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Chapter One






The last place Molly Quinn wanted to be tonight was at the Merchant Seafarer Resort, wearing a snug cocktail dress with her feet in a new pair of heels that added a good three inches to her height and blisters on each of her pinky toes. 

A parking attendant took her keys and she handed him a generous tip before taking a breath and entering the luxurious lobby. Cool air washed over her and she made a conscious effort to tamp down her irritation. It didn’t help that she’d been in heels since seven this morning, in the office early to prepare for a deposition. After a gruelling day with clients who’d acted more like children than adults, she’d changed at the office, left an hour early, and then fought the traffic to get to the resort on Nantucket on time. Tomorrow she had to be in court by ten, so she had no option than to drive back to the city tonight, getting in at an ungodly hour. Why had she done this again?

She had to admit, it was a gorgeous spot. Positioned above a white-sand beach, with sloping grounds leading to the ocean, The Seafarer was a Nantucket icon: grand, timeless, and a bastion of wealth and opulence. But Molly would have much preferred sitting on her balcony, sans footwear, sipping on a glass of rosé to attending a charity event, no matter how wonderful the cause.

“Molly! You made it.”

Ryan O’Neill appeared out of nowhere, striding across the lobby as if he owned it, dressed in perfectly tailored Armani. Tall, with a hint of Irish red in his chestnut hair, and striking blue eyes, he garnered attention wherever he went. Lately he’d received a good amount of attention because of his divorce from a somewhat obscure actress—one who was more recognizable now because of the public nature of the split. Ryan had brought the money into the relationship, and Molly had been the lawyer in charge of ensuring he kept as much of it as possible.

Moreover, she liked him. He was a train wreck at the moment on a personal level, but he was a nice, fun guy and she hadn’t been able to say no when he’d asked her to attend tonight’s dinner and auction with him. No one wanted to attend these things alone, and make for an odd number at a sponsored table—especially when you were the sponsor.

“Ryan.” She smiled, a genuine one, and held out her hands. He took them and gave them a squeeze, then leaned forward and kissed her cheek in greeting. 

“Thank you for coming tonight. There’s nothing worse than attending these things alone.”

She grinned up at him, feeling a little of her annoyance dissipate. “You’re welcome. Sorry I’m a little late.”

“It’s just getting started. Let’s get you a glass of wine, shall we?”

“Just one,” she cautioned. “I have to drive back to the city tonight.”

“Ah yes. No staying at the hotel tonight, I remember.” He put a hand at her back and chuckled a little. “You do like to follow the rules.”

“Always.” She arched her back and moved away from his hand slightly, not wanting to settle into the touch that was both solicitous and… a little too familiar. She looked up at him, all Irish roguishness and twinkling eyes, and suppressed a sigh of irritation, and maybe a hint of regret. “Which is why I accepted your invitation tonight when I said no to the others. Officially you’re no longer my client, so I’m not breaking any rules.”

“Yet.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Still not staying the night. But nice try.”

He laughed now, guiding her from the lobby to the ballroom where the dinner and silent auction for a new opioid treatment center was being held. The other reason she hadn’t been able to say no to him was because she knew that it was a personal cause. Ryan had lost his brother to addiction when he was twenty-two. There were things the brothers would never do together; moments lost and potential wasted. Ryan had confessed to her during one of their meetings that finding the painkillers in his wife’s bag had been a critical moment in deciding if he wanted their marriage to continue. She understood how life-altering it was to lose a sibling, and he’d immediately had her sympathy. And if she were being honest, the ugliness of his divorce had exhausted her and made her wonder if her exorbitant fees were, in fact, worth it.

But that was behind them now. The ballroom was stunning. Tables were bedecked with ivory and gold linens, and flower arrangements, heavy with lilies, sent out a pungent, exotic scent. The room was already half-full of other guests, mingling with long-stemmed or highball glasses in their hands. Chandeliers dripping with crystal winked over the assembled crowd, and soft music played. A waiter approached and Molly took a glass of something white and cool as Ryan asked for a whiskey. 

