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[image: ]




“Helena, don’t go in there. The man probably has a naked woman in his bedroom. Or maybe more than one.”

The sound of raised voices on this quiet stretch of Maine coastland snagged Jackson Castle’s attention and he put down his horrendously bad cup of coffee and moved to the open window of the spacious vacation home he’d rented just yesterday. The sight that greeted him had him widening his eyes. A caramel- haired beauty was surrounded by four big males, their arms crossed before them, frowns on their faces. The beauty stood next to her car, smiling patiently, seemingly unaware that she was outnumbered.

“Look, guys, you know and I know that I love you to death, but do I have to tell you for the five millionth time that you’re my brothers, not my keepers? And besides, you don’t have to worry. I’ve seen a naked woman before. I’ve even been one from time to time.”

“You know darn well what we meant, Helena. The thing is, we just don’t want you working for Jackson Castle. Not in such an intimate setting, anyway.”

Interesting, Jackson thought with a raised brow, and he realized who the woman must be. This was obviously Helena Austin, his new temporary chef and housekeeper. And her brothers didn’t want her working for him?

“I know you don’t, Bill,” the woman said, a sad, affectionate note in her voice. “And I also know why. You’ve been listening to all the chatter in town, the rumors that Mr. Castle collects women for a hobby.”

One of the other brothers snorted. “Who needs rumors? I saw Castle in town yesterday. I know what he looks like, I know his reputation even without the local rumors, and, well hell, he’s got eight bedrooms here and he’s staying alone. What do you think he’s planning on using all those beds for?”

The beauty smiled sweetly. “Sleeping, Hank?”

“Sleeping with a lot of different women. Sleeping with you, maybe. He wishes,” the man standing next to Hank said.

“Thomas, get serious,” she drawled, rolling her eyes. “Would you look at me?”

And as the men shifted, Jackson got a good look at her. He sucked in a deep breath.

“She’s pregnant,” he whispered to himself. And not just pregnant, but wildly pregnant.

“Doesn’t matter,” Thomas answered.

“Sorry, buddy, but I’m afraid that you couldn’t be more wrong,” Jackson said under his breath as the woman rolled her eyes in disbelief. If that lady was who he thought she was, it mattered a great deal and perhaps he wouldn’t be hiring her after all. This woman was lovely, and lovely was usually a good thing. But pregnant? He happened to have a history with pregnant women. It wasn’t a good one, either, beginning with the day his mother had given birth to her unwanted child on a cold, dark, gritty street and ending with his wife conceiving another man’s child. And no, he didn’t intend on making any more history. At least, not of that nature.

Still, he did have a decided weakness for women in this delicate, vulnerable stage of their lives, and he could see that her brothers’ consternation was making them less than heedful of the lady’s situation.

She shouldn’t be standing in the sun for so long.

He pushed open the door and stepped outside, making his way across the deck and down the stairs to the Austins.

It didn’t bother him that he was still looking like the morning after a late night. The details of the project he was planning had kept him awake far into the night, and now his dark hair was still tousled from sleep, his white shirt hung open, he hadn’t yet shaved. In short, he looked like the street thug he’d once been rather than the billionaire he’d become. But so much the better. He needed to look a bit formidable right now, and with his height, there was no question that he did.

Jackson cleared his throat.

“Something I can do for you, gentlemen?” He turned dark eyes on the male bodyguards standing before him.

The man standing closest to the beauty frowned and stuck his chest out. “I don’t think so. We were just leaving,” he said. “All of us. Come on, Helena.”

But the lady shook her head. She smiled politely up at Jackson. She sidestepped her brothers and moved in front of them, and Jackson saw that her eyes were a deep, clear aqua.

“Good morning. You must be Mr. Castle. I hope we didn’t wake you. You’ve probably already guessed that I’m Helena Austin, your new cook and housekeeper, so if you’re ready for me, I’ll begin.” Jackson began to get an idea just why her brothers were getting so protective about her. Her eyes were like open windows, deep and inviting. At close range, that voice, low and sweet, sank right into a man’s skin and made him...hot. Jackson forced himself to remember that what she was offering to begin was purely impersonal in nature.

Then she smiled an impish smile and glanced over her shoulder at her brothers. “We don’t come as a package. My brothers are just here on their lunch hour—to wish me well. Aren’t you?” she asked.

