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Pulling into the driveway of her beach house, Alli drove into the first garage and closed her eyes in relief. She was here and Allison Rothman Wentworth could be left behind forever. She could rest and recuperate, and maybe begin to get her life back on track.

A track of her choosing this time.

Everything looked well tended and the scent of ocean air was already lifting her spirits. The house, her house, was contemporary, very unlike anywhere else she had lived. The stone of the walls matched the low wall that surrounded it and the cedar posts accented it beautifully. That was the front facing of the house. The walls that faced the ocean were glass and the height of the bluff gave her a gorgeous view from three sides of the place. Permanent hurricane shutters, now folded to the side, protected those windows. The roof, covered in solar panels, was rated to a two hundred mile an hour wind. Richardson had to have the best. Maybe too big for just her, in any case it was private and that’s what she wanted.

She took hold of her cane and maneuvered herself out of the car. She had driven far longer than her doctor had advised without a break, and now she understood his instructions better.

Stiff and aching from sitting too long, she stood and stretched to the best of her abilities holding onto the car door with one hand and her cane with the other. She would regain her strength here and maybe her mental equilibrium as well. She would use the infinity pool and the hot tub to soothe her physical aches. She would not allow her husband to defeat her one last time. Maybe now she was finally free. He would never be able to hurt her again.

Feeling slightly more confident on her feet, she moved to the rear of her Highlander Hybrid and opened the back. She let her large suitcase mostly fall to the ground and attached her carryon to the handle. She could roll it into the house. There was no staff here to help her, or spy on, if you used her interpretation. They weren’t necessary. She’d use her bedroom on the ground floor rather than the monstrous master suite that took up most of the second floor.

Just opening the door to her house gave her a moment’s peace. The house had been a wedding gift from Richardson, though he’d done his best to destroy it once he realized how much she loved it. The front door opened into the great room with its three seating areas, the near one with a vintage cone enamel fireplace she’d use in the winter. The dining space had an incredible view of the ocean through the glass wall she faced. The house was built on a bluff with steps leading down to the private beach so even the ground floor had a magnificent private view.

Not as much worry of storm surge up here and the permanent shutters protected it when necessary. Richardson had spared no expense in the construction. That was before realizing the joy it would bring her. He hadn’t made such a mistake again.

Those steps down to the beach would become part of her therapy. Thankfully a strong metal handrail had been installed a year or so ago.

The place was clean and didn’t smell stuffy. It had been a while since the cleaning crew had been here, but the sea air must have kept it fresh. The walls were a creamy sand color with touches of teal and coral for contrast. Large cream-colored leather sofas dominated the three conversation areas, one with a large TV mounted on the wall.

Richardson hadn’t liked that in the beginning but had come to appreciate it and added one to his suite.

They had not invited guests very often. His friends didn’t appreciate the hike to the beach, and she had been allowed no friends.

She rolled her suitcase across the gleaming hardwoods to the sand colored tile in the large gourmet kitchen.

She smiled at the sight of her favorite bedroom suite to the far right of the great room, on the north side of the house and closer to the kitchen. She was able to get her things inside using the luggage as well as the cane to assist her.

The master suite had never appealed to her, stairs not withstanding. This smaller room was the one she had furnished despite Richardson’s snooty decorator, Sofia.

A soothing sage green in color, this room, like the great room, had a lovely view of the ocean and a private deck with excellent shade. The queen size bed left plenty of room for a sitting area and the private bath had a walk in shower. No tubs for her in the near future.

Her chair stood in front of the glass wall. It was the one she’d fought for. The decorator hadn’t wanted it in here, didn’t like the way it looked with the rest of the furniture. Sofia had chosen two French style, horrendously uncomfortable and elegant chairs for the space. She’d gone so far as to tattle to Richardson, but for once he’d been in a magnanimous mood early in the marriage and waved it off. This was a beach house, not a board room!

Allison had chosen it, a chair and a half swivel recliner with a whimsical fabric of a darker green than the walls with red, purple and yellow shapes to add color and whimsy to the room. The fabric had made her smile. This was a reading chair, something she could curl up in.

The master suite, even if she could use the stairs, was not to her taste. Even though the house was hers, a wedding present, Sofia had decorated that bedroom in Richardson’s rigidly upscale sophistication. It could have been lifted from his penthouse in New York City. Nothing beach-y about it at all.

Unpacking could happen later. She wanted, no she needed to sit in a shady spot on the main deck and just breathe for a little while. Let herself believe she was finally safe and free.