It was a good cause. There was food. She had a good looking, fun date. And she still really wanted to be home and out of the shoes and dress and Spanx that kept her figure smooth and a size smaller beneath her dress. As the Lycra dug into her ribs, she heard her mother’s voice in her head, reminding her of the extra ten pounds she always carried, and how certain dresses simply weren’t flattering. One day she was going to burn every single slimming garment she owned and say the heck with it.

For a while she and Ryan mingled, stopping to chat with Kit Merchant, whose family owned the Merchant Resorts chain. Kit was young and energetic, all charm and grace as he worked the room. Once they’d been greeted and had a brief conversation, he moved on and so did they—to peruse the auction items. 

Each one represented a grand adventure, a trip of a lifetime. Displays were arranged, some featuring promotional videos and others with representatives in attendance. She gawped at the offerings. There was an African Safari. A castle in Provence, amongst the heady scent of lavender fields. Italy—including gondola rides in Venice, a wine agritourismo in Tuscany, and a side trip to Malta and the famed Blue Grotto. The rainforest in Costa Rica and mountain climbing in Nepal. Bids had already been made, and she sipped her wine and wondered what it would be like to actually take a trip like that. These were bucket list items, she realized. Bucket lists to help those who may never have the chance to do any of their bucket list items if they didn’t kick their addictions. 

It made her pause and think about her complaints that were really, in the overall scheme of things, small stuff. She had all this money and a great career and she wasn’t happy. So maybe it was time for a change. For some time she’d felt that family law was a mistake, and a bit too soul-destroying. The trouble was, she wasn’t at all sure what would make her happy. 

Ryan was chatting to someone a few feet away and Molly stopped at a table, her attention caught by a monitor where killer whales curved through the waves, their dorsal fins straight and tall. The shot shifted to a group of kayakers sliding through the water, huge sequoia trees, rolling hills of grape vines, a view of the ocean from a luxury hotel room. Island Outdoor Adventures crossed the screen, with the smaller words, Vancouver Island, Canada.

Canada. Maybe not the most exotic location in the world, but she’d occasionally traveled to Montreal or Toronto for conferences, and she’d loved the country. She stepped closer to the table and picked up the glossy brochure. The adventure promised a variety of experiences, most outdoor, with luxury accommodations to pamper even the most particular guest. 

“Find something you like?”

Ryan’s voice sounded by her ear and she half-turned. “Maybe?”

He picked up a brochure and flipped it open. “Kayaking with killer whales? Ziplining in the rain forest?” His teasing eyes swept over her. “That doesn’t sound much like you, Molly.”

A sliver of indignation seared through her. How would Ryan O’Neill know what did or didn’t sound like her? Sure, they got along well. He’d been a good client and they’d had some fun conversations. But he didn’t know her. Not really.

Unless he did. Unless she really was as boring as his tone made her sound. Her whole life she’d followed a set plan, hadn’t she? Never a misstep. Of course, it meant she hadn’t made many mistakes. But she’d never taken any risks, either. Regret didn’t just happen because of what a person had done; it could come from what they hadn’t done, too.

“What does sound like me?” she asked carefully.

He shrugged and took a drink of his whiskey. “I don’t know. Work. You work a lot and when you’re not working you’re doing things that are associated with work.”

“Like tonight?” she asked, a bit sharply, and noticed the teasing look in his eyes dimmed. 

“I didn’t ask you here as my lawyer.”

“I know.” She sighed. “I’m sorry I’m so snippy.” It really wasn’t him she was annoyed with. He’d struck a nerve. She did work too much, and didn’t cut loose often. Huh. Scratch often. Try never. 

Nope. Molly Quinn did exactly what was expected of her, right on time, and by the rules. After her brother’s death at a young age, it had fallen to Molly to wave the family banner and she’d done it with pride. Valedictorian of her high school class. Full scholarship for her undergrad and a degree at Harvard Law—naturally—to make her parents proud. And then, also expected, was that she join the family firm. She was now a full partner at the ripe old age of twenty-nine, in Quinn, Colton and Quinn, the premier family law practice on the east coast, outside of New York. The Colton was honorary now, as her father’s partner had retired two years ago. At nearly thirty, she’d dissolved dozens of marriages without ever having been married herself.

