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      Jack Murphy had been back in town for less than four weeks since he’d finished out his Navy contract and returned to Chatham, MA from where he’d been stationed in Bahrain. Already, his family had noted the changes in him.  Quieter. More brooding than he used to be. Refusing to take his old job as V.P. of Global Properties for the family business, Murphy Resorts.

      And, perhaps most notably, not bothering to show up for a family football game the day before even though all five Murphy brothers were back in town at once. Clearly, something was wrong.

      Jack’s younger brother, Keith, watched him now as they shared a table at their older brother’s engagement party currently taking place on the lawn of the family’s home overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. Jack stared out at the waves while – one table over- their father tapped his beer bottle to signal the crowd’s attention.

      As the family peacemaker, Keith naturally felt tasked to pinpoint the problem with Jack. He’d ruled out PTSD last week, thank God, after strong-arming his closed-mouthed brother into a conversation about his second overseas stint in four years. Instead, he’d discovered that all signs pointed to a woman problem.

      And that, Keith planned to address tonight.

      “To the future bride and groom!” Their father made the hearty toast that reverberated through the huge outdoor tent on the lawn.

      On cue, Keith clanked glasses with Jack and their two other brothers, Daniel and Kyle, while they raised a collective cheer for the eldest, Ryan, and his bride to be. At least one of the Murphy Men was in a good mood today.

      Not that they weren’t all glad for Ryan, whose hard work with Murphy Resorts, Inc. had more than earned him some personal happiness. That’s why all the Murphys heeded the call to return to Chatham, Massachusetts and the sprawling house on Cape Cod to take part in the outdoor engagement party brouhaha tonight.

      Jack didn’t bother suppressing an outright scowl despite the festivities. Even as the chamber ensemble gave way to a lively dance band that cranked up the tunes for the future bride and groom, Jack slid back into his chair and drummed his fingers on the white linen tablecloth.

      The guy’s problem had a name, of course. Alicia Le Blanc. She was a firecracker and just the kind of woman a strong-willed man needed. But with two ardent opinions at work, they’d been too stubborn to see the possibilities of a future together and Jack had joined the Navy at a critical juncture in their courtship, telling her not to wait for him.

      Nothing like slamming a door on a future.

      The family had assumed four years away from home – returning only on the occasional leave – would cure him of Alicia. But he’d returned from Bahrain more restless and edgy than ever. Something needed to be settled between those two, one way or another.

      Luckily, Keith had a plan to shove his hard-headed brother in the right direction since he just happened to have the woman in question aboard his boat and docked nearby at this very moment. Alicia had approached Keith two weeks ago with some questions about developing a business plan for a bed and breakfast she hoped to purchase. He might have simply given her the advice and sent her on her way except that the inn she wanted was up in Bar Harbor, Maine – close to where Keith needed to hand off his catamaran to one of his company’s VIPs as part of a corporate incentives reward. He’d agreed to give Alicia all the help she wanted, but with his busy schedule running his own company, Keith had talked her into letting him ferry her up to Bar Harbor when he relocated the boat.

      Right after Ryan’s engagement party. Right after Keith trotted out a little old-fashioned maneuvering to make sure Alicia’s ex- Jack – was aboard that boat tonight for the trip north instead of him.

      “So how’s the Vesta handling these days?” Keith began, turning the discussion to watercraft as the band launched into “Moonglow” and their parents took the floor beneath a small chandelier suspended under one of the tent canopies. “Are you getting tired of sailing solo yet?

      It was a comfortable, easy place to begin a familiar argument about the merits of their respective boats, and Keith tipped back the last of his champagne while he watched Jack’s scowl deepen. Around the small table, Danny peeled the label on his microbrew while Kyle thumbed a text message faster than a teenage girl in spite of his massive hands. The mild evening weather stirred a breeze fragrant with late blooming flowers the landscaper had imported for the occasion.

      “She’s as smooth as ever,” he bit out, although he didn’t seem to rise to defend the 26’ vintage fiberglass sailboat with the same fire and brimstone as usual. “But I’ve got an offer on her and I’m taking the boat down to Charleston this week to meet with a potential buyer.”

