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PROLOGUE







CROUCHED, COLD AND shivering, her body cramped from hiding in a small space for so long. She couldn’t overcome the fear that if she moved, he would find her. She wished—not for the first time—that her mother had let her stay in Cork with her best friend’s family for the school holidays.


A car started and rumbled away down the long gravel driveway. The petite teenager let out the breath she’d been holding.


Were they both gone, or was he still in the gloomy country mansion? She waited, silent as a mouse. Listening, afraid, straining for any sound that might tell her she was alone. Perhaps safe, for now.


Some time later, she cautiously crept out of her hiding place, avoiding the floorboards she knew creaked. She made her way to the top landing of the old house. No sound. No sign of life. All was still.


Still fearful, she moved as silently as she could down the stairs to the ground floor. From the window beside the locked front door, she saw her mother’s car still parked in front of the house. They had likely gone to a pub or, better still, to a party. She’d seen her mother pressing one of her cocktail dresses earlier—hopefully that was where they’d gone.


She’d have time to eat something and... And what? Hide again. She dreaded what would happen when they returned later, inebriated. Then they would go to her mother’s room, and he would do it to her. When her mother was asleep, he would come hunting.


Still, she was afraid. If he asked her mother where she was, she would probably just shrug.

“The brat’s given up sleeping in her own room.”


She could hear the words in her mind now, said in that dismissive tone her mother always used when referring to her.

“Silly child, she’s taken to sleeping in one of the dusty rooms in the attic. Can you imagine! I can’t think why— stupid child.”


She was almost out of safe places to sleep. There were still a few hiding spots—like the huge old mahogany wardrobes. She was petite, quite small for her age, so she still fit into tight spaces.


Since coming home from boarding school three days ago, tension and lack of sleep had left her exhausted.


She longed for the past, for when her dad was alive. But that was an impossible dream.


She struggled not to cry—there was no point. She needed help. She needed someone to believe her.


She couldn’t go through it again like last year, when she told her mother about him. The woman had taken her horse crop and whipped her, shouting that she was lying and just looking for attention.


Since then, her mother ignored her—unless she wanted errands run, or when her mother-in-law visited.


It had started last summer, when she began to develop breasts. Suddenly, and without warning, he had taken a lot more interest in her.


“Call me Uncle Will, little one.”


He would often arrive early for a date, before her mother got home or while she was still getting ready—usually a whole hour.


The first time, she was lying on a rug on the back lawn, reading, enjoying the late evening sun in her new sundress. He had grabbed her and started tickling her, like she was a small child. She was sensitive to tickling, and between helpless laughter and cramping from the sensation, she had begged him to stop.


Her dress had ridden up, exposing her bare midriff.


Then she saw his expression. He wasn’t laughing. It was something else. And it terrified her.


His hands moved lower down her tummy, pulling her panties down at the same time. She had squirmed like a fish on a hook but managed to wriggle away from him—that time.


But it didn’t stop there. He kept seeking her out. He became increasingly rough, hurting her—until one time, Gram had arrived. Interrupted him.


Gram! She would believe her. She had to.


She stood now at the kitchen table, chewing a ham sandwich. She made herself eat—not because she was hungry, but to stop her stomach from grumbling. She needed a plan. She needed to get to Gram’s house before they came back.


Then it struck her.


She jumped up, called Roger—her dog—and ran upstairs to the hooks beside the side door where all the house and car keys were kept.


There it was. Her mother’s car key.


Desmond’s voice flashed through her mind: Light clutch, ease it forward, don’t panic.


He’d been the only one, out of all her mother’s string of boyfriends, who’d ever taken any real notice of her. Not in that way. He’d shown her which keys unlocked what, taught her how to drive, said she was a quick learner.Now came the real test. Would she remember all that he’d taught her? Could she really do it—drive—now, when it really mattered?


Heart in mouth, she moved the seat as far forward as it would go and started the car. She let out the clutch and held her breath as the car crept forward, edging its way down the long avenue.


A strange feeling coursed through her—a shiver of exhilaration.


Heart still pounding, she turned left and headed off, driving as fast as she dared towards Dublin.


And freedom.

****













CHAPTER ONE
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“Who the Hell are You?”


Sue’s head snapped around as her car door flew open—then slammed shut again almost immediately, spraying her face with icy water.


What the hell was going on?


“Who the hell do you think you are?” she demanded, twisting around to face a complete stranger.


The man was tall, soaked, with dark, unruly hair—and incredibly good-looking. With an arrogant tilt to his mouth, he plonked himself down in the passenger seat of her rally car, drenching her again as he shook his midnight-black curls like a dog. 


When her eyes came in contact with his icy grey stare, it seemed to scorch a track right through her—a shockwave of static.


For once, the fiery woman found herself speechless.



****


Sue had been sitting in her car, waiting for her turn to drive off the starting ramp for the National Car Event. With one minute to go before she was on the ramp to begin the Moonraker Car Rally, she could feel her pulse quicken. The start was right in the middle of Cork, beside the city hall. Torrential rain meant she couldn’t see more than a couple of feet in front of the car. Her tension—and her temperature—were rising to stroke level. She was having a hard time controlling her temper.


If Andy, her navigator/co-driver, didn’t show up in the next few seconds, she would have to cry off. He knew this was an important event for her; she needed this national to accumulate points for the championship she was hoping to win. Where was he? It was so unlike him to be late, let alone cut it so fine.


No, instead, a stranger—a very wet and handsome one—was now sitting in Andy’s place, grinning at her.


“Hi there, I’m here to navigate you, lady. So get your ass up to the start ramp while I shuck off this wet anorak, then go down to the end of the road and turn left. Oh, and by the way, my name is Conor Philips.”


He observed the very petite driver who sat scowling, her bright blue eyes flashing sparks in his direction. Short black curls framed a heart-shaped face, set on a shapely head.


That name rang a bell, but she was too angry and kept quizzing him.


“Where is Andy? Where do you get off arriving thirty seconds before the start? I have a good mind to stop the car and toss you out, you arrogant…” She didn’t finish her sentence before he interrupted her.