Choosing one of the beach loungers in a shaded part of the deck, even knowing she’d have problems rising, she slipped off her shoes and ran her hand through her hair, releasing it from the ponytail she’d had while driving. She pushed the heavy red tresses away from her face and allowed the ocean to mesmerize her. Such freedom before her.

She was dozing when the shadow fell across her and a deep voice said, “Who are you and what the hell are you doing here?”
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Alex Jordan pulled into the driveway and immediately spotted the car parked in the first slot. He certainly wasn’t expecting anyone, and he’d only been gone a short time. A burglar probably wouldn’t be so blatant, so he hefted the canvas bags of groceries into his arms and headed inside.

Annoyed, he let his eyes scan the large area.

Nothing looked to have been disturbed. Could someone have parked there for access to the beach? That was illegal as well, but as long as they didn’t bother the house, he wasn’t going looking for them.

He stowed the fresh shrimp and salad fixings in the refrigerator. The rest of the stuff could wait. He needed to take a good look around, just in case.

At six foot two and in good physical shape, he wasn’t easily intimidated. In the mood he perpetually found himself these days, anger wouldn’t be far away. If some teens had thought to use the place for a liaison he could handle that. The main door automatically locked and had been locked when he arrived back from his errands. The decks weren’t accessible except through the house unless you climbed the stairs from the private beach. Few people tried that.

He walked to the glass wall overlooking the ocean and a movement on the far side of the deck, under the pergola caught his attention.

A woman reclined in one of the chairs. What the hell? She looked to be alone. He shoved the unlocked sliding door open and stepped out onto the deck. She didn’t move. Was she asleep? That was brazen.

It didn’t matter. She couldn’t stay here. If he’d been home she wouldn’t have gotten access to the deck. And how did she get access? Had she really climbed those stairs?

He approached and loomed over her. “Who are you and what the hell are you doing here?”

The woman startled awake and raised her hand to shade her eyes. “Excuse me, who the hell are you?”

He hadn’t expected a come back, maybe an apology with an explanation. She was a beautiful young woman, pale but with that thick red hair she probably didn’t tan well, hence the shaded area. Still, she had no business being here. “I’m Alex Jordan. I live here.”

“The hell you do.” She started to rise, taking hold of a cane he hadn’t noticed before. Now that he was looking, there were faded bruises on her face and arms, though bright blue eyes snapped at him. Had she been in an accident? It didn’t matter. The only reason his hand came out to assist her was ingrained manners.

She ignored his hand in any case and rose to her full height, which brought her up almost to his chin.

“This is my house and I would appreciate you leaving.” Her voice was strong and sure. But she was in the wrong in this case.

“I leased this house through November from the owner, Mr. Wentworth.” He sounded just as sure of himself as she did. He happened to know he was in the right.

That got a reaction. “When did you lease it?”

“The first of June. I took the whole summer.”

“With whom did you deal?” She sounded like a snobby princess now with that question, but she didn’t even look old enough to drink.

“Mr. Wentworth himself. He gave me a very good deal. It was Mr. Wentworth. I was introduced to him by a mutual friend.”

“He leased it out all summer and didn’t say a word.” She seemed to be talking to herself now. She turned to him. “I am Mrs. Richardson Winston Wentworth, the widow of the man you spoke with and this is my house.”

That stopped him cold. What had she said?

“Wait a minute, he died? I... I’m sorry.” Died? He’d looked healthy enough, old, but in fairly good health. Much too old for her in any case. He could have been this woman’s grandfather. Maybe there had been an accident. That would explain her bruises as well. His writer’s mind had already engaged working out several scenarios, but he shunted it aside.

“Don’t worry about it.” She was speaking and her tone had become less haughty. “I knew nothing about this transaction, and I have come here to heal and relax. You need to leave.”

He blinked at that. “I’m sorry, but I’m not just taking your word for it. Do you have ID?”

“I do, as well as a key to this place and the code for the alarm. You?”

He pulled out his wallet and held out his license. “I leased this place to get away and write. I’ve been here a couple of weeks. I don’t know if I can get another long term lease or—”

“You’ve taken the master suite on the second floor, correct?”

He nodded.

“You can stay here tonight. I can’t use those stairs anyway. We’ll figure this all out in the morning.” She started for the door.

“Where are you going?”

“To get my ID. And make a couple of calls.”
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Chapter Three
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The summer, the whole freaking summer and he’d leased her house out without a word. She was beyond furious. The SOB was dead and still ruining her life.

