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      “Distract me.”

      Her lashes low on her eyes, shrouded in desire, Bridget emerged from the attached master bath with small rations of red, barely-there silk caressing her skin, and rested her shoulder against the doorway. Her gaze traced along the outline of Maddox’s body, broad shoulders, and the curve of granite-hard muscles pressed against their white sheets.

      She beamed at the image, one she’d become accustomed to these past months. It hadn’t been long after he slipped an engagement ring on her finger, that he had moved his things into her quarters at the bed-and-breakfast inn she inherited from her aunt.

      At first, he’d only spent half his time sleeping on firm land, and the other half on his thirty-five-foot Beneteau sailboat which was docked at the yacht club just a short walk away.

      But once winter laced its long, frigid fingers around the heart of Annapolis, even a stubborn former SEAL like Maddox Kerry had the good sense to start living with Bridget full-time as they planned their wedding.

      Now, with spring in the air and the date of their nuptials within finger’s-reach, she’d grown addicted to the feel of his warm body next to hers through the long nights.

      “I think you’ve got that wrong,” he countered, setting his stack of spreadsheets aside, his smile sliding upward as his eyes seemed to soak in the sight of her. “Wearing that, you’re more likely to distract me.”

      She clucked her tongue. “My apologies. I’ll take it off, then.”

      The bottoms, a thin triangle of lace with an uncomfortable thong up her backside, came off a little easier than the corset-style top. And Bridget struggled to not break the mood as she pulled it off of her torso. The damn thing, form-fitting as it was, actually ripped as she tugged it over her head.

      His chuckle at the sound of tearing lace made goosebumps cascade over her skin. Like always, she thought, loving the sound of his warm laugh as she inched over the foot of the bed to lower her body onto his.

      “If you wanted to rip it off, I would have gladly done the honors myself,” he commented.

      She giggled as his lips seized her mouth first, then moved to her chin, her neck, and down to the tender flesh between her breasts. “Don’t worry. The girls gave me a ton more of that stuff at my bachelorette party.”

      “Oh, really?” he quipped, his breath now tickling her belly. “I can’t wait to see the rest.”

      “You’ll have to wait till the honeymoon,” she informed him, her voice catching as his mouth journeyed lower, making her legs open instinctively to him.

      Her mind wandered an instant—the familiar pang of nerves mocking her each time her thoughts turned to her impending wedding in just three short days.

      Not now, she admonished herself, steering her thoughts instead toward the two blissful weeks she would enjoy afterward, honeymooning in Hawaii with her husband.

      Her husband, she thought, letting those two glorious words roll over her like a gentle wave as Maddox caressed her in ways that were beyond sinful. And then, when he tasted her, she could think of nothing but the here and now, letting passion flow over her.

      Head rolling lazily to the side, desire overtook her. Her vision went foggy as his tongue toyed with her, until her eyes unintentionally rested on a stack of unopened gifts on her dresser, each wrapped in crisp white paper. And again, she felt her nerves prickle uncomfortably in the pit of her stomach.

      As excited as she was to get married to Maddox, she wasn’t looking forward to the wedding itself, nor to the words she seemed to bite back every time she saw her parents. She couldn’t fight the feeling that all the happiness she’d enjoyed these past months was about to implode, leaving only an empty shell in its wake.

      Wanting desperately to elope, Bridget regretted every day that she’d never voiced this wish to Maddox. But, having only been out of the military a year, Maddox was still a SEAL at heart and was looking forward to having his teammates with him to share his wedding day.

      She wouldn’t—couldn’t—take that away from him, especially when so many of his teammates were also now his business partners in the ice cream shop he opened with his friend Becca.

      If only Bridget could have had a wedding without inviting her parents—without letting all the tension of recent years seep into her special day.

      If only…

      Oh my.

      Her mind snapped back to the very seductive reality of Maddox murmuring against her skin, with the low vibration of it making her body spring to life. His tongue traced tiny, deliberate circles around the pearl of her arousal, and his fingers teased her, skimming along her entry without giving her the penetration she craved. Her back arched involuntarily, increasing the pressure of his mouth on her center, and tremors built inside her core.