She’d been close, once. She hadn’t been willing to become anyone’s accessory. She’d worked too hard. She’d wanted… more.

So Molly lived a very nice life. A very nice, insular, boring, sheltered life doing exactly what was expected on the appropriate timeline.

“Are you thinking of bidding?”

She shook her head. “No, I don’t think so.” She hesitated. “Maybe.”

“Well, you could always start the bid on this one and then it might prompt someone else to step up and get the ball rolling. The higher the bid, the better for the rehab center.”

He made a good point, so she looked at the itinerary again and bid a bit lower than the trip’s worth. What the heck.

Thirty minutes later, they sat down to dinner. Ryan was a prominent vascular surgeon, and the table was filled with several of his colleagues and their spouses or dates. Molly smiled and spoke at the appropriate times, but much of the conversation eluded her and her mind kept darting back to the Vancouver Island adventure. What would it be like to do such a crazy thing? She’d never been particularly athletic, and she’d certainly never left on a whim to do something so impulsive. But just because she never had didn’t mean she couldn’t.

Dinner was delicious, the seafood fresh and the vegetables locally sourced. The music was lovely, conversation witty and sophisticated, and Molly was bored out of her mind. With her mother’s caution still ringing in her head, she refused dessert, some sort of terrine that looked divine and probably contained a zillion calories. When plates were cleared she was mad at herself. Why shouldn’t she have dessert if she wanted? Why did she always have to deprive herself? It certainly didn’t make her a better person.

That was it, she realized. Following the rules, following the path that had been laid out before her hadn’t made her a good person. The truth was, she didn’t really know who she was, other than a good lawyer. She felt sad about that for a few moments, and then she set her jaw. 

The only person who could change that was her. And maybe it would take getting away and going out of her comfort zone to really discover who Molly Quinn was and what she wanted.

She excused herself and went back to the silent auction offerings again. At the Island Outdoor Adventures table, she hesitated and looked at the bidding sheet. Two other bids were there, and disappointment rushed through her. 

Screw it, she said to herself, and reached for a pen. She hastily scribbled a new bid. She wanted this now. Wanted to run away and have her own personal revelation moment. Just because she’d never done those things didn’t mean she couldn’t; that was why they were bucket list items. And just because they’d never been on her personal bucket list didn’t mean they weren’t once-in-a-lifetime experiences. Maybe she wouldn’t Eat, Pray, Love her way to enlightenment, but a change of scenery and a challenge might be exactly what she needed to gain some personal clarity.  

As the evening progressed, she made her way back to the table again and again and upped the bid. At one point she wondered if it was going too far, and cringed at how much of a hit her savings account would take if she won. Then her competitive streak would pop up again and she’d write down her next bid.

The evening’s emcee announced the final ten minutes of bidding. A man who looked to be in his mid-thirties stepped up and raised an eyebrow as he read her latest entry, then picked up a pen and scribbled something down. Not to be outdone, she went right behind him and raised the bid by two thousand. Her heart pounded as she returned to Ryan’s side. The bids were now sitting at twice what the entire trip was worth. 

She checked her watch.

Mystery man met her gaze and quirked his eyebrow again. He was handsome, she acknowledged, with thick, dark hair and chocolatey eyes that warmed as a hint of a smile tipped his lips, a challenge if she ever saw one. She gave a nonchalant smile and a shrug, as if to say, “Whatever.” There were six minutes left. 

He walked over to the table. A smile played over his lips as he saw her entry. And then he upped the bid again.

He stepped back, smiled broadly, and walked off.

She was dying to know what he’d written down, but she was already in too deep to make any rash moves, or give him the opportunity to outbid her again. She shrugged, then turned to Ryan and made small talk as the seconds ticked down in her mind.

When there were just thirty seconds left by her count, she sauntered over to the table, wrote her name, looked at his bid, took a deep breath, and wrote a new number only one hundred dollars greater than his final bid. She put down the pen and turned around. He was about to step forward when the emcee called, “Bidding is now over. No more bids will be accepted.”