      Crap.

      Keith hadn’t planned for that possibility, thinking he could goad Jack into a boat switch for a few days with no problem.

      “You’re selling the Vesta?” This surprised him for a few reasons, not the least of which was because “Vesta” used to be Jack’s nickname for Alicia.

      What if Jack was truly making an effort to move on?

      “Probably. Maybe.” He shrugged. “Heading south this time of year is bound to be a good idea either way. I’m doing some investing in local businesses and I figured I might as well free up my capital to continue in that direction.”

      What direction? Keith wanted to shout since “investing” hardly amounted to the kind of hands-on work that Jack preferred. But he hadn’t found his footing since getting out of the Navy four weeks ago.

      All the more reason to forge ahead with his plan, right?

      “Yeah?” Thinking fast, Keith tried to envision how to make the scheme come together in light of the new wrinkle. “You ought to let me take the Vesta down there for you, bro. I have a client I need to see down that way and I’m well overdue for some down time.”

      Jack snorted. “You? Sail the Vesta solo all the way to South Carolina?” He shook his head. “You forget a vintage classic like a Pearson Triton doesn’t come equipped with all the techno-gadgets like satellite positioning and automatic docking that you need on the miniature corporate yacht you’ve got.”

      “Is that right?” Keith felt the same thrill as when he had a new client on the line, ready to close a deal that would reap fat rewards for his growing environmental consulting firm. He could tell he had Jack on the hook. “I’ll bet I could handle the Vesta a whole hell of a lot easier than you could navigate a state-of-the-art 45’ power catamaran on your own.”

      Across the table, Daniel’s eyes flicked their way and Kyle set down his phone, their brothers drawn into the bickering like moths to a flame. Hell, they’d forged a brotherhood by more than blood. Every Murphy present was used to the unspoken family code of “don’t talk the talk if you can’t walk the walk.”

      And they all talked a damned good game. Bets and competitions were their way of life. No clan affair was complete without an impromptu game of football or a wager over who could throw a ball, horseshoe, javelin, you-name-it the farthest.

      “Do you remember who you’re talking to?” Jack shook his head in disbelief, though he lowered his voice in deference to the fact that their mother had zeroed in on their table and was making her way toward them with determined steps. “You think I don’t know state of the art boats? I’ve been in the U.S. Navy for the last four years.”

      The hard glint in his green eyes told Keith his brother wasn’t backing down. Of course, Jack could handle the boat. It was Alicia LeBlanc who would provide the challenge. And damned if Keith didn’t feel the smallest twinge of compassion for sending Jack into the fray unarmed and unaware.

      But Keith knew what it was like to get taken in by a manipulative woman. And it pissed him off to think about his brother setting aside someone like Alicia without looking back. People fortunate enough to have something special like that had no business throwing it away.

      Their mother arrived at the table in her peach silk dress and dyed to match pumps, her outfit perfectly coordinated with the harvest-themed colors of the engagement party. Colleen Murphy was all elegance on the outside with her understated diamond earrings and her French manicure, but she had a steely strength as tough as any of her sons. The fire in her light blue eyes right now suggested her maternal radar had gotten wind of a wager in the making.

      “Boys?” She intervened discreetly, her gaze moving over each one slowly. “We agreed there would be no resolving discrepancies with feats of strength tonight, remember?”

      On cue, Kyle flexed a bicep for show. “As if there was any point to that when the winner is so obvious.”

      Keith rose to his feet to put her at ease.

      “No arguments here, Mom.” He kissed her cheek as he pulled a set of keys from his pocket and tossed them on the white linen tablecloth. “Jack offered me a chance for a little downtime on the sailboat this week since I was in the market for a vacation. He offered to take my boat up to Bar Harbor to my company’s chief financial officer while I get to sail the Vesta down to Charleston to meet a guy who wants to buy it. Just a friendly swap.”

      Danny snickered. Kyle hid his grin behind a champagne glass. And Keith had to pat himself on the back for pulling off this operation so smoothly.

      “That’s it?” his mother pressed. “A friendly trade?” She peered around the table, daring any of them to disagree.