“Helena,” the one called Thomas warned, a groan in his voice, and the lady turned those concerned eyes on her brother.

“Please,” she said. “This is my work.” The word work was so filled with meaning that for a moment, Jackson almost thought she’d meant to say life. But, of course, he was just thinking in his own terms. His work had been his life for a long time. He liked it that way.

“Good morning, Ms. Austin,” Jackson said, ignoring the glares of the brothers. He supposed they would be happy to know he was on their side. The beauty was definitely enticing, with her voice that could make a man mad with lust and her long caramel-gold hair that summoned images of Lady Godiva riding naked, cloaked only by hair just like Helena’s. She was much too enticing for an employee who would be in his home day in and day out. Helena Austin made him think of kissing his way down her bare shoulder, and that just wouldn’t fly. He wasn’t a man who engaged in real relationships, and a pregnant woman had needs that didn’t involve the words short-term or hot.

“I’m looking forward to working here,” the lady said with cheerful determination.

Jackson couldn’t help smiling back. He wasn’t sure if he would have been able to smile and ignore four golden growling giants if he’d been in her shoes. She was dwarfed by all of them, her condition making her even more fragile looking. But she had an eager, willful expression in her eyes, and the look of a child pretending there are no bogeymen under the bed—when every six-year-old knows that monsters do exist.

Jackson had known his share of monsters. He’d battled them into submission, and so he warmed to the lady in spite of himself.

His answering smile must have opened up something within her. “They usually don’t bite,” she confided. “They’re just a little cranky because they were out late playing poker last night. Besides, it’s always bothered them that I’m a bit stubborn.”

“A bit?” The one named Hank practically roared the words. “Helena, we really need to talk. Hon, maybe you’ve forgotten that we were going to have lunch together today.”

She widened those big aqua eyes in disbelief. “I’ll ask Annette to measure your nose tonight to see if it’s grown another inch or two, Hank,” she promised. “But I would love to have lunch with you. Maybe next week one day?”

His brow furrowed. His eyes clouded over. “This is a mistake, Helena,” he said suddenly. “I just don’t want to see you jumping before you think again. I don’t want to see you make another mistake you’ll regret.”

Hank’s glance fell to her rounded abdomen.

She sucked in a deep breath and raised her chin.

Immediately her brother’s face filled with guilt. “I—damn, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

She bit down on her lip. “I know you didn’t.”

Admiration seeped into Jackson’s soul, as well as a trace of anger at her brothers’ actions, and he took a step forward. He didn’t know the lady’s circumstances, but he knew she had to be feeling more than a bit humiliated in this awkward public situation. This was a conversation that should have taken place elsewhere, and he wondered why it hadn’t. As for the rest, well, he might have changed his mind about hiring her, but he darn well wasn’t going to dismiss her in front of a crowd, even if that crowd was related to her. This would be done right. In private.

And under the right physical conditions.

Jackson turned his attention to the brothers. “Your sister needs to sit down. It’s a shame we can’t continue this conversation right now, but I believe Ms. Austin and I have business to conduct. I’d prefer that we do that inside, out of the morning sun,” he said, his crisp voice breaking into the silence. He began to button his shirt, first the cuffs and then the rest. He stood taller, in that regal way he had practiced from the day he’d been taken off the streets in this very town and given a chance at life. He assumed the stance that had seen him through success after success. “If you’ll excuse us?” he said to her brothers. “Ms. Austin?” He held out his arm.

She shrugged apologetically at her brothers, then placed her slender hand on Jackson’s sleeve. The heat of her fingers slipped right through the soft cotton. He had a feeling he understood all too well why her brothers worried. Men would be drawn to this one. They might do many things without thinking.

But he wouldn’t.

“We’ll talk later,” she promised her brothers softly.

“Definitely,” Bill promised in return. “No question we’ll talk.”

Then she turned her back on them and smiled up at Jackson.

Jackson thought that a few more summer flowers might have unfurled at that moment. The light from the lady’s smile was that powerful.

Still, he kept walking. He led her up the steps of the deck, across the wooden planking. He opened the door and showed her inside the large blue-and-white kitchen that filled the back of the house.

“Please, have a seat.” He gestured to a chair.

“Of course.” She glanced around the room as she sat, her gaze taking in the polished surface of his island cooktop, the inlaid wood of the built-in refrigerator. “I’m sorry about what happened outside.”

“No problem at all.”

