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      He's the number-one guy at Calder Defense. She's the girl who got away twice. Are they destined for eternal heartbreak, or is the third time the charm?

      

      Finally breaking free from an awful marriage, Jenny had all but given up on love...until fate literally dropped her into the arms of her former law school crush.

      

      What started as a casual lunch grew into the second chance at romance Jenny never dreamed possible. The two weeks that followed her unexpected encounter with Stan were nothing short of a blissfully happy fairytale. After being silenced and controlled in her previous marriage, Jenny was finally feeling more like herself again, and free to dream of a beautiful future with the man she’d been in love with for so long.

      

      Yet when Jenny’s past comes back to haunt her, a series of misunderstandings tear apart all that she and Stan have built together. By the time the two cross paths again, another year has passed, and both have built emotional steel walls to protect themselves from further hurt. Can they learn to trust again and make their third time the charm? Or is their history too big of an obstacle to overcome?

      

      Return to The Brothers Montgomery series with this sizzling contemporary romance featuring the men of Calder Defense — and the women they love.
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      Stanley Finch caught one of Samantha Gilchrist’s wide-eyed, you-need-to-come-here-right-now looks as he topped off his boss’s drink. Chuckling, he rolled his eyes. By that point, Stan was used to Sam’s patented expressions and could read them almost instantly. Over the course of the past year of working for Sam’s best friend, Amanda Montgomery—a year that had simultaneously gone by in a flash and felt like ten—Stan had often been on the receiving end of what he affectionately called the Samantha Gilchrist Stare.

      “Stan,” Sam whispered from just outside the living room, though it was more of a stage whisper than anything truly covert. “Psst, Stan!”

      Stan glanced over to his boss, Alex Montgomery, who relieved him of his impromptu bartending duties with a nod. Stan headed for the hallway, noting that Alex’s brother, Stephen, fell in line behind him, his eyes narrowed in concern. Stan—and everyone else who lived with or worked for the Montgomerys—knew that Stephen and Sam had a “thing” brewing between them; they merely hadn’t acted on it yet. Stan would put good money on there being something close to a nuclear meltdown when it finally happened.

      That night, the Montgomery compound—and he wasn’t exaggerating, it was a compound—bristled with activity. Thankfully, this time it was the celebratory kind. Hell, Alex and Amanda had only exchanged their wedding vows a couple of hours ago, followed by an incredible dinner and an over-the-top live band featuring a few sets from the bride herself and her good friend Jason Wild. With just thirty guests, though, the evening hadn’t been much different from their normal group dinners.

      Still, it was a celebration that had been a long time coming.

      The party had just moved from the terrace to inside and everyone was gathered around the large bar in the living room, taking a much-needed break before dessert. A break Stan feared might be over, at least for him, as he let Sam, who was acting all cloak and dagger, drag him along the long hallway. It was a bit ridiculous, he thought. Most of the night’s guests were from Calder Defense—Alex and Stephen’s private security company—and were, in any given scenario, notoriously the good guys.

      He tried to ask Sam where they were going, but she put a finger to her lips and kept walking until she finally stopped in front of the library. After giving him another Samantha Gilchrist Stare, Sam motioned Stan inside, shutting the French doors behind them.

      “Well?” Stan asked when she turned to face him.

      “I just got a call,” she said, keeping up with the cryptic act.

      “That’s nice, Sam. I was just having a drink and celebrating Alex and Amanda’s nuptials.”

      Behind them, the doors opened, and Stephen entered, clearly not caring that he was barging in on them. Stan wasn’t surprised. If Samantha was on the move, the other brother Montgomery wasn’t far behind. Not bothering to shut the doors behind him, Stephen said nothing, just stood against the wall. Sam glanced his way and gave him an exasperated look, motioning toward the open doors. Stephen leveled a serious look back at her but closed the doors, anyway. The entire silent exchange—Sam’s clandestine act, Stephen’s seriousness—was rather amusing. Stephen had been in an accident last month, and the gravity of it seemed to have moved the needle where his feelings for Sam were concerned. Apparently satisfied, Sam turned back to Stan with a straight-on stare.

      If you’d never met Samantha Gilchrist, you would be forgiven for not knowing she was the Arctic Circle come to life. However, once you got to actually know her, you knew if you could just crack her ice in the tiniest way possible, she oozed warmth from the inside. But back to her stare. Scary straight. Then a deadpan: “It’s about Jen.”

      At this, Stan went cold. Suddenly he was the Arctic Circle, without the inner warmth.

      Jenny.

      Unable to think of what else to do, Stan turned to leave. He didn’t want to hear any more. Couldn’t. But, in an act that could have been choreographed, Stephen moved to block the doors at the exact moment Sam grabbed Stan’s shirt.