      Jack rose, staring Keith down for a little longer than was strictly necessary before offering a warm smile to their mom.

      “That’s it,” he assured her. He took Keith’s keys and pocketed them. “I’m docked two slips down from you, bro. And since I don’t have one damn thing worth locking up, you won’t need a set of keys to get in. Good luck with a boat that doesn’t come with enough horsepower to fuel a jet engine. Sailing single-handed requires elbow grease.”

      Keith yawned to demonstrate what he thought of the warning.

      “Not a problem. When you cut yourself off from the rest of the world, it’s easy to focus on one thing.” He loosened his tie. “I could use the life of leisure for a week.”

      Kyle whistled under his breath at the implication Jack was taking it easy. But damn it, when was he going to get back to overseeing the global properties for Murphy Resorts, a position he’d vacated to take the Navy gig?

      Jack seemed ready to fire back a retort when their mom extended a peach-silk covered arm between them and gestured to Kyle and Danny.

      “Speaking of leisure,” she blurted, no doubt to divert them, “there are some lovely young ladies here who would probably enjoy a turn on the dance floor.”

      How was that for a segue? Kyle and Danny took the bait, standing to attend their bachelor duties as the band took up a swing tune.

      Jack’s jaw flexed in an obvious effort to swallow back whatever he’d been about to say. He tapped Keith on the center of his chest. “Your life is only as complicated as you make it, hotshot. I’ll have your boat relocated to Bar Harbor in a few days and leave myself enough time to take in the sights.” Jack turned to their mother and kissed her cheek. “Mom, it’s been a pleasure. I’ll pay my respects to the happy couple on my way out.”

      When Jack had disappeared into the darkness and out of earshot, Keith’s mom peered up at him.

      “I don’t suppose you care to tell me what that was all about?” She twisted the small diamond stud in one ear.

      “I’m just trying to remind Jack that ignoring the obstacles in life doesn’t make them go away.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about and no clue how a week on a spiffed up catamaran will call to mind any obstacles for Jack.” She tipped her head toward his shoulder. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      He thought about Alicia who should have already arrived aboard his boat and would quite possibly be safely asleep by now since he’d warned her he would be late arriving but would get underway as soon as he could. They’d set up a tentative meeting to talk over the business plan tomorrow afternoon. That was his only regret in his scheme to help Jack confront his past. Keith genuinely had some ideas for her, but he’d prepared a file to email her in the morning so she wouldn’t be deprived of that input.

      Besides, Jack knew more about the hospitality industry than him after working in the family business before he joined the Navy. Keith had gotten out from under the family thumb early in his career to pursue his environmental consulting company. Ultimately, Jack would provide better input for Alicia’s business plan.

      “Trust me.” He took his mom’s arm and led her toward the dance floor. “When you run as hard and fast as Jack does from problems, you’re bound to slam headfirst into trouble sooner or later. I’m merely speeding up the inevitable collision.”

      His mother’s heels stuck to the turf they’d laid to protect the lawn, her feet never reaching the hardwood dance surface. Keith could practically see the wheels turning in her mind, her delicately arched blond brows furrowed in thought before they smoothed out again.

      Clearly, she’d reached the only logical conclusion about an obstacle in Jack’s life. The one thing he’d run from hard and fast. Love – in the form of Alicia LeBlanc.

      “Don’t tell me Alicia is in Bar Harbor.”

      “Better yet, she’s on my boat.” Keith grinned, unrepentant.  He tugged his cell phone out of his pocket slid open the keypad. “But don’t worry. I’ll give Jack a heads-up… once I’m sure it’s too late to turn back.”
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      Jack’s cell phone buzzed at least three times before he even got his brother’s sleek 45’ power catamaran into the open water.

      He knew it was nothing pressing since the text messages had subject lines like “quick heads-up” as opposed to “URGENT.” So he ignored them, figuring Keith wanted to share a lot of nitnoid details about his high-end vessel- as if Jack couldn’t figure out how to steer a boat without the help of GPS gizmos. Jack had succeeded in life by knowing when to tune out the rest of the world, a lesson his workaholic brother had yet to process.

