
	All it took was a little bit of courage.

	 

	 

	After losing her first love because of her older brother Wade’s meddling, Cara Thomas hesitates to get involved with one of Summerton’s new tattoo artists and coffee shop owner, Troy Thompson.

	Scared that Wade will ruin Troy’s life like he did with her high school sweetheart, Cara keeps her real identity a secret. Matters are taken out of her hands when she is dragged to a family birthday, and Troy finds out who she really is.

	Fear drives Cara away from the man who could make all her dreams come true, but a little bit of courage changes the direction of her summer and life.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	They’d bonded over art, but Cara Thomas knew there could be so much more between them than just that.

	Troy Thompson, coffee shop owner, cook, barista, and part-time tattoo artist felt like a dirty little secret she could never tell her family about. She dreaded the day her brothers found out.

	But she couldn’t stay away. Troy filled a hole she felt in her soul for so long. Five years ago Wade had destroyed her world on a scorching summer afternoon, and all her dreams had fallen apart.

	She smiled at Troy over the rim of her takeaway coffee cup and lowered her lashes while she leaned one hip against the front counter of his shop. The rich, bitter scent of coffee filled her senses and competed with the trails of Troy’s own scent that wafted her way when he moved closer.

	He met her gaze with his own, a crinkle of a smile at the corners of his blue eyes. “Going home?”

	His rough voice stroked down her back like fur and sent shivers in its wake.

	At five-fifteen in the afternoon, he was shutting down and preparing for the next day.

	He knew exactly when she would stop in, and he always had her coffee ready for her just the way she liked it. He wouldn’t even let her pay for it anymore.

	The five or ten minutes she spent with him every weekday afternoon were minutes she’d come to treasure. They made going home to her lonely little cottage bearable.

	She felt more for him than just friendship, but nothing would come of it. Wade would never allow her to date Troy even if he was a friend of the family’s in a roundabout fashion.

	She found that out the hard way.

	“Yes, I have to be at—”

	Her favourite song played from her phone in the side pocket of her prized studded leather handbag. Cara frowned and put her cup down on the counter to dig it out. A number she didn’t recognise appeared on the screen.

	She turned away from Troy’s curious gaze and touched her finger to the screen to accept the call, then lifted it to her ear. “Hello, Cara speaking.”

	“Don’t hang up.”

	Cara sucked in a breath and steel shot down her spine at her brother, Murdoch’s voice. Her hand twitched. She turned and grabbed her coffee cup, squeezing so tight she almost popped the lid off. She gave the cup a lift, followed by a forced smile to Troy before she walked out of the shop.

	He didn’t need to hear her acting like a bitch.

	“What do you want?” she demanded once away from the coffee shop’s door.

	“Little sis, it’s nice to talk to you too.” Murdoch’s voice was filled with reproach and a hint of pain.

	She hadn’t seen anyone in the family for almost six months, something that ate at her, but the hurt went too deep.

	“What do you want, Murdoch? I have to be at yoga in half an hour.” She didn’t. It was an hour, but just talking to him and hearing his voice was enough to make her eyes sting with tears.

	“You’ll have to miss it. We’re having a family dinner at Pascali’s for Sienna’s birthday, and Wade wants you to come. We all want you there.”

	“No.” No way, no how. Just no. Wade could go rot in hell for all she cared, but the squeeze in her chest told her she didn’t really mean it. In any other circumstance, she would have loved to go to Pascali’s for dinner.

	“It wasn’t a request, Cara. I’ll be at your house to pick you up at seven. Dinner is at seven-thirty. If you aren’t ready, you’ll go as you are, and if you’re not there, I’ll find you and drag you there. This bullshit has gone on long enough. It’s time to grow up.”

	The phone call cut off, and Cara’s hand tightened around it. Bastard! It would serve him right to spend the whole night searching for her and miss dinner.

	Cara gritted her teeth and stomped down the footpath as fast as her heels allowed her.

	She made it home in eight minutes instead of the fifteen it usually took her—strolling slowly so she could enjoy the late afternoon cool.

	She needed wine, and lots of it to survive tonight.

	 

	An hour and fifteen minutes later, Cara stood in her tiny lounge sipping the last of the single glass of wine she allowed herself to have. She stared at the photo of her family hanging on the wall, and a bitter taste filled her mouth.

	Going to dinner drunk—or even tipsy—with Wade was a disaster waiting to happen.

	After the fiasco six months ago when Wade started dating Sienna, Cara couldn’t imagine he even wanted her there. All she would be asking for was a whopping great fight. She didn’t think he would ever forgive her for the things she’d said about Sienna. She was still having trouble forgiving herself for being so rude.

	She blew out a breath and walked to her even tinier kitchen to rinse out her glass and upended it on the bamboo drainer.

	A loud, insistent knock echoed down her hall from the front door.

	Cara took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. She’d go, sit as far from Wade as she could, eat a nice meal, and talk as little as possible. Then she’d escape after the main dish. Nobody said she had to stay for the whole meal, and if she kept her mouth shut, she wouldn’t get herself into even more trouble with Wade.

	She stepped away from the sink, and another louder knock made her door vibrate.

	“I’m coming!” Her yell echoed through her sparsely furnished house.

	Impatient bastard, he was five minutes early.

	Cara reached her door and ripped it open to glare at her older brother. She opened her mouth ready to give him an earful.

	But before she could say a word, he enfolded her in his thick, strong arms and hugged her as if he hadn’t seen her in years.

	“Shit, I’ve missed you, Cara-Bella.”

	Murdoch’s chest rumbled under her cheek, and her chest tightened at the nickname he’d given her as a toddler.

	He squeezed her. “Stop being pissed at everyone and acting like a bitch to Wade. He’ll forgive you if you apologise.”

	Cara’s spine stiffened, and she shoved against Murdoch’s chest. “I am not apologising. He was horrible to me. He should be the one to apologise.”

	Murdoch let out a sigh and released her. “Get your bag and let’s go.” He turned and walked down her front path to his car parked on the street.

	Her stomach twisted. Murdoch had always been her favourite brother, closer in age to her than Wade, and fighting with him always left her heart-sore. But he didn’t understand. Perhaps he never understood the pain Wade caused her. Sometimes she didn’t even understand it.

	Cara turned and retrieved her small black clutch off the half-round hall table and her light summer jacket off the hook beside the mirror over it. She stepped outside, pulling her front door closed with a bang. It sounded so final—as if she were leaving her house for the last time.

	She stared at the door, her eyes stinging. She loved her house, but it felt like it was time to move on. Her throat clogged, and she turned away, she could think about that later.

	The silent fifteen-minute trip to the restaurant left Cara feeling like she did back in grade twelve. The day she sat in the school office with Wade because she and her friends were silly enough to get caught smoking behind the sports shed.

	She wiped her clammy hands on her hand-painted raw-silk pencil skirt and laid them over the twisted ball of nerves her stomach turned into.

	Cara’s first step into the cool, dimly lit restaurant made her nerves worse. The sight of a man’s dark head of hair swept to one side sent a spasm through her insides. Troy stood next to her oldest brother talking. The sweep of his hair showed the shaved sides of his undercut and the tattoo that inched up the side of his neck into the back of his hair.

	She’d know that haircut and tattoo anywhere. She should have guessed Troy Thompson would be at a birthday celebration for his sister’s best friend. Cara halted just inside the doorway.

	Murdoch ploughed into her back and grunted. “Cara, don’t just stop there for crying out loud.”

	She shook her head. She couldn’t be
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