      “She’s in trouble, Stan.”

      Eyes narrowed, he took out his frustration on the woman in front of him. “What’s wrong with you and your friends that someone’s always in trouble? We’ve only just sorted out Amanda’s problem and now there’s another one?” Tactfully, Stan chose not to mention Sam’s own troubles back in law school.

      “Good news,” Sam quipped. “After this, I’m out of friends.”

      Stan had to give her that. He and Sam had lost touch after law school, only to reconnect years later at a funeral. A few months after that, Stan had taken on the role of Amanda’s twenty-four-seven bodyguard. Since then, they’d been around one another day in and day out, so he knew Sam was speaking the truth. But still, couldn’t it have been anyone but Jenny?

      He sighed. “Look, I have nothing left to say to Jenny and I would bet my life she feels the same way about me.”

      The look on Sam’s face said she disagreed, but Stan refused to consider it. He did not want to go there. No. No. No. Jenifer D’Angelo had almost been the death of him—twice—and he wasn’t looking for an encore. It had taken months for him to shut it—them—down. In his heart and in his head. Over the past year, he had learned how to live again. How to trust people, how to enjoy their company. Amanda; her daughter, Callie; and Samantha had had a lot to do with that.

      He honestly couldn’t say where he might be if it hadn’t been for Sam’s call last spring. He almost had to laugh, thinking back on it, realizing Sam had used almost the same words then: Stan, I just got a call. My friend Amanda. She’s in trouble.

      Precisely then, the doors opened, and Alex walked in. “I’m not sure what’s going on in here,” he said, all business, nuptial bliss clearly on pause. “But I just hung up with Gianni D’Angelo. He wants his daughter extracted. Now. Helicopters are on the way. Stan, you’re point on this one.”

      Stan shook his head. “Boss.” The man had no idea what he was asking.

      As if reading his mind, Alex said, “I don’t really care what you think or feel right now, Stan. I assured him she’d be in our hands within four hours. Trust me on this, there’s a lot you don’t know.”

      When Alex got like this, Stan knew there was no point in arguing. As if on cue, the chopper sounded in the distance, rendering any debate useless.

      “Trevor has her coordinates,” Alex continued, unflappable. “He and Michael are going with you. The team will be waiting in Palm Beach for your orders.”

      Alex did something then, something he never had before. Not once in all the time Stan had known him, not even that first night they’d met at the hospital where Amanda was being held. He embraced Stan, clutching his shoulder. Startled, it took Stan a moment to return the hug, clapping the other man on the back. Alex’s words, There’s a lot you don’t know, ran briefly through his head, before the sounds of the helicopter and clipped footsteps rushing through the hall took his attention back to the moment.

      “You’ve kept my family safe, Stan,” Alex said. “I don’t understand the timing of many things, but in this, I believe yours has come.”
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      Jenifer D’Angelo startled awake with a gasp, bolting upright. Eyes on the baby, then darting across her room, she sat for a moment and let her breath slow—until she realized it was something besides her normal anxiety that had awoken her. She stiffened; lights in the driveway.

      She tapped her phone and saw ten missed calls from her dad, and a few—strangely—from Samantha Gilchrist. Wow, she thought. Sam. This must be serious. Jenny hadn’t spoken with Sam since, well, since before she’d run into Stan in Palm Beach the spring before last. Her dad must have reached out to her old friend, which meant that something big was up.

      With no time to go there, Jenny focused on the emergency at hand, jumping quickly from her bed and going first for the baby. She’d never known how much she could love something, or someone, until she found out she was pregnant. Little Hayden was the best thing that had ever happened to her; she loved how warm he always felt, and his small, but comforting weight against her chest.

      Now, she settled him into the crook of her neck and brushed her lips across his soft little head as she waved her free hand in front of the artwork that hung between his crib and her bed. Silently, the secret compartment behind it opened, and Jenny grabbed her gun. Best purchase she’d ever made. The artwork, that is. She’d had a hidden box recessed into the wall, and the painting lay flush in front of it, working like a charm to hide the weapon she wasn’t thrilled about the need to keep, anyway.

      She’d spent days at the shooting range trying out every pistol available until she got comfortable enough with one of them to make the purchase. It was only a slight consolation that it was the safest of the lot, even with a chambered bullet.

      Jenny hated to admit it, but she’d gotten the gun to quell her nagging fear that her ex-husband, John, was looking for payback. And she knew from her instructor’s drilling that the seconds it took to insert the magazine, and chamber the first round, could mean the difference between life and death. Jenny hated the gun, but she was determined to be prepared, and it made her feel like she had a fighting chance. At the very least, he’d never be able to force her into another vehicle again.