      Keith the Corporate Mogul took every incoming call like it was life or death, assuming the world couldn’t turn without his input. Jack had weathered enough of life’s storms to know plenty of problems blew themselves out without him lifting a finger. While Keith positioned himself for the Forbes list, Jack was content to invest some of his savings in local businesses since returning home a month ago. Nothing big. He gave a couple of struggling bars a hand up in a rough economy while he figured out what direction he wanted his career to take now that he was out of the service. Returning to the family business wasn’t a direction that particularly appealed.

      In the meantime, he’d started selling off a few of his personal possessions to consolidate his assets and simplify his lifestyle. Truth be told, he was glad not to be the one to hand off the vintage Pearson Triton that was full of memories for him. Alicia had helped him christen the Vesta back when his life had made more sense.

      Not that he would think about her now, damn it. His brother’s engagement party had messed with his head tonight to put thoughts of her back in his brain.

      But you broke up with her because she was too young… some obnoxious voice in his head piped up. That problem no longer exists.

      The fact that they’d both matured, however, wouldn’t take away their bulldog personalities. Or erase the fact that she’d moved on since he’d been away. Any time he’d been home on leave in the past four years, she’d been dating someone else.

      If he had any sense, he would fall for someone softer. Someone who wouldn’t argue his every decision. Someone a whole lot less like him. But first, he needed to find a way to come to terms with a shared past he’d never really forgotten.

      Now, at about two-thirty in the morning, he had his ropes thrown off and he’d steered through the coastal traffic into open water. He’d checked out the chart plotter and the self-steering feature enough to feel comfortable moving around deck while the boat cruised ahead. No doubt about it, the power catamaran had every cool feature known to mankind, the Zeus steering system and GPS position locking features both incredibly cool bonuses that made handling a big vessel easy.

      He figured he’d put enough distance between him and the rest of the Murphy clan to settle down for the night. He was out of the main shipping lanes and his lights were burning bright, so he figured he’d get some rest.

      It would kill his mother to know it, but he hated the trips back home. Too many memories of a time where he’d dreamed of a different life for himself. Jamming the cell phone back in his jacket pocket, he tugged his tie off hours after leaving Ryan’s party. The fact that he hadn’t even changed out of his suit spoke volumes about his need to get underway, as far from Cape Cod and the possibility of bumping into Alicia as he could get. He needed to see her sooner or later – yes. But not until he figured out why the memory of her continued to mess with his head on a regular basis.

      He’d stopped at a convenience store for some supplies on his way out to the marina from the festivities – this despite Keith’s assurance the corporate toy was fully stocked – but other than that brief pause, he’d been running non-stop since he’d walked away from the family hoopla.

      The boat was a beauty. Now that he’d cooled down a bit, he could appreciate some of the features of Keith’s 45’ power catamaran. Roomy as hell. Laid out by someone who’d been at sea before, with no skimping on practical stuff even though there were some fluffy add-ons like a spa in the front deck. He switched on the nightlight in the hall leading to the forward cabin. He’d done a quickie inspection of the hull layout before he’d left the marina, tossing his bag into the cabin that looked like it had been recently used with the berth still rumpled and a duffel in one corner. Had to be the space Keith had used, therefore the one most likely to have sheets and an alarm clock at the ready.

      Yanking off his jacket and belt, he trailed clothes like a stripper, too wasted to hang things up. He didn’t even bother turning on the light when he slid into the queen size bed, liking the dark just fine. Oblivion couldn’t come soon enough after the day he’d had.

      He was happy for Ryan finding The One. Truly, he was. But seeing that promise of a future on both their faces had poured acid on an old wound, reminding him of the way Alicia had started to think long term with him when he’d been embroiled in family drama that had needed his attention. Those days should have been too long ago for him to remember their break up in such vivid detail.

      Unfortunately, he remembered all too well.

      On the plus side, he’d put some serious nautical miles between himself and the woman he’d walked out on before he finally drifted into exhausted sleep…
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        * * *

      

      Alicia LeBlanc could almost swear Jack Murphy was back in her arms.