All sense of calm was gone now. At least her boarder wasn’t following her into the bedroom. Damn!

She’d stood up to him. That was new for her. He was a large man, a head taller than Richardson and young. He had a good body and a full head of hair, also unlike Richardson with his careful bouffant comb over and fake orange tan. The shoulders alone should have intimidated her. Maybe she was finally growing a backbone, because despite his size, she’d stood up to him.

She located her phone and ID and limped back into the great room. “Here.” She slammed her ID down on the granite counter and began dialing her phone.

“Philip, it’s Allison. Did Richardson lease out my beach house for the summer?”

Her interloper couldn’t hear the conversation when she got a “hold on” from Richardson’s man, Philip. Regardless he pulled out his phone and began searching for something.

“There’s nothing on the books. He didn’t go through me, but...”

“I know. Thank you. I’ll be in touch.” Allison broke the connection and turned to the large man holding out his phone.

“Here’s the transaction.” He relinquished the phone to her, and she saw a substantial payment to her late husband as of June 1st. Not enough to cover the expense. Richardson had given him an incredible deal. Why not, if it hurt her?

She sighed and eased herself onto one of the stools at the kitchen island. “It’s exactly what he would have done. He knew how much I love this place.”

“Excuse me?”

“Never mind.” Allison felt the exhaustion roll over her. She had no energy to deal with this. Maybe in the morning she would be clearer. “I need to go get something for dinner.”

“Uh, I have shrimp. I was going to boil it and make a salad. You’re welcome to join me.”

That caught her attention. The man had calmed down a little. This was obviously a peace offering. “I would appreciate it. I’ll pay you back.”

“Let me stay at least until Monday. No one’s going to be in any of the rental offices on Sunday. Then I can try to make other arrangements.”

“It better be a damn good salad.”

He actually grinned at her then and it transformed his face. The stern, and frankly scary, visage was gone, and she saw how attractive he was.

She immediately shoved that out of her head. Men were evil and not to be trusted. Hadn’t three years with Richardson convinced her of that? And that didn’t take into account her loving parents. No, no men would be on her agenda in the foreseeable future, probably ever. She could look after herself from now on.
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Allison joined Alex at the large table in the great room. It was just the two of them, so they took places across from one another at one end of the table. He’d even put out finger bowls and towels. Dinner was quiet, though it tasted great. Just what she needed, even if she had planned to enjoy such a meal alone. She should probably say something.

“This is delicious. Thank you.” She sounded stiff even to herself, but he was a stranger.

“I can’t take a lot of credit, boiling shrimp and tossing a salad isn’t haute cuisine, but you’re welcome.”

She should be polite. He was her guest, or maybe she was his. “Did you say you came here to write?”

He didn’t meet her eyes, peeling a shrimp instead. “Yes.”

“Are you published? Could I have read something?”

“I doubt it. I write techno thrillers.”

“Ahh, for geeks.”

His eyes lightened a little. “Yes.”

“Do you write under your name?”

“No. My pseudonym is Fletcher Alexander.”

“I’m sorry, I haven’t read you.”

“S’okay. You’re not exactly my target demographic.”

“No, but I have seen your name. And for the record there are female geeks out there.”

“Are you one?”

She thought about that for a moment. “Probably not to any extend. I know some do-it-yourself blog applications and some html.”

“That’s impressive.”

“Thanks. I took classes.”

“Where did you get your degree?”

“I don’t have a degree, just classes from the community college. Maybe someday...”

“If you learned html, you’re ahead of the pack.”

“What about you?”

“UNC. I hung around Chapel Hill until they gave me a degree to get rid of me. Started out in business but changed to journalism.”

“Are you a native North Carolinian?” Why was she asking this? It felt like more than just mere politeness, but hey, a writer. That was kind of impressive to an avid reader like herself. No matter, he would be gone Monday. But manners had been deep-seated in her upbringing.

“Yes. But I left after college, I moved to New York. I was definitely the right demographic for that. Got an agent, publisher.” He shrugged. “Now I write.” She didn’t understand the expression that flitted across his face, but it was none of her business.

“Well, dinner was very nice. I’ll clean up since you cooked. Then I’ll go on to my room. It was a long drive.”

“Thanks, and thanks again for letting me stay a little longer.”

She didn’t respond to that, rising carefully and taking her cane in hand. She could feel his eyes on her, but he didn’t ask any questions.

What would she tell him if he did?
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