“My brothers have always been a bit overprotective, but lately they’ve gone overboard.”

“They care for you.”

She raised her brows. “They do, but they don’t have any real reason to worry. I’m just here, as you know, to cook.”

She stared at him intently, and he figured she was worrying that he might have overheard what he had, in fact, overheard. That he might have wondered if this conversation was going to take on personal undertones.

He glanced at the pathetic pot of sludgy coffee he’d made. “I definitely need a cook,” he said, half to himself.

Her laughter bubbled up as her gaze followed his. “Well, you’ve certainly got all the equipment to produce some masterful meals, Mr. Castle.” She jumped up, ruining all of Jackson’s well-intentioned efforts to get her off her feet. She circled the kitchen, eyeing it with what almost seemed a lustful intent as she brushed her fingertips over the polished surface of his island cooktop, as she breathed in the scent of the wood cabinets and raked her palm across the top-of-the-line refrigerator.

A hint of a sigh escaped her. “It’s beautiful, you know, a cook’s dream come true. I’m not sure you can really relate, Mr. Castle, but to me, your kitchen is a bit like fantasyland. All this golden wood and glass. You’ve got some absolutely wonderful appliances.” She gazed up at him, a dreamy look on her face.

He almost grinned at her choice of words, even though he was sure she was referring to the world-class espresso machine she had glanced toward. Still, the word fantasy was oddly appropriate for the moment, because watching her speak, it occurred to Jackson that Helena Austin’s lips were like pink candy, and would tempt any man to cover her mouth with his own and gorge on the honey that lay within.

Jackson took a deep breath and reminded himself that this was business and Helena Austin’s lips were forbidden fruit. He didn’t hire women he desired. The possibilities for difficulties were just too great. Hiring a woman he desired who was also pregnant could only serve as a reminder of the times in his life he preferred not to dwell on. Still, he’d had years of working with employees. Telling this...applicant she wouldn’t suit wasn’t simply a case of sending her out the door. It was a delicate matter, especially since she was already coveting his appliances.

“I’m glad you approve.” He kept his tone carefully light.

She tilted her head in acknowledgment of his comment. “I do, and I’m sorry you’re having to scramble to find someone to put your lovely kitchen to use. Abe Howard at the employment agency told me that you’d unexpectedly found yourself without a cook. That must be incredibly disconcerting,” the tawny- haired beauty said. That there might be a problem beyond the fact that he was temporarily without a cook obviously hadn’t occurred to her. For half a second the sympathy in her eyes and her concerned tone touched something within him, and he regretted having to turn her down when she clearly wanted to work here.

Then Jackson’s gaze dipped low on her body. She might be sinfully pretty with an endearing manner, but she was still just as tempting—and pregnant—as she’d been two minutes ago.

“Ms. Austin,” he began.

“Helena,” she said. “I’m sorry. I should have thought. It’s still early. Maybe you haven’t even had breakfast yet. If not, don’t worry. I’ll just slip into an apron and get started.”

Jackson raised one brow and gazed at the woman’s lips as she finished up her pretty little speech. He was a man who prided himself on maintaining a cool head under all circumstances, but he couldn’t help wondering just how the words slip into an apron could sound so incredibly erotic. Must be the fact that it was still early morning, and he had only thrown off the covers and tugged on his pants less than thirty minutes ago. And here he had a beautiful woman offering, in a low, stroking voice that clearly belonged behind closed bedroom doors, to slip into an apron and cook him breakfast. His thoughts filtered in from some secret hiding place, bringing a frown to Jackson’s face. Helena Austin’s voice or what she wore was none of his affair, and besides, the lady wasn’t staying, anyway. He obviously hadn’t been specific enough when he’d been outlining his needs to Abe.

“I appreciate you getting over here so quickly, Helena,” he said, automatically falling into the commanding tone of voice that had led him off the back-streets of St. Louis and down the path of success. “But while it’s true that I’ve found myself unexpectedly in need of a cook, I suppose I should have told Abe that there might be certain limitations on this position. You—forgive me, but you appear to be pregnant.”

She raised one brow and smiled. “You appear to be very astute, Mr. Castle.”

He couldn’t help returning the smile. The woman wasn’t just pregnant. She was round and full and darn near close to time, he’d bet. A man would have had to be facing in the opposite direction not to have noticed.

“All right, then, you’re very pregnant, Helena.”