      An annoying rational voice – inescapable even in her dreams – told her that was because she was on board a Murphy-owned boat. Dealing with Keith and arranging transportation to Bar Harbor to check out a business prospect had put his whole family back in the forefront of her mind after all these years, and that’s why her subconscious had concocted a delicious nighttime fantasy about Keith’s older brother.

      “Jack,” she sighed his name in her half-sleep, resenting the bitchy practical side of her who insisted she was just dreaming. Why couldn’t she simply enjoy sexy dreams like the rest of the population?

      Because dreaming about him makes you weak! Her cranky ego shouted.

      Undaunted, she pressed her cheek to Jack’s broad, bare chest. Her dreams added muscle and weight to his younger form, altering her memories of him to account for the Navy-hardened form he sported these days. She’d caught sight of him on the beach earlier in the week when she’d been giving kite surfing lessons to tourists, one of her many gigs while she saved up the money for her own coastal bed and breakfast. Nothing big like Murphy Resorts owned all over the Cape, but something small and personal where she could entertain all the time and share her love of the water with travelers. She’d been hooking up the safety harness on a couple of college kids who wanted to catch big air on the water when she had heard Jack’s voice carrying from farther out in the surf.

      Sure enough, he’d sailed into sight on the Vesta – even the name of his sailboat cutting her like a knife since it had been his nickname for her once. She might have taken a moment’s pleasure in knowing he’d kept the boat even though he’d dumped her, but Keith had informed her afterward that Jack had already made plans to sell the vessel to a friend down in Charleston later that week. Apparently he’d been too busy saving the world during his Navy stint to ditch the vintage Pearson Triton 26-footer the second he’d ousted her from his life.

      Damn the man.

      Still, he was hot and hard everywhere in this dream moment that would be over all too soon. She pressed a kiss to his naked chest, her tongue darting along the flat pectoral to steal a taste of him. He was salty with sea air, just the way she remembered. Turning her cheek against him, she absorbed his warmth, her fingers finding the dark hair along the center of his chest. She followed the smooth path lower, savoring the way his skin tightened at her touch, his muscles twitching in response.

      Greedy for more, she rubbed her breasts against him, arching into his body so she touched as much of him as she could. The friction had her heart racing. Pleasure simmered in her veins and she wondered why her brain insisted on maintaining the reality of her tank top between them in the fantasy.

      Ditto Jack’s boxer shorts.

      She’d slid a thigh between his at some point and she resented the presence of lightweight cotton, no matter that the fabric was soft. What she wanted throbbed behind the fly and she had every intention of enjoying it. Enjoying him.

      No small talk needed in a dream.

      “Jack,” she murmured his name, liking the feel of it on her tongue, liking that she’d banished reality, loving that the feel of him was so real.

      Smoothing her fingers over his face, she grazed deep stubble that would sting her cheek if she rubbed against him there. The strong, square line of his jaw remained as stubborn and immovable as ever, the rigid set broken only with a dimple centered in his chin. For old time’s sake, she touched the depression, but the contact was too full of old emotions when she only wanted passion. To lose herself in the feel of him.

      It had been so long for her. No one else had compared to this man even though she’d searched for someone to fill the void in her heart.

      But right now, she could have him again.

      “Alicia?” His voice warmed her ear, his lips coming alive as she undulated against him.

      “Yes,” she confirmed, wanting to be the only one he thought about. There’d been a time she’d been certain she was the only woman that mattered to him. “I’m so ready,” she whispered, rocking her hips against his.

      Heat blossomed between her legs and she palmed his thigh to keep the pressure of him right where she wanted it.

      “Alicia.” The cold bark of his voice knifed through the dream like a pin in a balloon, deflating all that sexed-up heat.

      The warm body beside hers scrambled away. Hell, he scrambled right out of the bed. She blinked in the darkness, her pulse racing as her knee fell against the empty mattress without his thigh to prop hers up. What the…

      A horrible thought occurred to her.

      “I’m not dreaming.”  She clutched the bedspread of the queen berth to her aching body, eyes straining to see in the cabin with only a sliver of moonlight coming through a porthole and a dull glow from a nightlight flickering out in the hall near the galley.