“No, you won’t. You want to win this event, so you need me to do that. Now turn right at the next junction, in about half a mile. Stop arguing and get a move on before the traffic lights change.”


She gasped. No one had ever spoken to her that way. Andrew Smith—known as Andy—her regular co-driver, was a perfect gentleman; it was he who should have been in that passenger seat. He had travelled with her after she lost her best friend and permanent co-driver, Amber. Amber had married the current champion, WW, and now she was grounded—at least temporarily. She couldn’t do any events because she was expecting.



****


Susan James, known to her friends as Sue, was currently the top female driver in Ireland and ranked high in the European Championship. But she wanted more. She wanted to win the National Championship this year. She was upset, angry, her deep blue eyes flashing in this stranger’s direction.


He looked across at the petite woman. She was gorgeous, extremely photogenic—something he was seeing first-hand. Now he could see why the media loved her dramatic looks. She had been tagged the Fast Lady, with a temper, and he’d read she wasn’t exactly pleased about that. She wasn’t his type, but she piqued his interest despite it.


She valued her privacy, kept pretty much to herself, and had only a few close friends. That was about as much as he knew about this feisty female sitting beside him.



****


Not Andy. Instead, she had this stranger—so tall his head almost touched the roof of her car. She wondered briefly if it would touch the roof when he had his Bell crash helmet on. Almost as if he read her mind, he slouched down and forward in his seat, pushing it back at the same time for more space and displaying long, lean yet strong muscular thighs. Very distracting. 


Ouch! She missed the junction.


“Damn it, woman, can’t you take simple instructions?”


“Excuse me, if you bothered to look in front you would see visibility is restricted,” she retorted as she made a 360º turn. She scorched down the road and took the offending junction, now on her right, spraying his course notes from his lap into the door pocket.


Well, that will teach him! She grinned, annoyed that he had ruffled her usual ultra-calm, focused persona.


He gave her more directions, and when they pulled up to the start of the first Special Stage, he made her mad all over again.


“I thought you were supposed to be the hottest female driver around. Just how have you got that title? I wonder how you’ve got so far when you have trouble following simple instructions to turn where I tell you?”


Sue spluttered, at first unable to retort to his rudeness. But summoning her inner diva, outraged, she spat her reply out in anger.


“Hey, buddy, this is a two-way street. You have to earn my trust. So let’s see just what you are made of NOW,” she almost shouted. Then she calmed herself and asked in a more normal tone, “Just where did you get your Pace Notes?”



****


He looked down at the diagrams and directions he would use to call the various bends and junctions during the six-mile Special Stage, routed on the closed roads and tracks across the mountains ahead of them. As she put her head into her Bell helmet, she worried about where he had got the all-important pace notes. Would they enable her to drive confidently and blind over the first of the nine Special Stages on this all-nighter rally? She was ill at ease.


“Don’t worry, these are Andrew’s,” came over the helmet speaker in such a deep, sexy voice that she had to shake her head to concentrate. What the hell was happening to her?


The countdown flag dropped. She brought the engine revs up to peak and slipped the clutch. Her powerful rally car surged forward. All thoughts other than the task in hand were gone as she concentrated on the forest tracks ahead of her. She followed the instructions from this navigator, but not quite trusting his interpretation of Andy’s notes, she kept a little in reserve.


She found herself relaxing as the route came up just as he called it. She became more confident in his abilities, drove faster, enjoying the rough Special Stage through the forestry tracks in North Cork, and quite forgot who was beside her.


They reached the end of the Stage. He got their official time and grunted.


“Well?” She waited for him to tell her their time. She pulled up off the track, took her helmet off, shaking her short curly hair, and turned to look at him properly for the first time.


He was taking his helmet off too. As he dropped it into the back of the car, their eyes clashed. She almost recoiled with the shock of the impact. Sparks seemed to spread down her compact frame in a most disturbing way. She turned away quickly, slipped the car into gear, and continued down the track towards the main road without saying the words on her lips. She pulled herself together, waiting for further route instructions.


Nothing was forthcoming, and when she found her voice eventually, she asked tersely, as they approached a junction, “Left or right?”


After he told her, she followed up with, “Where is Andy and why isn’t he here? Would you care to explain?”


“You don’t know?” he replied gruffly.


“No, how could I? Last I heard he was in Portugal with WW on the TAP Rally, then had gone on to Spain to some medical conference before continuing to the Jerez Rally directly afterwards. So I have no idea. I am not his keeper,” she answered in a snippy tone.


He gave her a sidelong glance, his mouth quirking in something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Then I suppose you’ll just have to put up with me.”


“I suppose I will—for now,” she said, her tone crisp as she guided the car through the narrow laneway. Mud spattered up the sides, the wipers beating furiously against the sheets of rain. She had no intention of letting him think she was impressed by his navigation, even if she knew they’d got through the Stage without incident.


“Next left,” he said, the deep voice cutting through the drumming of the rain.


He glanced at his clipboard. “Nine minutes, thirty-eight seconds.”


She nodded, eyes fixed on the twisting road ahead. “Not bad—but not good enough!”


For a moment, silence settled in the car, broken only by the hum of the engine and the hiss of wet gravel under the tyres. Then his voice came again, calm but edged with amusement. “You’re not what I expected, Fast Lady.”


“And you,” she said, throwing him a quick glance, “are exactly what I expected—trouble.”



****


Well, that explained why she was so surprised and angry. Why had he been left to explain his presence? He was still recovering from the shock of the impact of her piercing blue eyes, his heartbeat calming as he took a deep breath and figured out what he should say to this volatile yet stunning female.


“On their way back to the port of Porto to catch the ferry, Andy and WW were held up by customs as a result of a car smash. I was available when my driver wrote his car off, so I was travelling back with Fergie—Les Ferguson, that is—the Dhrysler service crew’s manager. You know him, I presume.” He continued without waiting for an answer. “Anyway, Andy asked me to turn up here. So here I am—at your service.”


“But…” She looked back at him. He turned away from her knowing eyes. “How come we haven’t met before? I don’t know you. Do I?”