      Cradling Hayden in one arm, she used the muzzle of the gun to pull back the drapes. Jenny’s TV cop impersonation surprised even her, but when she saw two SUVs idling on the street, she was grateful she was ready. In an instant, she decided that whatever was going on, she wasn’t waiting upstairs.

      Stand and fight, or cave.

      She would not cave.

      She crossed the foyer, glancing at the lights on the alarm pad, which still blinked “Armed,” meaning no one had tried to enter. Hmm. Maybe she was overreacting. The SUVs could easily be waiting to pick up a client, be a car service called for an early-morning flight, or be dropping someone off after a late night out. Still, suspicion prickled Jenny’s neck. A feeling that was validated when she peered out the glass of her front doors to get a better look and saw two more SUVs pull into her drive and circle the fountain. It was go time.

      “Alexa—dial nine-one-one,” she commanded, keeping her voice low. Unable to see through the tinted windows of the SUVs in her drive, Jenny started backing away from her door, just as she heard the dispatcher greet her through her Alexa speaker.

      “Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?”

      “My name is Jenifer D’Angelo, I’m alone with my six-month-old son. I think my ex-husband found me. I’m armed. I have a baby.”

      “Dispatching officers now, Ms. D’Angelo.”

      Come and get me, you dirtbag. Your days of messing with me are over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Southampton

        New York

      

      

      

      After the chopper ride to the private airport, Stan, Michael, and Trevor boarded the Calder Defense jet. The flight from New York to West Palm was uneventful, leaving Stan with too much time to think. It had taken him months to stop obsessing about Jenny, to close that door completely. He’d been a wreck. Him—a wreck. But he’d worked hard, and had all but managed to erase her from his mind. Except, there she was, racing back into his life and into his thoughts.

      Of all the women he’d been involved with romantically, Jenny was the one he’d spent the least amount of time with, but she knew him better than anyone. What they’d had was infinite.

      Pathetic. Get a hold of yourself.

      They’d been friends, and maybe could have been something more, when they were in law school, but after a traumatic incident occurred to their friend, Jenny had run from Stan. Then, years later, they’d had two incredible weeks together after a chance meeting in Palm Beach where he’d just finished a job. He was walking down the cobbled sidewalk and BOOM, there she was, her perfectly toned arms clutched in his hands. She’d literally stepped right into him. Her beautiful, upturned face looking up at him in shock.

      Jenifer Lynne D’Angelo.

      Startled to see his old love in front of him, Stan had broken every rule he’d stood by his entire adult life just to spend time with her. The moment he’d run into her, literally, and touched her, felt her, he was done. It was a train wreck you could see coming from a mile away; once in motion, there was no stopping it. Inevitable, for them both. Yes, in this, he could speak for Jenny without being presumptuous. They were—or at least had been—one hundred percent on the same page from the minute they met. Pity she hadn’t realized that.

      Over the next fourteen days they’d been inseparable, with each day better than the last. Layer upon layer of mutual understanding, spoken and unspoken. Stan had never known anything like it. He knew that his gut had been right back in law school. He and Jenny were meant to be together. It had all been completely perfect, except for one monumental snag: Jenny had chosen the wrong guy back then.

      Stan had only known John on the periphery, but he’d never liked him. John could be a blustery kind of guy, which, in Stan’s experience, was usually an indication of underlying insecurities. But Stan respected boundaries, so though he’d been interested in pursuing her, after Jenny chose John, Stan had kept his distance.

      It turned out John had been the wrong guy for her, and by the time they met in Palm Beach, Jenny had already begun divorce proceedings. Knowing this, Stan had parted ways with her easily and eagerly after those two blissful weeks—figuring that the sooner she went back home to settle things and attend the court date that would finalize the divorce, the sooner she could return to him. According to Jenny, the proceedings should have already been completed, but instead had been going on for months because John had dragged the whole thing out longer than necessary.

      They arranged to meet back at the hotel at the end of the week. Because Stan had worked for the owner on several occasions, he’d usually had access to a room or suite, depending on the season, and had decided to wait for Jenny there.

      They’d agreed on no communication until Jenny returned (having decided that they both needed clear—or clearer—heads, and already knew they were more than ready to finally begin their lives together after all these years), but then Stan got a text from Jenny saying that she had been in a car accident.

      By the time he’d arrived at the hospital, however, John had been all over her. His heart in his mouth, Stan had watched them from the doorway. He’d known, or thought he’d known, that they’d already sorted everything out. Their divorce should have been made final the day before. But based on what Stan had witnessed in that room, they’d clearly gotten back together.

      Stan was heartbroken, but not too surprised—after all, she’d done it to him before. Run from him in the past. So, that day in the hospital, before Jenny could notice him, he’d walked out. Crushed.