      She prayed she would wake up. Prayed this was a fantasy turned mortifying nightmare, but as she took in Jack Murphy’s glowering expression above her, she knew she didn’t have enough imagination to conjure up all the fury she saw there.

      Oh God. There must have been some mix-up…

      “What are you doing here?” He flipped on an overhead light, frying her retinas and making her all too aware of the thin pajama bottoms she’d worn to bed with her tank top.

      No, it was Jack’s forest green glare raking up and down her exposed gams that tripped a keen awareness of the limited wardrobe. Flipping the rest of the bedspread up and over her lower half, she sat up in the bed with a quilted cocoon.

      “I might ask you the same question,” she shot back hotly, already imagining ways to strangle Keith for this. “Where is your brother?”

      Not waiting for an answer, she hopped off the bed and marched past Jack, ready to duke it out with the only Murphy she’d remained friends with after the big break-up between her and Jack.

      “He’s not here.” Jack halted her forward progress with one long arm, hauling her back into the bedroom. “And if he was, don’t you think you’re a littler under-dressed to speak with him?”

      The feel of his arm across her stomach, even through double layers of quilt, burned into her skin. Her breast brushed his forearm for the briefest moment, but the memory of that contact remained in her tingling flesh. She tightened her hold on the bedspread, wishing she could squeeze away the sensation.

      His naked chest was mere inches away from her in the small cabin, the berth just big enough for the bed and a space to dress. It occurred to her she’d actually kissed – licked – that chest just moments ago in her sleep. In fact, her hormones were still so hyped up and confused that the thought of her lips on his tanned skin made her mouth run dry.

      “What do you mean, he’s not here?” With the lights on and her bare feet planted on the carpeted cabin floor, she realized something was wrong. Peering out the nearest porthole, she couldn’t see the marina lights. Dark ocean glimmered darkly back at her. They were out to sea. The beginnings of panic tickled the back of her neck. “Where is he?”

      “You were waiting for Keith?” He ignored her question to ask his own.

      And didn’t that help remind her why it was just as well they’d broken up? He was a man accustomed to having his own way.

      “Yes, damn it.” The panic jumped higher, clogging her throat. “He’s supposed to take me to Bar Harbor and help me finalize a business plan on the way. I’m looking at a bed and breakfast up there--”

      “Why?” he interrupted.

      That couldn’t possibly be jealousy she heard in his voice. Frustration spiked, mingled with embarrassment, and all around made it difficult to maintain her patience.

      “First, tell me what happened to Keith.” She worked up a glower of her own, recalling Jack could steamroll her if she didn’t give as good as she got with him. “Tell me where we are and why Keith is not here.”

      She’d save the questions about why he felt it was okay to climb into bed with her after breaking her heart and leaving town four years ago. Damn him, she was the one who deserved some answers.

      “Keith knew you were on the boat.” Jack didn’t seem terribly cowed by her threatening glare, but at least he’d paused in the inquisition to take out his cell phone. Tapping some keys, he appeared to scroll through a screen. “That must have been what he texted me about.”

      “Well I still don’t understand.” She barreled past him again, determined to check their headings if Jack wouldn’t pony up any answers. “Has it occurred to you or your brother that I might have a lot riding on this trip?”

      Not waiting for his answers this time, she stomped through the galley and up toward the helm in her blanket, clutching the spread tight against the sea winds that swirled down the hatch.

      “And did you know the Murphys aren’t the only people in the world who are passionate about their business?” she asked, on a roll now. “I never would have taken such a slow route to Bar Harbor if Keith hadn’t agreed to look over my business plan for me and give me his input on it along the way.” An awful thought occurred to her. She whirled around on the stairs to find Jack a half step behind her. “Does this have to do with some brotherly wager?”

      Bets and contests of all varieties were the favorite pastimes of the Murphy men. Just ask anyone who’d lived in Chatham, Massachusetts for the last decade. After the annual Thanksgiving Regatta out on the open water, they returned home for the front lawn Turkey Bowl, a contest so official there were paid refs imported from out of town. Then there was the bet Jack had once made with Ryan to see how fast he could talk her into a kiss. Although that one—well, she hadn’t been all that offended at the time.