“I take it that’s a problem?”

It was more than a problem.

Still, he’d been employing people for many years now. He knew the laws regarding hiring practices. Besides, even if there hadn’t been a law, a man didn’t just turn a competent employee away on a personal whim, even if that personal roadblock was made of solid granite.

Unless that employee was going to be bringing him breakfast in bed.

Jackson promised himself he’d be tactful and gentle when he broke the bad news.

At the same moment, Helena leaned forward slightly, waiting for him to tell her if he had a problem with her, and he caught a faint whiff of her lemony scent. He had a sudden vision of her applying perfume, her fingers sliding over the pulse point at her throat, stroking behind the delicate bend of her knee, dipping low between her breasts. He also had a sudden vision of himself jumping off a building he’d jumped off before. The jumping was fine. It was the landing on the unforgiving ground that had been a problem.

Jackson forced himself to stop thinking about how Helena Austin smelled. Something was definitely wrong with his libido this morning. He might be a healthy male, but he certainly didn’t go around mentally undressing his employees. It just wasn’t right.

“Mr. Castle?” she said, and he read the uncertainty in her eyes. “Is there a problem?”

Think fast, Castle, he ordered himself, but what he noticed was that there was no ring on her left hand. No obvious social impediments. Only the very real ones from his past, the knowledge that a man with emotional limits had no business getting too close to a vulnerable woman. Jackson couldn’t think of a woman much more vulnerable than one having a baby on her own. Damn.

Think faster, Castle. He cleared his throat.

“I’ll be doing a fair amount of entertaining while I’m in Sloane’s Cove,” he told her. “I brought my regular cook and sometime housekeeper with me. Henry is a big man. He’s capable of lifting heavy trays, moving furniture and working for hours standing when it’s necessary. Unfortunately, he broke his arm rock climbing yesterday, and he had to be sent home to Boston.”

“Yes, I know,” she said. “I hope he’s all right. He’ll cook again?”

“Of course.” He couldn’t help smiling at her priorities. “Abe told you about Henry, then?”

She shook her head. “I heard courtesy of the town grapevine.”

When he raised one brow, she shrugged. “Sloane’s Cove may be a Maine tourist town, we may cater to wealthy travelers, but we’re still a small town at heart. News zips around quickly. We don’t have many secrets.”

That was too bad, Jackson thought, since he had a secret he didn’t want to let out of the bag. At least, not just yet.

“At any rate, what I’m trying to say, Helena, is that I’m really looking for someone who is physically capable of a great deal of wear and tear.” It was true enough, even if it wasn’t the real reason for his reluctance. A man just didn’t tell a potential employee that he found her too tempting.

She tilted her head, a look of pure sympathy in those big aqua eyes. Then she shook her head.

“Do not underestimate me, Mr. Castle. I’m capable of many things you would not believe. But more important, I have to tell you with all honesty that you don’t have a lot of options here. This is coastal Maine in late June. The tourist season is already beginning. A good employee is all but impossible to find. A good cook is even more difficult to obtain.”

Whether she realized it or not, her hand had crept over her abdomen as if shielding her child from his rejection. Jackson felt a thread of guilt. He’d been a child the last time he’d had to worry about money or finding his next meal, but he hadn’t forgotten one moment of the fear.

“I’ll make sure Abe finds work for you,” he offered gently.

“I don’t exactly need the work,” she said just as gently.

“Well, then—”

“Then why am I here?” she asked, finishing his question, her blue-green eyes filled with humor. He wondered how those eyes would look if a man coaxed her into his bed and gave her pleasure.

Not that he’d ever know.

Jackson fought to concentrate on the topic at hand.

“Why are you here?” he agreed, and found that his voice had drifted low and deep.

She blinked and sucked in a breath.

“I’m, well, what can I say?” She held out her hands, palms up. “Abe is an old friend. He needed someone for you, and I’ve just finished a job, so I was available when he finally connected with me this morning. Besides, he knew that I had a thing for your kitchen.”

Jackson shook his head and grinned. “Oh yes, my appliances. You have a...thing for my kitchen.”

She nodded briskly. “I worked here three years ago when the Hamiltons owned the house and were remodeling it. They let me help them design their dream kitchen. Unfortunately, Mrs. Hamilton died that winter. It’s been closed up since then. This is the first summer Mr. Hamilton has opted to rent it out.”