He didn’t answer immediately, busy plotting something on the map on his lap. Then he gave her directions, ignoring her question.


They arrived at the start of another Stage, so there was no time for further small talk.


Who was this arrogant man who expected her to know who he was? She bristled. She knew his type all right. She’d had many co-drivers like him when she first started out on the International Rally Circuit—too full of themselves, thinking they were God’s gift to women, who mostly fell at their feet. She’d had enough of his type and actively sought to avoid them.



****


Despite experiencing Susan’s more-than-competent driving on the first Stage, Conor still felt nervous. He couldn’t explain his elevated pulse rate. He had to admit he had never driven with a female driver before, and he was unnerved yet impressed despite himself—but he had a complicated job to do.


He looked over at his new, if unwilling, partner and realised part of the issue was that she was so petite. And, he had to admit, so God damn gorgeous—mouth-wateringly so. She was a total distraction, he thought, as he watched her driving this powerful, full-specification works competition car with ease. It was an unusual feat—and a little scary.


Conor had come back from a year and a bit working in Australia. After finishing in the famous London to Sydney Marathon Rally some years before, he had stayed on. As a result, he was well known down under as a co-driver, but since he had not been around in Europe for over two years and had only done one event in Ireland in the past, he was relatively unknown there—which was the way he wanted it.



****


Now he was concentrating on calling the pace notes for the Stage. As his confidence in his new driver grew, he observed her and drew in his breath. She manoeuvred the car efficiently—more competently than a lot of men he had sat beside. That aside, he knew he was going to have to answer some of her questions sooner or later. She was going to demand that, he reckoned, based on her demeanour. She suffered no fools.


Right on cue, as they finished the Stage, she asked him again for her time. This time he answered, and then she asked him to compare it with the times pencilled in at the end of Andy’s notes. There were none. This made her temper flare again. When she stopped the car a little further up the road, he got out—at her suggestion—and walked back to ask the marshals if they would tell them the fastest time so far on that Stage.


When he got back to the car and was able to tell her she was thirty seconds behind the fastest time so far, she berated him.


“Call yourself a co-driver? Why didn’t you automatically ask them when we were there, when they gave you our time?”


“Listen, lady, I have had approximately three hours’ sleep in the last twenty-four. I am with a prima donna new driver that I know damn all about, and I’m doing this only as a favour to Andy.”


Then he lost it. “On top of that, she’s a female, and the last woman I was with nearly killed me. So sue me—I forgot. And by the way, I’ve been rallying with top drivers for the last ten years. Do you want my pedigree now, or will you try trusting me for a change?”


He glared at her, his eyes like sparkling ice, holding and challenging hers in a duel. Sue was the first to break the impasse as she realised she had been way out of line, not understanding her reaction to this alpha male.


She looked straight ahead out the window, gritting her teeth, and apologised in a quiet voice. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I don’t know why I did—I’m not normally such a bitch. Can we start again?”


She turned back towards him and smiled, holding out her ungloved hand, her red-tipped nails incongruous but blatantly feminine. “Truce?”


Conor was captivated by her sapphire blue eyes and the smile that lit up her whole face. He took her hand, muttering gruffly, “Truce.”


“Okay—where to next?”


He knew exactly where he wanted to be, and it was not in the middle of a stormy night in a car with this female. Her delicate scent came across even over the fumes of Castrol R—the oil favoured by most rally car manufacturers and one of their sponsors. Whatever her unique scent was, that plus her ultra-feminine curves were distracting, combining to make his thoughts go down routes that were definitely not on the rally—and definitely ones he should ignore.


“Follow this road for about five miles,” he said, returning her smile and showing off his twin dimples, which in turn upset her insides in an alarming way.


What the hell was wrong with her tonight? This was so not her usual form.



****


They talked a little during the long drive and tough navigation to the start of the next Special Stage. He told her heavily edited bits of his background, mainly sticking to facts about his rallying.


“So, Ms James, you wanted my pedigree: I mostly did events in the UK and on the Continent before I did the big one down under.”


He mentioned drivers she knew that he had teamed with. When she asked him more about that, he told her he had been on the Monte Carlo Rally, the Safari Rally, the Paris–Dakar, and the Thousand Lakes in Finland, where he had met Pat Moss Carlsson.


Sue told him she was her hero and had inspired her to start driving seriously in the first place. She was interested and had lots of questions. This broke the ice, and Sue relaxed and started to trust him a little.


Conor, for his part, had done his homework and read the article which had mentioned her heroine. He slipped that in, hoping to improve their relationship. Whether she knew it or not, he was going to be her driving partner for the foreseeable future. In fact, instead of dreading it, he was beginning to think it could be an enjoyable challenge.


Sue’s Stage times improved, and she started getting the fastest times, building up a lead. By the supper halt, around midnight, they met the service crew and went for soup and sandwiches, where they were told they were unofficially in the lead.


This news put a big smile on Sue’s face, and when they looked at each other across the table—probably for the first time face-to-face, not side-by-side—she felt as if there was static electricity in the air. Sue looked away, feeling a blush rise up her neck, showing against her porcelain skin. Like a teenager, she thought, as she got up abruptly and went in search of a Ladies’ Room, hoping he had not noticed.


Conor was equally shocked and felt a potent heat low down in his man parts. Hell, she wasn’t even my type, he thought, as he watched her curvy shape move away from their table.


Sue splashed cold water on her face to cool down and looked at her reflection in the cracked mirror. What was this? Why was I reacting like this with this guy—a man I know next to nothing about and I’ve only just met? You’re losing it, girl! she admonished herself.


Checking her watch, she realised she needed to get back to the car fast. He had already gone out and was waiting, sitting in the passenger seat with his head in the maps on his lap.


A couple of hours later, on the final Stage, she was having a hard time keeping the car on the road. The high wind and torrential rain made the surface very slippery, which was compounded by the leaves that had fallen in the storm. It was a typical stormy Autumn night.


She was fighting the sliding mud when they turned into what was virtually a stream, which had formed on the track they were taking. She had to slow down yet keep going. As the floodwater became deeper, he guided her through, telling her to drive where the water seemed deepest.