      Jack’s pause was telling.

      “Come back downstairs,” he insisted. “We need to talk.”

      “Hmm. You forget that conversation for you consists of asking all the questions while I do all the answering. Sorry, but I’ll pass.” She had every intention of reaching Bar Harbor with a workable business plan in place before her appointment with the owner of the seaside bed and breakfast she’d had her eye on these last few months. With little capital to put down on the place, she wanted to have a thorough game plan mapped out for the bank. If she couldn’t nab a business loan, the inn could wind up in foreclosure.

      She needed a fresh start some place new now that Jack was back home on the Cape.  She’d gotten over their break up a long time ago. Truly, she had. But it had been easier when he was in the Navy or globe hopping for Murphy Resorts and she didn’t have to see him around town. Now that he’d started investing in` businesses around Chatham, he obviously planned on spending more time there. And while she’d like to think they could live in the same town, she wasn’t anxious to see him show up at the local clam bake with some girl she’d gone to school with or—worse – some jet set sophisticate he’d met on one of his European jaunts.

      She was over him on the condition she didn’t have his future rubbed in her face. While she wouldn’t call herself a sore loser, per se, she was competitive enough to prefer winning.

      Darting the rest of the way up the stairs, she stepped onto the helm. Night air blew over her, the fall temperatures out on the water decidedly cool even though the day had been gorgeous back home on the Cape. Sea breeze dotted her cheek with cool moisture, the taste of the salt spray on her lips reminding her of Jack’s skin. Ignoring the hum of residual pleasure through her body, she bent to check the chart plotter and the headings he’d set. Thankfully, Jack didn’t try to stop her. She didn’t think she could handle any more touching. Her body still sang with the seductive contact earlier.

      “We’re going to Bar Harbor,” Jack told her finally, interpreting the longitude and latitude information for her since the high tech gadgetry wasn’t giving up any obvious clues. He checked a few instruments and made an adjustment to some stray dial. “Keith and I traded boats tonight after we got into a b.s. argument about who had the better vessel. Dumb guy stuff.”

      She whirled around to face him, wondering how he could stand the wind with no shirt on. But then, he’d practically been born on a boat. He looked like a gorgeous Poseidon with his granite wedge of shoulders and his dark brown hair blowing in the breeze. He’d pulled on a pair of trousers, the dark pants unbuttoned at his waist where a hint of dark cotton boxers showed through the open v above the fly.

      And whoa. How did her eyes end up on that southward journey? She yanked her gaze back to his tanned skin and the crinkle of tiny lines around his eyes that spoke of long days outdoors. They’d been there even when he was younger—he had a smile that lit up his whole expression but it was one that she’d only been privy to for a single incredible year together. The lines were deeper now, as if they’d been baked in from the sun all those months on a destroyer in the Pacific.

      “So if you told him you had a better boat than him, how exactly did you end up sailing his out of the marina while I was sleeping?” She’d known the engagement party would run long. Keith had told her to make herself comfortable because he’d be late arriving.

      She’d done exactly that. Had he set her up for this? Her stomach dropped at the idea he would do something so underhanded when she’d thought they were friends.

      “Hmm…” He scratched a hand over his jaw. “I seem to recall I might have taunted him about his lack of love life right before I accused him of not knowing how to sail. I mean, will you look at this thing?” He gestured off-handedly to the state of the art equipment on the helm. The tiny hot tub built into the foredeck. “How does this floating house party bear any resemblance to boating as we know it?”

      For a moment, the “we” sucked her in, included her in that exclusive little club of insiders that Jack respected. His list had always been short, his high standards tough for most mortals to meet. When she had been among the people Jack trusted, the feeling had been awfully damn happy for a girl who’d grown up without the mother who’d checked out on the family long ago and with a father more committed to his job than his kids. Compared to what she’d grown up with, Jack Murphy had once seemed like a Prince Charming hero to save the day.

      Not anymore.