“So you want me for my kitchen? My trash compactor? My refrigerator?”

“Mmm, and that incredible blender,” she agreed, “but mostly I want you for the experience. I don’t really need the money. My husband’s life insurance was enough for me to live comfortably after he died, but I’ve been making up recipes and writing cookbooks since I could first reach the stovetop. It’s more than a living. It’s my passion, and it helps tremendously to have an audience to try my recipes out on. Abe told me that you’d be entertaining a great deal, which is somewhat unusual around here, even for the rich. Most people are here to get away from the stress of business and entertaining, so, yes, you’ll do fabulously, especially since my work in progress focuses on party fare.”

Jackson fought not to smile. “I’ll do, will I?”

“Fabulously,” she repeated.

He breathed out a sigh. “Any other reason why I should hire you?”

She looked at him with big innocent eyes. “Yes, of course.”

“Care to be more specific?”

She shrugged, lifting one delicate shoulder. “Well, I am very good.”

He hoped she was talking about cooking. There was no way he would allow himself to imagine she meant anything else. He refused to let his body react the way it wanted to.

“And I donate twenty percent of all the profits on my books to the Sloane’s Cove Children’s Clinic. Helping me finish this book more quickly would be the charitable thing to do.”

“What makes you think I’m in any way charitable?” No one knew what he had come here to do. He was certain of that. He wanted to make sure things stayed that way.

She looked slightly disappointed. “I know you’re a very busy man, Mr. Castle, but don’t you even have time to watch yourself on television? You were featured on The World’s Most Wealthy Bachelors about a month ago. The commentator mentioned your pet charities. There were a number of them.”

Jackson’s blood went suddenly cool. “The World’s Most Wealthy Bachelors...” He seemed to remember his assistant mentioning that his face had been splashed across the nation’s TV screens, but he’d been in the middle of a meeting with one of his most loyal clients. He’d been locating toys and baubles and interesting bits of art for the wealthy for years. His business had made him rich, and this client had been one of his first. The television program hadn’t seemed important.

It was important now, but only because the lovely Ms. Austin was blushing a dusky rose that did enticing things to the creamy skin that covered her cheeks, her slender throat and the V that dipped beneath the pale blue fabric of her dress. She was a pregnant woman, and she was alone at a time in her life when no woman probably wanted to be alone. A woman carrying another man’s baby. A disconcerting vision of his ex-wife and his ex-coworker rose up. He shut it down.

“You say ‘wealthy bachelor’ as if I’ve come here expressly to find one for myself, Mr. Castle,” she said suddenly. “I assure you that you couldn’t be more wrong. I don’t mean to be rude, but truthfully, I’m not interested in you or any other bachelor. I’ve had one husband and I don’t want another. All I want to do is cook and fulfill my duties as housekeeper. If you hire me, I can promise you that I’ll offer you a taste of my best cooking and nothing else. You won’t have to worry about me giving you longing looks unless you’re dangling a new recipe just out of reach.”

And just like that she made him feel like ten kinds of a heel. The woman didn’t need a job, and yes, he’d had the sneaking suspicion when Henry had gotten hurt that he would have trouble finding a replacement. Abe had said that she had an impeccable résumé and that he could supply many references.

He, Jackson Castle, was the one who was desperate, not this woman standing so bravely before him. He knew darn well that his size, his height and his dark hair and eyes had made men quake before. Yet here he stood glaring at a woman who had cheerfully offered to help him out of a fix.

Jackson tried out a reassuring smile. “You think I’m in desperate straits, then?”

“Only if you want to eat.”

“I generally do that several times a day.”

“And if you want to feed your guests.”

“Guests tend to get testy if you ask them over for hours and only serve them water.”

“Understandable. My pregnancy won’t be a problem, Mr. Castle,” she assured him. “I know how to talk people into helping me when I need it. I won’t jeopardize my baby’s health. I promise you won’t have a lawsuit on your hands, if that’s your concern.”

“It’s not, and I apologize if I gave that impression. I’ll have to thank Abe for sending you my way.”

“You’re okay with me, then?”

“I’m ecstatic, Helena,” he said.

“You lie well, Mr. Castle, but that’s okay.” Jackson would have sworn that the words I’ve been lied to before hung in the air between them, and her hand curved gently over her abdomen again. Protecting. He wanted to drive that tension from her eyes.
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