“The ground will be firmer—trust me.”


It was slow going, and she had to keep slipping the clutch, holding the engine revs high so water did not get into the exhaust or create too high a wake, which could also be disastrous.


They made it through to the other side and continued on, still reasonably slowly, as she tested and dried out the brakes. She was surprised at his comment.


“Great stuff, Lady—err, Susan!”



****


The service crew were waiting, relief written all over their faces as they congratulated them on making it through. About ten cars were already out of the event as a result of the floods, they were told, while the crew changed the brake pads for fresh ones in record time. There was nothing left now but to drive to Fermoy, in County Cork, where the finish was located right in the centre of the market town, and wait until the results were posted after breakfast.


She was surprised to find there were only a couple of crews arriving around the same time as themselves. They went in to eat. Conor sat opposite her at the table as they tucked into the traditional Irish breakfast, and they both started to talk at the same time.


‘No, you first!’ he said politely.


‘I was going to thank you for a great event. I’m sorry I was such a bitch at the start. I’ve a lot going on at the moment, and when Andy didn’t show up—well, you know the rest.’


He decided now was as good a time as any to break it to her.


‘Well, I might as well tell you now, Andy picked up a bug and was very sick. He didn’t want to let you down, and he told me he’s been your regular co-driver for most of the events since last year, when Amber teamed with WW. She’s his wife now, I gather, and is expecting their first child.’


‘Yes, they’re delighted, but the problem is, now she’s out of contention for at least a year, it leaves me high and dry. Unless it’s absolutely unavoidable, I don’t want an all-ladies crew. There’s no female co-driver as good as her.’


‘I figured that when Andy said he’d like to go back with WW for some events. He knew I was back in this part of the world when we met last week, so he suggested I ask you for a trial drive, as it were—and if it worked out okay and was all right with you, we could—’


He could see her blood pressure was rising, that tell-tale red streak appearing on her neck. He couldn’t afford to blow this.


‘Susan, wait, please. Don’t get mad—hear me out. I was planning to come over and Andy was going to arrange for me to meet with you, but then it all fell apart in Porto. As a result, I flew to London, grabbed my gear and headed straight here to you, so you wouldn’t be let down. My flight was delayed, and that’s why I was late. So there you are, that’s my story and I’m sticking to it.’ He finished, grinning at her, his dimples all on show again.


It was as if he knew the reaction it provoked in her, causing tiny electric sensations to travel down her insides again at an alarming rate. She took a deep breath.


‘Can we discuss this later? I’d like to talk to Andy and I need time to digest the implications.’


‘Is that it, all you can say?’ he retorted.


She gave him a small, wry smile. ‘My friends call me Sue.’


He felt the corner of his mouth twitch into the beginnings of a grin. Progress at last, he thought.


Then others joined their table, cutting the conversation short. The usual post-mortem chatter about the event took over, but she was only half-listening when someone mentioned one of the English drivers—and then the penny dropped.


She knew why his name sounded familiar. Bloody hell! He had been one of the ten crews to finish the London to Sydney Marathon a few years earlier. He had a great reputation, one of the really hot, up-and-coming co-drivers at the time. She cringed at the memory of how rude and nasty she had been to him. She should have known Andy wouldn’t have let her down and would have set her up with an experienced, top-level guy. Oh boy, she had messed up—and just now had made it worse by being so cautious, so non-committal, when she should have jumped at the chance of having such a star willing to drive with her. Bugger her and her quick temper.


She was going to kill Andy when she met him—and Fergie, for that matter. What was wrong with these men? She also remembered reading all about the exploits during and after the Marathon, and seeing photos of the competitors. She recalled Conor’s name. No wonder he looked familiar—she had seen those photos of him with a bevy of beautiful women at various social events and nightclubs. He had got quite a reputation as a bad boy as a result. With his looks, he probably had a fan club, a string of women at his beck and call.


She felt a stab of something like jealousy. Why should that bother her? She had only just met the man, charismatic or not. No—she did not do jealousy.



****


Conor stood at the results boards waiting. He figured they had won fairly nicely too, but he wasn’t going to tell her. Let her wait—she had little faith in him and obviously not a clue who he was, so too bad. He knew all about her, right, but she didn’t need to know that.


He needed to do some more events with her for his own reasons, but he wasn’t about to make it easy for her. He looked down the room towards the entrance and saw her unmistakably feminine figure, which no shapeless driving suit could disguise. She was leaning against the wall, talking to some driver, and he felt a tightness in his chest. Delicate features, red pouting lips, black curly hair… he had the sudden urge to run his fingers through it, feel the springy curls, and kiss those lips. Christo! What was wrong with him? He sure as hell hadn’t felt like this about any woman—hadn’t had one get under his skin like this—while he was sober, forever.


The Clerk of the Course coming out to announce the results interrupted his thoughts. His eyes caught and connected with Sue’s, and he latched on to the sapphire orbs, beckoning her to come to him. He was surprised and elated when she got the message and came and stood by his side within seconds.


Just then the results were announced, proclaiming them overall winners. Her smile was infectious. She jumped up and hugged him briefly. “Thank you.” Her husky, soft voice turned him on in no uncertain way. Oh boy, he was going to have to curb those inclinations.


What was it with this guy? He just stood there with a funny look on his handsome face, his body stiff, wooden, no reaction, his hands by his side, fists clenched. Why was he not pleased that they had done what they had set out to do as a team? Oh well, what did she expect. She didn’t dwell on it as she was distracted by others talking to her and congratulating her. It was lunchtime by now and most of the crews from Dublin and Northern Ireland elected to stay and have something to eat before hitting the road back.


Making her way back to Conor, she asked him if he wanted to come back in the car with her or what. There were plenty of lifts available, including one with the crew manager, if he didn’t want to travel with her.


He raised his eyebrows. “Of course, I would like to travel back with you. I could even drive some of the way if you wish.” She was pleased and a little surprised at that. They hit the road, both tired now. While he was distracted by driving, she had a chance to study him from under her long lashes. She admired his handsome profile, his chiselled Roman nose and high cheekbones, strong jawline and dark curling hair, a little long perhaps, just touching the collar of his dark blue sweater.