      He’d left the States that week, heading back to the UK, where he’d already had a stellar reputation—packed his bags, crossed the pond, lowered the (emotional) steel walls, and, BOOM, was back inside the lines. Stan had always been a rules guy—all about protocol, so working for the Agency right out of law school and then private security afterward had been perfect for him. The jobs had allowed him to take and give orders, something he’d found comfort in. Stan had never seen to a task more diligently. He took on a couple quick jobs, until late one night, Sam called with the news that Amanda needed help. It was just what he’d needed. Though it had turned out to be his most complicated post yet, it had helped him compartmentalize and close the door on Jenny D’Angelo.

      Lock it. And throw away the key.

      “Link’s active,” Trevor said, pulling Stan from his musings just in time to see a notification flash on his laptop.

      Stan scanned the docs that had come in, shaking his head before scrolling back to the top to check the data entry. He cast a look at Trevor. “Jenifer Lynne—with an e, D’Angelo?” At Trevor’s nod, he pressed, “Ten. Two⁠—”

      “Affirmative,” Trevor told him, verifying her birthdate.

      It wasn’t good. In the three-and-a-half hours since they’d taken the case, the crew had compiled a comprehensive dossier. Of the list of disclosures before him, he’d expected none. It appeared that, just over a year ago, Jenny had leased a house on the beach using an assumed name. Not an easy feat in these times, with landlords insisting on more than a hefty down payment and security deposit. Not to mention, tech trails were nearly impossible to evade. So, why the secrecy?

      The next piece of intel was more alarming. She’d purchased a gun around the same time she’d leased the house, had a burner phone, and three safety deposit boxes scattered across the city. Abnormal behavior for the average citizen. The final bit of information was another surprise. Her divorce was finalized. Had been since a month after her accident.

      Twenty-nine days to be exact.

      Stan tried not to wonder what would have happened if he’d stuck around. He didn’t have time to sink into the quagmire of what-ifs. He was on the job. Rules Stan was in control. He’d dissect this information later. Objectively. Logically.

      He’d pick it apart with a God damned butter knife.

      Jenifer Lynne D’Angelo.

      After sorting through the intel a bit more—receipts, mapped locations, divorce papers—he saw another file, this one locked. “What’s this?” He flipped the screen back to Trevor.

      “It’s encrypted.”

      His look said, Gee, Trev, really? But Trevor just shrugged, so Michael threw a pillow at him. The whole Calder team felt like they were brothers, but Trevor and Michael were actually brothers, Michael being the oldest of the two, and the team affectionately referred to them as “the boys.”

      “Sorry, Boss.”

      Stan being lead did technically make him the boss on this mission, but Trevor used the moniker for everyone save his brother. Wondering why Alex had already encrypted a file, but not willing to bother him on his wedding night, Stan went for the next best source.

      “Get Mr. D’Angelo on the phone,” he said. Jenny’s father, Gianni, was the last person Stan felt like speaking with, but the one person he couldn’t avoid because he knew the man would have the goods.

      Trevor made the connection, laying a device on the table between them.

      Ten minutes later, Stan’s blood pressure was at an all-time high. A feat for someone who had never suffered from high blood pressure. Gianni had been beside himself, said John had something big hanging over Jenny—something besides his usual narcissistic, gaslighting, mind-games bullshit.

      Stan abhorred men like that, men who manipulated those closest to them.

      When they’d been together in Florida, Jenny hadn’t said much about John. In fact, aside from sharing the news of their upcoming divorce, she’d been very tight-lipped about him. With all that he’d learned since, Stan knew why.

      “That dirtbag and his family are done messing around with her, son. I don’t care how connected they are. Ties have been cut.” It was the third time he’d said that. “Son.” Way back when, Mr. D’Angelo had always called him “Son,” though, ironically, he’d referred to John by his given name. “He took my sweet, good-hearted girl and brainwashed her into some timid, fearful woman I barely recognize at times. She’s doing better now, but she thinks she deserves to be alone. Bring her home, and I mean tonight.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I spoke with Alex. We both think it’s best she stay at the Montgomerys’ for now.”

      “I—” Stan was about to argue, but, as the runway lights came into view, thought better of it. Besides, he didn’t want to air personal business in front of the boys. “Copy that.”

      “One more thing, son,” Mr. D’Angelo added before taking a pregnant pause. When he spoke again, it was with a slight shift in tenor. “There’s a baby.”

      “Baby? Sir? Sir?”

      Trev shook his head, indicating that the call had been terminated. Stan didn’t have time to dwell on the bomb Mr. D’Angelo had dropped, though, as the jet touched down seconds later. It was go time.

      The Navigators—or “Navs” as the team had termed the vehicles—were in place when they landed; two at the airport and two already stationed at the base of her property. Stan took a breath. This was it. Jenny was back in his life whether he liked it or not.