She’d won.








  
  
Chapter Two






Eric Chambault took a deep breath and stepped out of the elevator, a heavy sigh escaping his lips. He’d had an acquisitions meeting early this morning, then he’d headed for the airport in order to make his flight. Montreal to Victoria was a long trip, and he’d enjoyed the few hours with his phone in airplane mode. Once he’d landed, though, it had buzzed and rung non-stop. On the last call, he’d told his assistant that every call for the next ten days was to be directed to the appropriate VP and that he would be out of contact. Then he did something he hadn’t done in nearly eight years. He turned it off and left it off.

He’d be lucky if his blood pressure wasn’t sky rocketing again. Thirty-four years old and his doctor had cautioned him about stress and told him to take a vacation. He wasn’t interested in lying on a beach somewhere. Instead he’d taken the advice of one of his friends and started looking into outdoor adventures. Joe had gone on one a year or so ago in South America and said it had been the best trip he’d ever taken.

Initially, Eric had thought it would be a vacation for two. Then the divorce papers were served, and it was clear no couples trip would be on the agenda. What followed had been eight months of legal wrangling that had cost him an exorbitant amount in billable hours. In the end, he’d paid his legal bills and hers, too, as well as a settlement that still made him grit his teeth: just over thirty million in a lump sum. The only saving grace was that he wouldn’t have to worry about paying alimony every month for the next four or five decades. Murielle had got her money and he was left with a bad taste in his mouth and a heart full of disillusionment.

He waved his keycard over the hotel room door. With a twist of the handle the door swung open and he stepped inside, pulling his large suitcase behind him. He could have had a bellboy bring his things up to the room, but right now he didn’t want to see any other people. He wanted to be alone. Take a shower. Perhaps have a nap before the group dinner tonight, which he was dreading. Because people.

But maybe a shower and a power snooze would put him in a better frame of mind. He just wasn’t there yet.

A sound touched his ears and he frowned. Water running? He looked around and spied a Vuitton case on the luggage rack. What the hell? Was there someone in his room? Brows knit together, he strode toward the bathroom and opened the door.

The string of profanity that greeted him, complete with splashing, had him shutting the door immediately. But not before he’d had a chance to spy long, soapy legs, the tops of some very lovely breasts that were covered with bubbles, and a flashing set of blue eyes below dark hair, damp from the steam in the room.

A man could notice a lot in two seconds, apparently.

He spoke through the now-closed door. “Um, you’re in my room.”

There was a splash and then her words came, sharp as knives. “You’re in my room and I’ll thank you to get out. Now.”

Eric sighed and pressed his fingers to the spot at the top of his nose, where suddenly all his tension had centered. “I just checked in, and I assure you, this is my room. But I’ll wait for you to get dressed. I’m sure the hotel will get this straightened out and you’ll be in your own room in no time.” 

And probably a smaller one. At least he’d been put in an executive room, complete with a lavish king bed, a comfortable seating area, and a view of Victoria Harbor that was incredible. 

There was a great deal of splashing now and the sound of water draining. Eric stepped back from the door and took a breath, then went to the window to look outside. Seriously. He just wanted to relax for an hour. Was that too much to ask? This was supposed to be a first-class hotel with top-notch service. How did this sort of mix-up even happen?

Noises sounded from the bathroom. Unhappy noises. Apparently a little peace was indeed too much to ask for.

When the door opened he schooled his features and turned around. 

And nearly swallowed his tongue.

She was angry, there was no doubt about that. Her blue eyes snapped at him, framed by sooty lashes and set above lips that remained full and plump even as they were puckered in displeasure. She was wrapped in a hotel robe, and it was big on her, but he still had the picture of her legs in his head and the front of the robe gaped just enough to offer a tantalizing glimpse of cleavage. 

He swallowed. Hard.

“I suggest you take your bag and go right back down to the desk,” she snapped. 

He offered what he hoped was a calm, pleasant smile. “I think we should go down there together. I’ll wait for you to get dressed.”

“I don’t think so.”