But he felt her eyes on him and turned his head. “Well, will I suffice? Do you think you could bear to do another event with me?”


Blushing, she looked away quickly from those piercing eyes and stared at the road ahead, gathering her thoughts. “What event?”


“Well, were you planning any Internationals?”


“Yes, but what about Andrew?”


“Andy is out for a couple of weeks but he will be back in time for the RAC”—the biggest rally in the Home Internationals, running over four days across Britain’s toughest forest stages.


As the event was the largest event in the Home Internationals, she had assumed Andy would be her co-driver. Dhrysler had already discussed the rally with her.


“What do the Dhrysler people say?”


“Do you always answer a question with another?” he sounded impatient.


Sue did not like his tone and retorted, “I like to make my own decisions based on knowledge. What are you keeping from me, Mr Philips?”


“Agree and I will tell you.”


“Agree to what?” God, he was driving her crazy with his snippy replies. The man was an enigma. He could be as good-looking as he liked, but he had an attitude problem and she did not think she could put up with that—even if he was a superb co-driver.


Back in the days when Sue was starting out, she remembered how difficult it was to get good navigators, let alone co-drivers. She’d had to put up with a lot: the good, the bad and the downright difficult.


The majority of guys seemed to be condescending, acting as if they were doing her a favour by sitting in the car with a woman. That was before she moved up the ranks to win national events—then she took the smirk off their faces once they drove over a Special Stage with her and discovered she was not just a pretty face, but in fact a formidable force behind the wheel. It was only when she’d met Amber and teamed up with her in an all-woman crew that she truly appreciated a good partner.


They had cleaned up and had won a rake of events together, really putting her up there with the best. Then last year things were overturned when that creep Jeff Logan, the head of PR for the car manufacturer, working in conjunction with one of the newspapers, decided they wanted mixed crews for the big Internationals to generate more publicity.


Sue found herself teamed with Andy, WW’s regular co-driver. She was not happy initially, but it turned out he was a pet, and a wonderful team-mate. She loved him like a brother. Tall, good-looking, always smiling, he was a doctor in real life and was taking a couple of years out to indulge in his passion for rallying. They worked really well as a team. But now, what? Something else was going on behind the scenes, she figured.


“Well, is the famous Ms James going to deign to answer?”


She jerked back to the present. “Sorry, I was falling asleep. What do you want me to agree to?”


He looked across, meeting her eyes once more, and couldn’t help softening his tone at what he saw.


“Will you let me do the next couple of events with you? We could start with the Hellfire in Leinster next weekend. If that works out okay for you—for us—maybe we could consider and plan for the RAC? By then Andy should be back and he and WW can team up again.”


“All right, but why don’t you go with WW?”


“There is a reason, I promise. Trust me. I will tell you, but not right now.”


“Fine,” she agreed, and she figured she would get the full story out of Andy or Amber if she got half a chance.










CHAPTER TWO










TWO AND A half hours later they were on the outskirts of Dublin. Conor reached over and nudged her awake.


‘Where to?’


She took a few seconds to get her bearings. ‘Head for the Canal and… well, where are you staying?’


‘Actually, I’ve got the keys to Andy’s place, so I guess I’m crashing there.’


Another surprise. ‘My house is on Strand Road, near Sandymount, and Andy’s on Seaforth Avenue, so we’re practically neighbours. Head for the Canal, then turn for Beggars Bush. I’ll direct you from there. Or if you like, I’ll take over and drive.’


‘No thanks, it’s fine. I know my way to Andy’s.’


She filed that away, wondering about it, and they drove the rest of the way in silence until he pulled up in the short road that led directly onto Dublin Bay, outside Andrew’s bijou house on the corner. As he got his gear out of the car, she surprised herself by saying,


‘Would you like to come up to my place once you’ve settled in and have a bite to eat? I expect there’s nothing in his house. Nothing fancy—I made a curry before I went away and it just needs heating. Andy usually comes up after we do an event together. No biggie.’


He looked at her, taken aback by the invitation, especially after the animosity earlier. Before he could overthink it, he said, ‘Yes, I’d love to. Where will I find you?’


‘Go down onto the main road, turn right, walk about three hundred yards—I’m the first large two-storey house on the right. Obviously, as the beach is on the left. Say thirty minutes.’


She drove away as he unlocked Andy’s door, then continued on to her own place. Pulling into the drive, she grabbed her gear from the car, locked it, and left it ready for the morning run to the factory to collect her own car.


She put the curry on to heat with water for the rice, then had a quick shower, washing out the flatness helmet-wear had left in her hair.


Feeling more relaxed, she dressed in a soft midnight-blue cashmere sweater and figure-hugging red trousers, moccasins on her feet. She ran downstairs to put the rice on, pausing only to swipe on a little mascara and dab her favourite perfume—L’Heure Bleue—behind her ears.


When the doorbell rang, a strange, unexpected excitement rose in her chest.


She smoothed her sweater, brushed an errant curl from her cheek, and crossed to the door. As she opened it, the cool night air drifted in, carrying the scent of the sea—and him. He stood there, hair slightly ruffled from the wind, eyes catching on hers in a way that made her pulse stumble.


‘Come in,’ she said, stepping back, suddenly aware of how intimate her home would feel with him inside.



****


Conor wondered how much he could trust her. He also felt uneasy about the way she seemed to affect him. He was very surprised that she had invited him for dinner, when he was expecting to have to work harder on getting closer to her. She sort of took the wind out of his sails when she asked him.


He climbed up the granite steps to the imposing white-painted Edwardian house and rang the bell on the dark navy front door. He wasn’t sure what to expect. He had done his research on her, but it had only told him so much—nothing too personal anyway, nothing about her fiery temper for such a petite person, or her imposing presence.