      Ten clicks from the airport, and they were traveling down a long, paver-edged driveway that led to a stunning beachfront estate. His breath caught when he saw Jenny peering out the window next to the front doors. Then she started backing up, baby in her arms, just as he’d been told there would be. Was it hers? he wondered. Her sister’s? Mr. D’Angelo hadn’t said.

      “Did anyone tell her we were coming?” Stan asked. He didn’t want to scare her but feared it was too late.

      “No. Mr. D’Angelo said she hasn’t answered any of his calls.”

      Stan shook his head, got out of the Nav, and scanned the front perimeter as Trevor worked his magic on the security system. Moments later, the surveillance lights blinked clear, and seconds after that, Michael was at the keypad, lifting the bolt that released the front door.

      Stan, still not allowing himself to dwell, went into autopilot mode, following protocol without thought. When he stepped inside, he saw Jenny standing a little more than ten feet away, baby held tightly against her chest with one hand, Glock—pointed right at his chest—in the other. Stan smiled approvingly. Smart for a beginner, he thought, though she’d always been a good student. Aiming for the chest allowed more room for error—if she missed her target she’d still have a good chance of hitting something vital. Not in his case, he hoped, merely in general.

      “Ma’am, they’re thirty seconds out,” a voice said through the sound system.

      Ah, Stan thought. She’d called 911. On cue, sirens sounded in the background. No matter. His guys would show their credentials and they’d be left to continue.

      “Jenny,” Stan said, keeping his voice as strong and professional as possible.

      “If you come one step closer, I’ll shoot.”

      She doesn’t know it’s me. Her hand was shaking, and Stan didn’t think she was focusing on his face. Or, for that matter, on anything but her fear.

      “Jenny,” he said, letting his voice soften. “It’s me…Stan.”

      She wavered as her eyes darted up, her breath catching audibly as she stumbled for a moment before righting herself. His heart clenched as he reached out, as if he could steady her from the distance.

      “Ma’am. Do you know the intruder? Ma’am?”

      That damn emergency operator.

      “My name is Stanley Finch.” Stan spoke loudly and clearly enough that the operator could hear him. “I work for Calder Defense. I’ve been sent to secure Ms. D’Angelo’s safe passage back to Long Island at her father’s request.”

      “Ma’am?”

      Jenny’s face was equal parts shock and horror as Stan heard Michael’s voice through his earpiece: the police officers had arrived.

      “Why are you here?” Jenny asked, her voice deeply layered with dismay.

      “Your father sent me.”

      “I heard that. Why you?”

      He felt her pain and shook his head. “I don’t know, Jenny,” he said, wishing he had something better for her.

      “Just because your girlfriend moved on, doesn’t⁠—”

      “What?” A gut reaction, Stan cut her off, then righted himself—back to protocol. “I don’t have a girlfriend.” Not that that was protocol, but the thought of Jenny even thinking he was with someone else was disturbing. Obviously, time had done nothing to diminish his feelings.

      Her eyes narrowed and seeing that kind of mistrust aimed at him from Jenny was like an arrow to his chest. “You did,” she said, sounding accusatory. “I saw the pictures. I know about you and Amanda Marceau. You were with her after…after last spring.”

      Ohhh, I see. Stan relaxed slightly, then returned her narrowed-eye stare. “Yes. I’ve spent a lot of time with Amanda over the past year. As her detail.”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head fiercely. “John showed me photos. You were holding her. In the Hamptons.”

      What the…? Stan hadn’t known he could feel even more hatred for John, but there it was. “Jenny.” Of all the things to dicker about—at gunpoint, no less. “I took a position weeks after we… You⁠—”

      “Go away.” She began to back farther away from him.

      “Sir.” He was flanked by officers as her soft-spoken words tore at his heart. Deep wounds flayed open. Thanks, Boss.

      “ID, inside, left pocket,” he told them, well used to police procedure. “Shoulder and ankle.” Always let them know where the holsters are.

      He turned back to Jenny, snapping defensively, “You went back to him.” Even in this tense, not-so-private moment, he couldn’t let it go. It was suddenly as fresh as it had been fifteen months ago. Where was Rules Stan when he needed him? For the first time in his life, Stan hated his job. Buddy, you are so out of your depth here.

      “Go away, Stan,” she repeated.

      “I wish I could, Jenny.”

      “Ma’am,” one of the officers interjected. “Could you lower your weapon?”

      Thankfully, she did as she was asked.

      After the officers spoke with her and then him, they left with a nod, handing him her firearm. Jenny eyed him warily from where she sat on her stairwell, peering up when he stood before her. She looked ridiculously gorgeous for one a.m., and for someone who’d been roused from their bed unexpectedly, expecting to defend herself and her child. She’d done good.