“But possession is nine tenths of the law,” he reminded her. “So I’m not leaving. That—“ he pointed to the bed, “—is my bed and I’m going to be taking a nap on it so let’s not be difficult.”

A smile touched her lips. “Don’t quote law at me,” she said, a bit of mockery in her tone. “I’m a lawyer.”

Ugh. “Of course you are,” he muttered. He frowned as he looked at her face more closely. There was something unsettlingly familiar about it, but he couldn’t quite place it.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” She put her hands on her hips, which only made the gap in the front of the robe wider. He tried really hard not to stare, but damn, she was attractive. There was no denying that. Where had he seen her before?

“It just means that the only thing worse than having someone mistakenly in my room is having a lawyer mistakenly in my room.” He knew it was an unfair thing to say, but seriously. The whole reason he was on this trip alone was because of his divorce and he was still bitter about how much he’d lost in the settlement. 

“Wow. All right.” She moved to the desk and picked up the phone. A few moments later she hung up and turned to face him. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to get dressed. Someone will be here in a minute to sort this out. Please let them in.”

She grabbed something out of a closet, slammed a few dresser drawers, and disappeared into the bathroom again.

He gawped at the bathroom door. Holy cats, but she had the cool dismissal down to an art form, and she knew how to sling orders, too. If he weren’t so annoyed, he rather thought he could use someone like her in his company. The way she’d sashayed into the bathroom hadn’t escaped his notice. A memory tugged at the corner of his mind, but before he could try to grab it, she came back out at the exact same time as someone knocked at the door. They both moved to answer it, but Eric sent her a quelling look and stepped forward. 

“Good afternoon, Ms. Quinn, Mr. Chambault. I’m Paul, the assistant manager, and I’m so sorry for the mixup.” He tried a smile. “Mr. Chambault, I’m afraid there was an error upon check in that resulted in you being given the keys to Ms. Quinn’s room.”

The look on her face was triumphant. 

He hesitated a moment, searching for the right words rather than the ones spinning through his head. “Accidents happen. If I could be shown to my actual room, that would be great.”

Paul’s smile turned into something that resembled a grimace. “Unfortunately, your room isn’t quite ready yet. It’ll be about an hour. We’re happy to keep your bags for you in the meantime, and you’re welcome to wait in our executive lounge and enjoy some refreshment. I promise that you’ll be in your room and settled before your group dinner this evening.”

“Group dinner?” Ms. Quinn—that was what he’d said her name was—stepped into the conversation. “You’re not with the adventure tour too, are you?”

Oh, Lord. He didn’t want to go through the next ten days with her in the group. Suddenly that solitary sitting on a beach thing was looking very enticing—why had he chosen this over the tropical vacation he’d initially planned? He met her gaze and was surprised to see something that resembled embarrassment in their depths, not to mention her flushed cheeks. Whether that was embarrassment or from the heat of the bath he didn’t know, but he had ten days to go and didn’t want this inauspicious event to set the tone.

“I am,” he replied, and nodded. “I guess there’s nothing to be done about it.”

There was an awkward pause. Paul began taking Eric’s suitcase and carry-on bag to a bell cart while Eric and Ms. Quinn stood awkwardly in what was, apparently, her room.

“Sorry for the inconvenience,” she offered, slightly more subdued than she’d been earlier. He was about to snap back with a sharp retort when he put himself in her shoes. She’d been relaxing in a bath when a strange man had walked into the room. Of course she’d been angry… and she had every right to be. Even if the mistake had been in his favor, he could understand her reaction. 

“And I’m sorry for freaking you out,” he replied. “It’s been a long day.”

Her lips twitched a little, and those pouty lips curved up in a smile. Then a smile with teeth… and then a light laugh came out of her mouth.

He chuckled a little too. “Not exactly a great ice breaker, was it?”

“No,” she answered, and stopped laughing. Her face was more relaxed now, though, and something shimmered in the room between them. Maybe it was just the awareness that he’d caught her in a fairly intimate situation. Whatever it was, he was uncomfortable with it. 

“I’m Molly,” she said, stepping forward and holding out her hand. “Molly from Massachusetts.”