Wealthy apparently, in her own right, he knew she was a designer with her own company producing hand-painted silk scarves. She was also a reputable painter and had her work in one of the more prestigious art houses in the city. He wondered how lucrative that was. He had been told she had financed her own car originally when she had started out in motorsport. But now she had a contract driving as a professional with Dhrysler. That still didn’t explain the large, expensive house he stood in front of, in which she lived alone, apparently.


She also had quite a reputation where men were concerned, leaving a string of broken hearts in her wake. Rumour had it she had got where she was—getting a works car—by sleeping with the MD of the car company, Nicholas White. But to Conor, she seemed too feisty and independent for that to be true. At least, he hoped it wasn’t true. Taking all that into account, he wasn’t sure how to deal with her.


When she opened the door, all thoughts of anything went straight out of his head as he saw her out of rally gear for the first time. She stood in the doorway wearing a soft midnight blue top that made her blue eyes glow deep sapphire and showed off her pert breasts to perfection. Her red stretch trousers displayed her oh-so-feminine curves. Her face was framed by her midnight-black hair, soft and curly, making him want to touch and run his fingers through it.


He had to restrain himself from pulling her luscious body against his. He bent down and, as he handed her a bottle of wine, he felt compelled to touch her. He bussed her cheek lightly. It was as if the simple touch scorched his lips. He stepped back, dumbstruck.


Susan had stood aside to let him through the door into her spacious entrance hallway, framed with pristine white everywhere, behind her the rich royal blue stair carpet the only touch of colour except for the rich burgundy and navy Afghani tribal rug on the black-and-white chequered floor. The heat of that slight contact had been so intense she almost dropped the bottle. She barely managed to stammer, “Welcome! Come on in, right this way.” She disappeared through a door on the right.


Further surprises. Here it was not at all what he was expecting—actually, what was he expecting from this pint-sized Venus? It was so different. The entire first floor was open plan and white, filled with light. “Amazing,” he murmured.


She laughed, avoiding his eyes. “Everyone who comes here for the first time has that reaction.” She turned, offering him a drink as he took in the luxurious surroundings.


The walls and all the woodwork were white, even the large period fireplace. The furniture and cushions provided stunning contrast, primary colours stark against the white. He loved the dark, almost black polished oak floor that she had strewn with lamb and goat skins, then one large antique Bedouin Bokhara carpet in rich colours, featured in the centre of the wonderful space.


It seemed a perfect setting for her and he admired her in the reflected light that came from the front and back of the property. It was not dark yet; she had no overhead lights, just lots of lamps dotted around the rooms. A second fireplace, similar to the first but this one pitch black, had a log fire burning in front of a large comfortable sofa in the same rich colours—burgundy, navy, black and splashes of turquoise and red. It should have been shocking, but it wasn’t. It suited her. The total effect was energetic yet restful at the same time. He felt immediately at home.


She handed him his glass of wine, then turned to get one for herself. He took the opportunity to admire the flare of her hips and her neat butt as she bent over the table to pour the wine. His sense of suspense increased as he tried to ground his thoughts from where they were straying.


He raised the glass of rich burgundy wine towards her. “Cheers. I enjoyed the rally with you, and thank you for asking me for supper.”


“No problem. I always do supper after we get back from an event. Andy brings the wine and cooks the rice. I usually have a curry or a ragout prepared ready to heat, and it’s nice to relax and mull stuff over—make plans,” she added softly, almost shyly.


He grinned. “Well, I have to admit I had to borrow one of Andy’s copious bottles of wine. I’ll replace it tomorrow.”


“How long are you staying?” she inquired.


“Actually, I will be this side of the water for a couple of months.” Now the difficult bit, he thought. He didn’t want to face it just yet and on an empty stomach, so he changed the subject. Looking around, he asked—he just had to know—“Do you live in this beautiful house alone?”


“Yes. My grandma bequeathed it to me when she died about five years ago. I couldn’t stand all the doors and dark furniture, so I gutted the entire house, kept the period features, but made it all more or less open plan. I wanted it airy and light.”


“That must have been some undertaking.” He was fishing now for information. It was his job, so why was he feeling guilty?


“It was,” she replied, answering his question as she waved him towards the stairs. “Come on down, grab your glass and the bottle—we can talk over food,” she continued, leading the way to another surprise. This woman was full of them.


The basement was, as she had told him, open plan. One huge bright yellow space. Dramatic exposed old beams were painted black. The floor was warm terracotta slabs. In the dining area was a huge round mahogany table with a mix of classic Georgian chairs, all mismatched. She had laid two linen placemats with blue and white china, at right angles to each other French-style. The area was both warm and comforting, yet as a working kitchen it had a top-of-the-range Aga cooker. It was all efficiently planned. There were old-fashioned kitchen dressers with an array of attractive plates and Stephen Pierce pottery.


This lady must have serious money, he figured as he observed and admired. He had not at first recognised that the eclectic wine glass he was drinking from was also Simon Pierce, like his own, now in storage. No expense spared, he reckoned.


She placed the generous plate of curry and rice in front of him and went back to the range, bending to fetch naan bread from the bottom oven. The sight of her perfectly shaped bum in those tight red trousers made his pulse leap. He was suddenly glad he was sitting down—there was no way he could have hidden the effect she was having on him. His hunger for food died, as another different type of hunger took over, taking him by surprise.


She looked over at that moment and saw his expression and his eyes darkening almost to charcoal. “What’s wrong? Is it too hot? Don’t you like curry? I should have asked.”


“Nothing—sorry, I was miles away. I love curry and this smells delicious. I’m just waiting for you to come and sit down.”


She joined him, sitting more or less at right angles to him. He was still looking at her, oddly tense, and she was more than aware of his broad shoulders and strong, lithe body now visible in his navy cashmere sweater, his tight denim jeans showing off his long limbs to a disturbing degree.


“Here, try some mango chutney. I make it myself.”


“Is there no end to your talents?” He tried to lighten the tension, which suddenly seemed heavy in the room.


Sue topped up his glass of wine and gulped hers down in an effort to calm herself. She didn’t remember when—if ever—she had felt drawn to any man, in fact since any man had even been interested in her, beyond requiring an audience as he talked about himself.