      “Let’s get you packed.”

      Her expression said it all— Not with you. What a change from the last time he’d helped her pack, back at the— No. Don’t go there. Ignoring how deeply her slight cut, and the physical effect of standing so close to her, Stan gestured up we go with a sweep of his hand. Perhaps realizing the futility of fighting him, Jenny fell in line like a good little soldier, and he followed her upstairs.

      “Where do you keep this?” he asked, holding up the gun when they reached her room—a beautiful sanctuary replete with soft colors; posh, oversized furniture; and sheer drapery. A crib and changing table sat off to one side.

      He watched as she wordlessly waved her hand in front of a piece of art and the frame lifted. Nice. He secured her Glock in the foam insert inside the wall, then mimicked the hand gesture, watching it close as Trevor walked in.

      “Ms. D’Angelo, may I retrieve your bags?” Trevor asked.

      “There’s a linen closet in the hallway with pre-packed bags. Standard, carry-on, and weekender ready to go. Take all of them, please,” she told him without looking up, scooping a blanket and plush toy from the crib.

      “Can I get you anything for the baby?” Stan asked, feeling surprised at her preparedness and useless just standing there. He hated feeling useless.

      Jenny shook her head, pointedly not looking at him. “I just have to get us changed.”

      “Need help?”

      She shook her head again and met his eyes for a fleeting moment before glancing away. “Thanks, I’ve perfected single parenthood,” she said, a strange edge to her voice, then grabbed a diaper and retreated to her bathroom.

      Stan waited by the stairs, trying to shake the way he felt about her delivery of that last remark. The way she’d held his gaze for that brief second. Maybe he was reading too much into it, but it had come off as a jab. Something personal. Toward him.

      Jenny was ready a few minutes later. Trevor had already transferred her bags into the truck and secured the baby seat Jenny had stored in the closet next to her “go” pile. Michael was clearing the perimeter, not that it was necessary, seeing as they were the intruders that night, but Stan appreciated his thoroughness. Protocol and all.

      “When was the last time you heard from him?” Stan asked in the foyer, once the other unpleasantries were out of the way.

      She clutched her son—it was a boy; he’d asked—tighter. “I tried to call you,” she said instead of answering his question.

      Inside, Stan crumbled a little. Yeah, he’d blocked her number. At the time, he’d thought he was doing it for both of their sakes.

      “When was the last time you heard from him?” he repeated, not acknowledging her confession.

      She shrugged. She looked tired. Beautiful but tired.

      “Jenny?”

      She flinched. He hadn’t meant to raise his voice. Gianni was right; the aftereffects of living with a world-class prick. After Stan became privy to a few more details about her life with John, he couldn’t believe she’d gone back to him. Let alone had a child with him.

      She’d never let on to any of it when they’d been together, had kept it all to herself. Like a frog in water, who adjusted to a rise in temperature until it was too late, Jenny’s defenses had been expertly torn down. As smart as she was, the art of manipulation would have been above her. She would have never seen it coming.

      He could see how it had happened. He only wished it hadn’t.

      Once the house had been given the all-clear, Trevor opened the door and Stan laid a hand on Jenny’s back to guide her out. She was shaking. At the truck, she turned, wide-eyed, when she realized he was the one reaching out for her baby.

      “I assure you,” he said, “I know how to hold a child.”

      She gave him the oddest look then, as she handed him the baby, like that moment would have earth-shattering consequences. Then, she reached for the pull, stepped onto the running board, and damn if she didn’t slip and fall backward. His free arm snaked out, pulling her against his chest, and God help him, she felt good there. He reflexively held her tighter. Heart racing, Jenny in one arm, baby in the other, he couldn’t believe the fricking irony. Why—why—did he have to be holding her again?

      Punishment for their sins, he supposed.

      He deserved it, and she’d obviously paid dearly too.

      “Okay?” he asked softly in her ear.

      She gave a tight nod, and this time, when she stepped back onto the running board, Trevor pulled her up from inside the truck. She reached for her baby as soon as she sat down, and Stan gently handed the little boy over. This simple action—so small, and yet so intimate—brought Stan back to an image he’d worked hard to forget: Jenny cooing over a baby on the boardwalk one morning during their whirlwind weeks in Palm Beach; how it had struck him then just how much he’d have liked to start a family with her. It had been a near fatal blow when he’d had to put such fantasies to the wayside.

      For the rest of the drive, Jenny stared out the window, pointedly not looking at him. He knew this because he had difficulty turning away from her. In fact, he’d watched until she’d fallen asleep. Sleeping, she looked almost calm, a welcome reprieve from the lingering contempt he’d seen in her eyes while she was awake.