“Eric,” he answered, taking her hand. It was still warm from the heat of the water, and soft. But her grip was firm and he liked that. The memory slid back. Damned if she wasn’t the actual reason he was on this particular trip. “Wait. You’re—“

“We’re all set here, Mr. Chambault.” Paul reappeared at the door, interrupting Eric’s sentence. Eric dropped her hand, still a little shaken by his sudden realization. He’d seen that smile before. That soft, plump mouth with a teasing grin. It had been the mention of Massachusetts, though, that had really tipped him off. She was the woman from the hotel. The one who’d outbid him. He’d wanted the trip badly enough that he’d booked one for himself anyway. He’d never dreamed they’d be on the exact same one.

“I’ll see you at dinner,” he said, then stepped away. Maybe she wouldn’t remember him, and he’d just pretend they were complete strangers. Because really, they were.

Ten days. She’d be a part of his tour group for the next ten days. One thing he knew for sure: he couldn’t ever interrupt her bath again. The last thing in the world he needed was a holiday romance. And Molly from Massachusetts could be very tempting, indeed.




      [image: ]Molly let out a breath as she stepped into the private dining room. She could do this. Good heavens, a room full of strangers was not an unusual thing, and they were all on holiday. No one was worried about division of assets or custody agreements. So why was she so nervous?

She wiped her hands on her linen trousers and admitted to herself that it was all due to Eric… whose last name was something French. She only remembered that because the assistant manager had called him Mr. something or other. But it fit. His voice was low and smooth, with just a hint of an accent on certain words. Together with his thick dark hair and chocolatey brown eyes, it was no wonder her sexy-o-meter had gone a bit haywire the moment they’d shook hands.

But that wasn’t all. She’d tried to have a short nap herself, and it had been in that moment just before nodding off that she’d remembered those eyes. She was good at placing people and he was the one who’d lost the bid on this very trip, at the benefit this past spring. The big question was, did he remember her?

She was the last to arrive in the dining room, and there was one vacant seat at the table. Of course, it was directly to the right of Eric. Her nerves went crazy again, sending butterflies winging through her stomach. Oh well. Might as well get used to it and set the tone. After all, they were going to be in the same group for the next week and a half. At least he didn’t seem to remember her. She could just pretend that she’d never laid eyes on him before. No problem.

She went to the table and pulled out the chair. “Wow,” she said easily. “I didn’t expect you to save me a seat.”

He turned his gaze to her and she felt the little jolt of electricity again. “I didn’t,” he said dryly. “Five minutes ago you would have had a better selection.”

“I’ll survive.” She sat down and reached for her napkin. “Has everyone ordered?”

“No. Just our drink orders.”

A server came by and Molly ordered a pomegranate martini, and by the time it had arrived, food orders were being taken. She decided to start with a beet salad, then a main of duck. She listened as Eric ordered his dinner, and then took a sip of her cocktail.

He’d seen her in the bath. Ever since, she’d wondered exactly how much he’d seen. She hoped her breasts had been covered. She’d definitely had her toes up on the faucet, but had the other bubbles provided cover for… everything else? Her face heated and she put down her glass and reached for her water. 

“Something wrong?” he asked, reaching for a slice of bread. He smeared honeyed butter on the top and took a bite.

“Of course not.” She faked a smile and straightened. “Did you have your nap?”

He nodded. “I did. I didn’t have the distraction of a wonderful view.”

Discomfort slid through her. “I’m sorry?”

“My room is considerably smaller than yours, that’s all.”

She reached for the martini again—this could be a long evening. “It’s probably because I got a deluxe package.” She chanced a glance in his direction. “It’s really just a bucket list kind of thing.”

He buttered another corner of his bread. “So what about this trip is on your bucket list?”

“Oh, well. Uh. Nothing? I mean, I don’t really have a bucket list.” Too late she realized she’d contradicted herself, something she never did in her profession. Why was she so flustered?

Their salads were served and she picked up her fork. But Eric hesitated and she paused with her fork stuck in a piece of endive. 