      “So you didn’t want to take his party cruiser, but you were so dead set on forcing him to sail a real man’s watercraft that you swapped vessels.” She was starting to form a picture now. She could almost hear the conversation at Ryan’s party. “And what do you think Keith’s motive was for taking you up on the trade when he knew damn well I would be on board?”

      A gust of wind blew the bedspread open around her legs, the fabric lifting clear up to her undies. She battled it back down, stuffing the excess fabric between her knees to pin it in place.

      She thought she spied a flash of male appreciation in his eyes before he recovered the glower that seemed to be his trademark expression around her.

      “I can’t imagine what he was thinking, but you can damn well bet I’m going to find out.” He waved his phone again.

      “If you even get a cell signal out here.” She sighed. “Look, why don’t we just tuck into land wherever we are and I’ll catch a bus to Bar Harbor. No harm, no foul.”

      She moved back toward the hatch to return downstairs and dress. She didn’t need this kind of garbage in her life. Whatever Keith had in mind by throwing her together with Jack tonight, it wasn’t going to work. Any chance of making peace between them had ended when he signed up for the Navy the second he’d finished telling her they were through.

      Nothing like giving her the ultimate kiss-off. Not only did he dump her, but he’d also hot-footed it to the other side of the globe and sold himself to Uncle Sam in the process just to make damn sure she knew how serious he was about getting away from her.

      Or at least, that’s how it had seemed to her. And he’d never disabused her of the notion, keeping his explanations to a bare minimum in a way that had hurt like hell.

      “No.” Jack’s arms were around her, stopping her.

      It didn’t make sense because she could see how much of a hardship it was for him to be near her. To touch her. Most guys would have at least let her dream on in her aroused state when they’d been in bed together, but Mr. Noble and Upstanding had been too honorable to cop an extra ten-second feel, bolting out of bed like she’d been a pariah.

      So why did he have his arms around her now?

      “Excuse me?” Her hair whipped around her face in a cross wind and she had to push it aside so she could see him.

      “I will take you to Bar Harbor.” His hands warmed her right through the fabric where he touched the quilt. The rest of her remained chilled while two perfect imprints of his palms flared hot on her forearms. “I have to go there anyhow to drop off the boat for Keith’s colleague.”

      “That doesn’t mean we ought to travel together.” How could she survive being penned up on a boat with her controlling, I-know-best ex-boyfriend? Not in this lifetime. “In fact, that’s the worst idea I’ve ever heard.”

      He turned her out of the wind, taking most of it on his back and shielding her from the light spray the gusts kicked up. He was protective like that. Always had been. Some would call that thoughtful. But there came a point where a woman didn’t want to be wound up in bubble wrap for safe keeping and somehow Jack had never understood that about her. He’d told her she shouldn’t wait for him while he was in the Navy since it would be too much to expect of her.

      Another way he’d cut her to the core.

      “You didn’t think it was such a bad idea ten minutes ago when we were in bed together.”

      She’d need a crowbar to pry her jaw off the deck.

      “You did not just say that to me,” she managed finally, her throat cracking on a dry note at the reminder of how she’d been drawn to him like a magnet. “I was asleep. Are you going to hold it against me that I was having some anonymous sexy dream?”

      “It was hardly anonymous. You said my name.”

      “Did I?” She vaguely recalled this. “I wouldn’t know what I said or did because I was sleeping.”

      “Would you like me to remind you?” His hands shifted ever so subtly on her arms, the play of his fingers up her shoulders taking the touch from gentle restraint to… sensual? Romantic?

      She didn’t know how to define it since the last time she checked Jack Murphy had told her to have a nice life since they clearly weren’t meant for each other. The news came after their umpteenth argument about how to make a relationship work while she was still in college and he was globetrotting for his father’s company. He’d ditched her and the family job in one swoop, encouraging her to date guys her own age since he was “tying her down,” preventing her from having a real college experience.

      “You. Wouldn’t. Dare.” She knew him well enough to know he would never use her attraction against her. He was all about protectiveness. Doing what was best for her even when she’d hated it.

      As his eyes narrowed, a dangerous light glittered in their depths. Too late she realized she’d also just issued him a challenge to a man who’d never known how to walk away from one.
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