      When they arrived at the private airport a short time later, however, Jenny startled awake with a gasp, eyes darting around the insides of the vehicle as she took in her current surroundings before calming. Stan stared, gobsmacked at how quickly and fully she recovered from her panicked awakening, almost like it was practiced. It made him wonder if this kind of wake-up was a normal occurrence for her. Suddenly, having her at the compound seemed like a good idea after all.

      Their pilot was waiting at the ready so it wasn’t long before they were cleared for takeoff. Stan sat facing Jenny and the interior of the cabin, doing his best not to stare, though it was a subpar attempt. He was a literal wreck inside. He could still smell her hair, the scent of her shampoo and conditioner lingering from when he’d had her pulled up tightly against him.

      “I don’t want to go to my father’s,” she said abruptly, as they taxied the runway.

      “You’re in luck,” Stan said, hiding a smile. At least he could deliver one piece of good news. “I’ve been instructed to bring you to the Montgomery compound.”

      At this, she said nothing.

      Once the pilot announced that they’d reached cruising altitude, Jenny took the baby from his car seat and went about feeding and changing him on the sofa situated by the galley. Stan stood as she returned to her seat, holding out his hands to take the boy while she got comfortable. This time, her hesitation was less pronounced, though duly noted.

      Once she was settled, he tilted her seat back to an almost full recline, nestled the baby in next to her, and covered them both with a blanket.

      Then, he watched her sleep.

      He tried not to, but damn if he couldn’t help it.

      Glutton.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        En Route To Southampton

        New York

      

      

      

      Jenny was tired, confused, and frankly, completely unsure of how she felt. This was not the reunion she’d imagined only last year. God, how things had changed. Stan—the man she’d fallen deeply in love with, the man she’d always been in love with—had abandoned her when she’d needed him most, making Jenny question her newfound independence and the budding confidence she’d only begun to regain, whether she could even trust her own intuition anymore.

      When they’d parted after those two perfect weeks, Jenny had gone home to tell John that he had to sign the papers. That she was done playing games and didn’t care how it looked anymore. That it was over between them. That she’d paid her price and served her time. There was no more being jerked around. There was no going back. Ever.

      She hadn’t cared that it wouldn’t look good for the family. Appearances were just that, appearances. She’d known that the Monroes, with their historically prominent lineage, would find a suitable replacement for her. Naturally, she missed them at times, Jenny had a big, all-encompassing heart, but as was the case with most interfamily relationships, it had been a mixed bag.

      Honestly, based on how John had acted over the few years leading up to their divorce, she hadn’t even been sure he’d liked her anymore. He’d loved her—she did truly believe that—but it had felt more like how one loves and looks after a family member or pet. Obligatory. Protective.

      Upon further reflection, she was convinced that the rest had been merely optics. How good she’d looked on his arm, how well she’d spoken and represented the family. Not legal representation, unfortunately. Purely socially. Somehow, Jenny had found herself not perusing the career she’d always imagined for herself. She often wondered if John had feared she’d have outshined him as a lawyer. He had always been competitive. The girl, the reputation, the bank account. With distance, Jenny could see it for the self-serving exercise that it was. No good sportsmanship there.

      She wondered, too, if pressing the point, AKA proposing, back in law school had been more of a power play against Stan than anything John had really ever wanted to do. John’s win to Stan’s loss. If so, it had worked. She and John had married right after law school, and she hadn’t heard from Stan since. With her head in the sand for so long, what slowly became normal over the years after their marriage had been shocking. Even to her. The blinders had only started coming off when she’d traveled to visit her grandmother in hospice. It had been two years ago, right after the doctors had informed the family that her grandmother’s time was imminent.

      John couldn’t accompany her, which had turned out to be significant considering the revelations that followed. On the plane ride over, Jenny had realized with a start that it was the first trip she had taken by herself since they’d gotten together. She and John had always traveled together. In fact, on the occasions he couldn’t get away, she’d postponed her travel plans until he could.

      Horrid circumstances aside, going home had been just the break she’d needed. At first, she’d been nervous about traveling alone, which was silly really; she was a grown woman after all, and she’d traveled her whole life. But John had become her cruise director. Looking back, he’d really been the arbiter of her life, not the fun-loving, cheery partner she’d pretended him to be. She’d lied to herself for so long that it had been hard to dismantle the illusion she’d created in her head. Defense mechanism—one hundred percent.

      Jenny remembered feeling lighter the moment the car service picked her up to take her to the airport, then even more so on the plane ride home; and when she’d walked into her parents’ house, she’d been overcome with a wave of nostalgia and warmth. It had been as if she was on new footing, or maybe solid footing. For the first time in years, that daughter and sister she’d always been had returned. How odd to have lost the essence of who she was for so long. Marveling at how good it had felt to be herself, Jenny had wondered how it had happened, realizing quickly that the only difference between the old Jenny and the new one had been John.