She went over to the sideboard and put some jazz music on in the background, just to have something break the silence.


As Fats Domino’s voice filled the void, they discovered they both had a passion for jazz, specifically the Rat Pack. She told him how sad she had been when she had dropped and broken one of her old Jazz Quintet Hot Club of Paris collection—the Running Wild track.


He discovered they both were fans of Django Reinhardt. “I have one of the original recordings and, as far as I remember, I think it was Running Wild, too. I’ll tell you what—I bought a complete vinyl set at an auction. They’re not the originals, but I was in the process of transferring them onto cassette tape before I went away. If you like, I can make extra copies for you when it’s done.”


“Wow, that would be wonderful.” Her blue eyes looked at him, almost tearing up, her smile doing crazy things to his mind. “My set belonged to my dad.”


He caught and held her beautiful eyes in his piercing silver ones, almost losing himself there.


She stood up abruptly, moving over to the sink with their plates in her shaking hands. He got up silently and followed her, standing behind her, and gently turned her around to face him.


“Hey, there’s not much use in denying it. I am hugely attracted to you, Susan.” His voice was like rich chocolate melting over her, as he bent down and kissed her, gently at first, on her full closed lips. Her scent was intoxicating. The fire ignited between them and she opened her lips, returning his kisses, as her arms crept up around his neck, savouring the taste, the feel of him, his lean hardness against her pliant body.


A flicker of an old memory rose unbidden—a different man, a different night, and hands she hadn’t wanted on her. She forced it back down, but the knot in her stomach didn’t ease.


They stood fused together, their kisses growing more heated. He plundered her soft mouth, her tongue playing teasingly with his. She could feel his arousal hard against her belly—and then she chickened out. A feeling of blind panic filled her.


She broke away first and whispered in a shaking voice, “I can’t. I’m not like this.”


“You’re right, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.” His common sense returned with a vengeance.


“Can we sit down and talk?”


Relieved that he hadn’t pushed, she suggested, “Let’s go up to the sitting room.”


He followed her back upstairs, fully admiring the view, wondering if anything could ever develop between them. He had to admit he really wanted this woman. She affected him hugely, more than his ex-wife ever had, even in the early days. That thought sobered him, as he remembered how that had ended.



****


Upstairs—They settled down in front of the fire. She was curled into the corner of the sofa, her feet tucked under her, but there was a tightness about her posture, a faint alertness in her eyes. She might have looked comfortable, but she wasn’t entirely relaxed.


Conor settled opposite in a deep wingback chair, watching her for a moment before leaning forward slightly, as if to close some of the distance between them. He wanted her to chill—to trust him.


“Here’s the story,” he began. “You’ll get a call tomorrow from Logan or Fergie, maybe both. They’re going to ask you how we got on, and if we can work together. If you are willing, they’ll want to know if you’ll team with me for the next couple of months. There’s a lot going on, and I can’t—well, I’m not at liberty to tell anyone. But you’ll have to trust me. I will not let you down.”


He lifted a hand, almost in defence, as if he could see scepticism in her eyes.


“Before you say anything, Susan, let me add this: you don’t know me from Adam, and don’t be insulted, but I’d only vaguely heard of you until I met you yesterday.” His gaze was steady, deliberate. “I promise to keep my hands to myself, keep my distance, and have a professional relationship with you. If you agree?”


Boy, he hated saying it—the exact opposite of what he wanted—but if it got her on side, it was worth it.


Sue didn’t answer immediately. She just looked across at this alarmingly handsome man. Could she keep her distance? her inner voice asked. His credentials were perfect—and so was his body. Stop it! she scolded herself. But the truth was, she wanted to see more of him… and not just in the rally car.


“Okay. I’m game. Let’s try it. But please, just call me Sue.”

The words were out before she could stop them. She followed quickly with, “Tell me a bit more about yourself. I’ve only known you a couple of hours, and only what I’ve read. What do you do when you’re not rallying?”


This was the critical bit. Would she still want to drive with him?


“Well… here it is. I’m a consultant investigator with a large international police force.” He hesitated, then decided she’d probably find out anyway. “Actually, a special investigation division. A Taskforce.”


“What?” Her eyes widened.


“I took a sabbatical after the London to Sydney Rally, then worked in Australia and New Zealand. For the last six months, I’ve been working across Europe undercover, ending up in Spain and Portugal. This investigation has now moved towards Ireland and the UK. Sue, I’m telling you this in confidence. You can’t share it with anyone. Please. I’m trusting you.” He held her gaze.


She looked back solemnly. Somehow, she knew she could trust him—and she wouldn’t breathe a word. “You can trust me. Mum’s the word.”


“I need a cover so I can move between countries easily, and driving international rallies gives me that. I’m already reasonably well known in the sport, and no one would expect me to be anything other than the Playboy co-driver I have the reputation of being.”


Sue met his gaze. “And are you?”


For the first time since they’d sat down, he looked away. “Unfortunately, yes.”


Her insides did a flip. Had she been hoping for a different answer? “So,” she said brightly, trying to ease the tension, “I think we’ll work well together. We’re a good match—my reputation as a man-eater is well known, and yours… well, the media will love it. Logan probably will, too.”


She kept her tone light, though her dislike for Logan was deep-rooted.


“Now—I’m wrecked. I’ve a business meeting early tomorrow, so I should call it a night.”


They both rose, and she walked him to the door. He paused at the threshold, seeming almost reluctant to leave. His hand hovered for a moment on the doorframe before he spoke.


“There’s something else… I could use your help.” He gave a short, slightly self-conscious smile. “I need to find a place to rent while I’m in Ireland. Would you…?”


“I’d be happy to. Meet me tomorrow at two, Bewley’s on Grafton Street.”


“See you then.” He smiled down at her, a warmth in his eyes that didn’t match the formality of his next words. “Good night, Sue. Thank you for everything.”


He bent slightly, brushing her cheek with his lips, lingering just a fraction longer than required. “Friends?”


It came out lightly enough, but they both knew it wasn’t the whole truth. The spark between them was still there, humming just beneath the surface.