“What’s the matter?”

He shrugged. “I guess I’m just confused. If this is a bucket list trip, but you don’t have a bucket list…”

Right. And the last thing she wanted to do was get into her motives and personal life. Instead she smiled. “Oh, that. Well, I’m a bit of a workaholic. I hadn’t really considered an actual bucket list, but I decided that I could do with some time off and something exciting. Trip of a lifetime, amazing experience, yada yada.”

He nodded and the mood relaxed. “I get the workaholic thing. You’re a lawyer?”

“Yes, family law. Partner in the family firm. Dissolving marriages since 1982, when my dad started his own practice with a friend.”

“Oh.”

That was all he said, and the air seemed to cool around them. To her surprise, he then turned away and began talking to his neighbour on his left.

Maybe her first impression had been right after all. Rude and entitled. Maybe there’d been a moment of something that had flashed between them, but his snub just now had been real. Fine. She ate her salad and struck up a conversation with her neighbors, a husband and wife from northern Alberta who were involved in an oil and gas company. Their previous expedition had been walking the Camino de Santiago in Spain, and soon they had her laughing at some of their stories.

The duck was succulent and tasty; a glass of wine after the martini helped take the edge off her irritation with the man on her left. By the time dessert arrived, she was more than ready to head to bed and get a good night’s rest before tomorrow’s beginning of their trip.

She’d ordered the hotel’s signature cake, rich with hazelnut and cream, promising herself she’d only take three bites, and a strong coffee. Eric had momentarily turned back and when he saw the dark liquid in her cup, he gave it a side eye. Was it possible she’d been mistaken? The man beside her now didn’t hold any of the warmth and humor that she’d sensed in the mystery bidder back on Nantucket.

And why did she feel like tonight she’d been judged and came up lacking in some way? Even her coffee got a sideways glance.

“It won’t keep me awake, if that’s what you’re thinking,” she said. 

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You didn’t have to. Listen, I don’t know what I did or said to put you off, but maybe we should just agree we got off to a rough beginning and then stay out of each other’s way during the trip.”

“It’s your job.”

“Pardon?” She put down her fork.

He faced her. “It’s not you. I mean, this afternoon was embarrassing, and yes, I’m judging you on something superficial, but I just went through a major divorce. Let’s just say it was nasty and I lost a lot of money.”

“And you lost your wife, too, right?”

He gave her a cold look. “Don’t act like you care about that. Her lawyer certainly didn’t. It was all about the numbers, and putting a price tag on the six years we were married. Apparently I was such a horrible husband that she deserved five million a year in compensation.”

She knew that wasn’t how it worked, but that he was speaking from a place of bitterness. Moreover, he had to be loaded. Thirty million? He’d paid his ex-wife thirty million dollars?

“Your lawyer should have done better for you,” she said firmly, picking up her coffee cup. “Children?”

“None, thank God.” She sloshed some of her coffee and he shrugged. “Not that I dislike children. Quite the contrary. I’m just glad we didn’t have any to get caught up in a custody battle.”

She relaxed a little and met his gaze. “I know.”

“Do you?”

His tone was accusatory but this time she let it bounce off her. She did know. Her parents had stayed together but custody agreements were tough and if anything made her cry in her job, that was it. Children were not possessions, or assets. And sometimes there was an internal struggle between fighting for her clients’ interests and trying to do what was right for the kids.

“I think I’ll go up now.” She put down her cup and started to push out her chair.

“Nantucket,” he said, his voice firm and definitive. “You outbid me, Ms. Quinn.”

Her cheeks flamed as she put her napkin on the table. “Yes, yes I did. I wasn’t sure you remembered.”

“I remembered.” His gaze was hard, his body language sharp and edgy as he reached for his drink. “You held out to the last minute.”

“I play to win.”

“Not everything is a game.”

“No, but strategy matters. Goodnight, Mr. Chambault.”

She turned on her heel and walked away, her heart pounding. The evening hadn’t gone as she might have liked, but at least she’d ended it with the last word.







OEBPS/images/73f9e214-98f6-452f-a509-e134ebac9b84.png