      A short time later, when she’d walked into her grandmother’s room, clasping her sister Marisa’s hand, it had felt like she’d been hit by a ton of bricks. Being in her grandmother’s presence had lifted the veil that had been hiding her truth. Clarity reigned. At least somewhat. A light bulb went off and all the things she’d brushed aside, made excuses about, or covered up, were suddenly glaring.

      Not little things. Not misunderstandings. Or even hurt feelings. Those things were normal and bound to happen in a relationship. What Jenny had realized then, was that her marital troubles ran deeper, and, at times, a bit more nefarious. Slowly, over the course of their relationship, John had begun controlling everything she did, everyone she saw, even the books she read and TV she watched. Jenny had gone from someone who loved to go out and be around people to someone who just…didn’t. From someone who’d had an opinion and fought for what she believed in to, well, someone who didn’t.

      She’d never given thought to the small ways John had changed over the years. The small ways that he had changed her. When compounded, the effects were startling. It was Jenny’s world according to Johnathan Bennet Monroe—and she’d never seen it coming.

      The revelation was embarrassing and terrifying.

      Of course, it figured that it had happened in the presence of her grandmother, who had been one of the wisest people Jenny knew. Nonnina, as they’d called her, had had a penchant for planting seeds. Tidbits of wisdom to steer her children and grandchildren in the right direction. How sad, Jenny had thought, that aside from barely-scratching-the-surface phone calls or formal family celebrations, she’d cut Nonnina out. She’d cut all of them out. Jenny had realized in that moment that she’d missed so much. All that time she could have spent with Nonnina, with her family—gone.

      She’d sat there, on the side of her bed, stunned. On the one hand wondering what had taken her so long, and on the other, knowing that timing was everything. She wouldn’t or couldn’t have seen it before.

      John had been stuck back home on a case, so Jenny had been able to stay for more than a week by herself. Again, something that seemed so trivial but, in her case, being on her own had greatly factored into what came next. The effect couldn’t be downplayed.

      She’d watched the familiar dynamics of her family through new eyes. Her dad always in the kitchen making fresh coffee and shooing her and Marisa away to steal some time together while he immersed himself in newspapers and periodicals. The affectionate hugs, touches, and laughter. The support for even the smallest things; even ridiculous, silly things, like when Marisa had come in with some roses she’d cut from her garden, and her dad had acted like she’d invented a new flower. God how she’d missed out. Even though her mom had passed by that point, all that love and affection had still thrived in her parents’ home. Being there with him and Marisa had felt right.

      Jenny had said an agonizing goodbye to her grandmother. The irony of losing Nonnina and finding herself wasn’t lost on her. It was as if her grandmother had given her an enormous parting gift in her last days. Nonnina’s final impact on her was profound, and she’d determined that she wouldn’t let it be in vain.

      When John had flown in for the funeral, Jenny had felt the shift. Inside, she’d been a nervous wreck. She’d been anxious all the time, which she’d realized had become her normal over the years with John. Compared to the ease and relaxation of the week she’d just spent with her family—even in the face of dealing with the imminent loss of her grandmother—the sudden tightening in her gut at John’s reappearance had been a vise. Suddenly, Jenny had found herself trying to micromanage everyone’s behavior to suit John, to minimize a bad reaction. It had been startling to see and feel the evident cause of her condition. Common denominator: John.

      What Jenny had begun to suspect, the reason she’d lived in denial for so long, had been suddenly impossible to ignore. Once the situation lay starkly before her, she’d had to do something about it.

      Unwilling to continue to live that way, she’d begun to think exclusively about building a new life for herself. A new life and a fresh start. One that included her family, but didn’t include John.

      At the disbursement of her grandmother’s estate a few days later, Jenny had learned just how much she’d been left. She’d surprised herself by opening a new brokerage account in her name only and having the funds transferred there. That was step one.

      By the time they’d returned home, another week had passed, with John mistaking her silence for grief, which had suited her just fine. So, within minutes of walking into the house, and with her grandmother a constant in her head, Jenny had told John she needed some space, that it was for both of their sakes. It had taken a few seconds to gain the courage to correct herself, but when she had, she’d told him quite frankly she didn’t want to stay married to him any longer. She didn’t belong with him. Maybe she never had. But the point was, she was taking back her life.

      John had thought she was joking, but she’d been deadly serious, and she’d quickly filed for divorce. While Jenny had enjoyed a burst of renewed confidence and freedom over the ensuing months, John had done his best to stall, to make things drag on much longer than necessary, and just generally make things difficult for her.

      Eventually, with all but the signatures on the final papers and a court date to make it official, Jenny had left. She’d taken what was left of the month of March and told him she’d be back the day before their court appearance, on April first.
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