his Italian allure. To all our memories and the way, he’d made me feel.
I lifted my chin to face Carter. The intent to protect me was clear, from his concerned frown to the questions in his eyes. For the last six months, I’d worked with him twice a week to train Bosco. Twice a week I’d witnessed his gruff exterior and animal-loving heart. Here he was helping me out of a pickle even though we didn’t know each other beyond trainer and client.
He knew my dog better than me.
I knew my dog better than anyone.
What did that say about us?
Wait! Where was Bosco?
I frantically scanned the beach for Bosco. Carter placed his hand in mine and squished Bosco’s leash between our palms. Bosco sat next to Carter’s side, obedient as always for him. I must have dropped the loop when Antonio kissed me. An unsettled emotion rolled through my stomach. Antonio kissed me and I’d let him with ease. I’d let him back into my heart too if I didn’t stop it right now. This here would be a defining moment for my and Antonio’s future. I thanked my luck Carter was willing to play along with the fake boyfriend and girlfriend image. Otherwise, I might end up in a messy relationship again with Antonio.
“Yes, Snookums.” I rose onto my tiptoes and lifted my hands to his face. “You’re my boyfriend now.”
I placed my lips on Carter’s. A pretend kiss as a display for my ex-boyfriend. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected. Did I want Carter to kiss me back? Or just accept my kiss to get Antonio to leave?
Carter’s stubble brushed across my chin. His tight lips softened underneath mine. He placed a hand on my lower back. A tingle raced along my spine. His lips parted. We kissed in a soft yet passionate way.
This was not what I’d expected.
I dug my fingers into his back, willing the kiss to never end.
But it did. Carter lifted his head and smiled. I sagged against his chest. Every thought was obliterated in my mind. No characters clamored with their incessant chatter, or scenes demanded I tell them. No Antonio and our past love or my broken heart.
Nothing but Carter.
If that was a fake kiss from him, then what would a real one do to me?






  
  Chapter Two


Bosco let out an excited yap. I leaned down and patted his head and stoked his soft ears, glad for the moment’s reprieve to gather my thoughts after kissing Carter, except I didn’t have any thoughts to gather. His kiss scattered everything in my mind, like the waves rolling out to sea with the tide. 
Carter cleared his throat. I straightened with a guilty start.
“Bellissima, I mean Hannah,” Antonio said. “Please forgive my impetuous behavior earlier. I see you are spoken for.”
“That’s all right, Antonio.” I smiled in understanding. We were wild about each other once. If he hadn’t broken my heart, I would have enjoyed his kiss. If he hadn’t broken my heart, we might still be together.
“After my wife died…”
“Oh.” I pressed a hand to my chest. “I’m so sorry.”
“Thank you.” He nodded, sending the thick midnight-black waves of his hair in a ripple of seduction I longed to run my fingers through.
I clenched my fingers into tight fists.
Carter squeezed my hand back and glanced between us. If he hadn’t been there, I would have hugged Antonio in sympathy. A hug would have sent him the wrong message. I wrapped my arm around Carter’s waist again, surprised at how well we fit snuggled against each other.
“How long? How did she?” I swallowed.
“A year ago. Cancer.” He grimaced.
“That sucks, dude,” Carter said.
“Si.”
Sadness filled Antonio’s face with a downward pull to his lips and a dullness to his eyes. After he’d appeared so happy to see me too, it hit me in the chest with a sharp pain. Again, I wanted to wrap my arms around Antonio and comfort him, but Carter slid his arm around my waist and drew me into his warmth. A tingle danced up my spine.
“Would you be so kind as to have dinner with me? As friends?” Antonio dropped his chin and lifted his saddened dark eyes.
He reminded me of Bosco when he pleaded for a scrap of my food. Bosco didn’t need to plead. I gave him whatever he wanted.
“We have plans tonight,” Carter said.
“Tomorrow night then? I’m only in your precious little town for a week.”
A week. He’d thought to come to Australia and win me back in a week after what he’d done, after the time we’d spent apart. The nerve of his arrogance.
“Of course.” I bristled. I’d show him I was over him. My books and covers had nothing to do with Antonio or the way I’d loved him.
“Pumpkin, sweetie, we’re having dinner with your sister and Nate tomorrow night,” Carter said with thinly veiled regret.
I raised my eyebrows at Carter. Did he think I couldn’t have dinner with Antonio and not fall for his charms again?
“That’s okay, Snookums, I’m sure they won’t mind an extra guest for dinner.”
“You’re right, as always.” Carter’s lips formed a thin line.
“Where are you staying?” I asked Antonio.
“A quaint place called Madeline’s Guest House.”
“Are you kidding me?” I squawked. “Madeline is my sister.”
“I thought she appeared familiar with the red hair and fire in her belly.” Antonio grinned.
I would not fall for Antonio again. No matter how alluring his smiles were or his charm.
I squinted at my watch. “We should get going if we’re going to…”
Crapola, what fake date can I say?
“Dinner and the movies,” Carter supplied.
“Yes.” I threaded my hand into his. “We’ll see you tomorrow, Antonio.”
Carter led Bosco and me away from my ex-boyfriend. He wrapped his hand around mine in another typical boyfriend gesture. His skin rasped against my palm. They were the hands of someone who worked hard. I assumed he did when training dogs, but was that all he did, or was there more to Carter the dog trainer?
A burning need to know the mysteries behind the man filled my head with questions.
Bosco trotted along happily next to Carter. Why wouldn’t he heel with me? I’d tried for six months now and the only command Bosco listened to from me was sit, and only because he’d get a treat afterward.
I let go of Carter’s hand and flung open the front door of my house with a little ire.
Perhaps a lot.
This day was
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