She managed a small smile and a nod, though her pulse was still skittering. “Friends.”


He gave a faint, knowing smile before stepping into the night.


She closed the door behind him and leaned against it, her hand pressed to her cheek where his lips had touched—the warmth still there.


Oh, damn and blast! Why was she feeling like this? He’d just admitted he was a Playboy—temptation she could handle, but it was the aftermath she wasn’t sure she could survive.



****


A wealthy woman in her own right, Sue had her own business, her painting—a kind of therapy—and her beloved driving. She’d also cultivated her reputation deliberately: a love-’em-and-leave-’em kind of girl, mainly to keep men at bay. She just didn’t trust them.


In a sport with so much testosterone in the air, self-preservation was essential. Most of the men she went out with were purely for show. They’d never admit she was just a tease and that they got nowhere, so they bragged—and she didn’t object. She had ways of dealing with them. There were whispers that she’d slept her way into her works drive, but only she knew the truth: the boss was gay, deeply closeted, and neither of them had ever corrected the rumour. Let people think what they like.


Andy was her only true male friend. They’d met years before when she was brought into the ER with a broken arm, and he was doing his internship. She kept herself to herself and never dated colleagues from the sport. Only once had she let her guard slip—and she’d regretted it.


It was at a social in the car club. A college friend had turned up with her brother, Sam Brown. He was peripherally involved in motorsport as a tyre company manager, but not with a rival rally supplier, so she’d felt reasonably safe agreeing to see him.


Their first date was in Howth. He was charming, well-mannered, and kissed her goodnight. She’d thought no more about it. The second time, they met at Hunter’s Lodge in Wicklow. He drove, and she’d been uneasy from the start—his driving in the foothills of the Dublin Mountains was overconfident. Dinner had been pleasant enough, followed by a nightcap. Then he asked her to stay the night. When she refused, he pressed for her to come to his room “just for a while.” The meaning was obvious. She said no again, trying to soften the refusal. That’s when he turned sulky.


Sue asked to be taken home, but when she offered to drive, he agreed too quickly. On the way back, he slept, leaving her in peace to navigate the winding roads. Outside her house, she reached over to wake him—and he pounced.


One arm pinned her to the bench seat, her shoulder jammed awkwardly under the large steering wheel, while the other tried to pull at her clothes, ripping her dress and tights. His breath was hot and sour, his hands rough. Adrenaline and fury surged through her. She fought like a wildcat, landed a punch square in his groin, and he doubled over, cursing. She bolted into her house without looking back, locking the door with shaking hands.



****


After that incident, she had made it a rule always to take her own car and rarely wore dresses or skirts, except on formal occasions when she had no choice. She did not like feeling vulnerable. She’d had enough of being a victim. Sue rarely thought about that evening, but the memory surfaced now, unwanted. Along with it came the sharp sting of anger she’d felt later when she discovered Sam was married—and that neither he nor his sister had thought to mention it.


Sue had only two close female friends. One was Amber, the other Vicky. She and Amber had formed a deep bond as students at UCD, both working towards their Arts degrees. But her best friend since boarding school, Vicky, was currently working in the Middle East and was unreachable. That left Amber—one of the few people she trusted completely, someone she could talk to without pretence.


Maybe she should call her. Not to break Conor’s confidence—she wouldn’t do that—but just to talk through the strange new territory of having a co-driver she was actually attracted to. She decided she would ring Amber first thing in the morning and arrange dinner together one night in the coming week.










CHAPTER THREE










SUE WAS KEPT busy all the next morning arranging, silk supplies from Italy and giving her new designs for her affordable range to her silk printers. She also had a limited-edition range, producing only one scarf of each design. These she brought out on a bi-yearly basis and hand-painted herself in her studio at home. She had converted one half of the top floor into a large space running from back to front, with a huge skylight giving the northern light she needed when working on her oil paintings.


She fielded a phone call from her agent and the art gallery asking if she had any more work ready for the upcoming showing. Sue felt bad she hadn’t been in the mood to paint, but she promised to start something soon. Maybe it would distract her from the very disturbing, dark and handsome stranger who had come into her life.


That afternoon, she felt buoyant when she met him as agreed. Over a coffee, they discussed a couple of areas where he was likely to find something to suit him.


“Do you want unfurnished or furnished—that’s the first question?”


“I’d figured furnished, but it depends on what’s available. If I like an unfurnished place, I’ve got stuff in storage in London from my Aussie pad, and it’d be easy enough to ship some of it over if necessary.”


He had a house in London! Interesting. He didn’t divulge much, but she concluded she would like to know more about him despite herself. She didn’t want to seem too interested, so she changed the subject.


“Do you know when Andy is coming home, Conor?”


“I’m not sure, but I can find out for you if you wish.”


“Yes, please.”


“I was thinking I’d like somewhere with a sea view. Any ideas?”


“There are lots of places around Dublin Bay, but where I am, for example, or out in Dún Laoghaire or Blackrock, would all be very expensive.”


“Don’t worry about that. After living out of a suitcase for the last couple of years, I’d like somewhere nice and comfortable—a small house like Andy’s, even.”


They perused the Irish Times newspaper, but there didn’t seem to be anything suitable. So Sue took him round to meet an estate agent friend of hers who arranged for them to look at some possible properties.


“I know I’m imposing, but would you go with me?”


“Why yes—that would be fun.”


Surprising herself, she agreed. She was more than aware of his presence, which seemed to be drawing her like a magnet, and she didn’t want the day to finish too soon.


A list decided on, they went to view a couple of smaller houses—one on Blackrock Road, one on Merrion Row—and an end-of-terrace villa-style house that backed onto the beach. It was a double-hipped, single-storey property, but unfurnished.


“It’s not too far from my place—at the other end of the road near the Merrion Gates, actually.”


They headed off in Sue’s car and went to the furthest premises first. One look was enough—the site was great, but the house was in dire need of serious refurbishment. The second house was not too bad but was depressing, full of dour furniture and awful wallpaper. It gave Sue the shivers. Catching each other’s eye, they laughed together about it as they got back into her car.
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