      Bridget’s lips parted slightly, ready to beg. Yet Maddox always knew intuitively what she needed and when, and she felt his finger slide into her, the slickness of her folds welcoming him.

      Desire swelled like a massive wave upon the ocean—rising upward as her soul seemed to drift toward a precipice. And when he stretched her, slipping another finger into her, her body drew tight, muscles contracting until she ached for release.

      Sliding his fingers outward, and then slipping inside her again, he set a rhythm that made her heart hammer behind her ribcage and her eyes flicker shut, with every thought that wasn’t exclusively of Maddox vanishing.

      He had a way of drawing out foreplay that was almost agonizing in the most scintillating way. Never settling on a simple, efficient climax, he knew he could prolong the sweet torture so that when she finally exploded, the memory of it would make her body simmer each time her mind drifted his way.

      Maddox Kerry was a perfectionist, in that sense.

      So it wasn’t a surprise when he lessened the pressure of his mouth on her just as she was poised to shatter, making her whimper a curse. With her eyes still pressed shut, she couldn’t see his grin, but felt it—the subtle curves of his lips as they touched her again where she needed it most.

      His hands roamed lazily along her inner thighs, fingers still wet with her moisture, then outward to her hips, lifting her slightly. A sigh escaped her, knowing the angle would only give her more of the sensations she ached for.

      He entered her again, deeper this time, not withholding the pressure she needed from him, and the impact of her climax crashed violently upon her, making her buck and shudder against him until her muscles finally wilted into the soft bedlinens.

      How does he do that? She couldn’t help wondering it as she quivered at the feel of his tongue still sliding along her most sensitive bundle of nerves. Her brain went numb, with every worry she had dissipating in the night.

      She hit the lottery the day he’d walked over her threshold one rainy night last spring. And not just because he was a feast for her eyes, or because his touch could make her body sizzle in anticipation, but because his soul so easily fused with her own that she now couldn’t understand how she’d ever survived without him.

      She was completely, incomprehensibly in love with Maddox Kerry.

      Eyes lapping up the sight of his sinewy muscles, she watched him raise his body off her and reach toward the nightstand to retrieve a condom. Even though they’d talked about starting a family one day, they agreed to wait a little longer till both their businesses were on firmer financial ground.

      It was times like this that she wanted most to throw caution to the wind, to just feel him without any barrier between them. But then she’d have her morning coffee with her friend Becca, and hear about the perils of motherhood and the drama of having a tween.

      Just a year or two, for Maddox and me. That time would be theirs alone to explore who they were as a couple first, before bringing a child into this world. They’d promised themselves that.

      His mouth lowered to her breast as he slid himself inside of her moisture making her gasp as he filled her completely. Each thrust, it seemed, inexplicably sealed their fates together once again.

      “I have to say, as pretty as that red nightie was, I much prefer you naked,” he growled as he moved them both onto their sides. Lifting her leg higher on his thigh, he gave her the angle which was definitely on her Top Five list.

      “I’m glad. Because the lace itches like crazy.”

      His smile was wry, almost wickedly sinful as he traced a finger along her chin. “Well, I don’t want you uncomfortable.”

      “The lengths I go to, just to make sure you’re satisfied,” she said with a mock tone of martyrdom. Her voice was still husky, thick with desire, from the aftereffects of her climax.

      “I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”

      And he did make it up to her that night, each soft caress, slow and sensual. Each kiss, another reminder of why making love to Maddox was more than she ever could have dreamed.

      On top now, her hands traced along the ripples of his chest, and she lowered her mouth to his. She could taste a hint of Scotch on his breath, but his eyes were clear and sober as a judge as he gazed at her.

      It wouldn’t be like Maddox to lose any semblance of control, even if he had just come back from his bachelor party that night. Bridget wondered sometimes if it was because there was a part of him that still felt like he was on twenty-four-hour recall, as he had been so often during his time as a SEAL.

      “You didn’t overdo it with your friends tonight,” she commented, an observation rather than a question.

      “Of course not. Had I drunk too much, I’m not sure I could have done this when I got home,” he laughed, flipping her onto her back again.

      His hand fanned her hair out onto the pillow and she glanced over to watch as his finger wrapped around a lock of it, almost as though he was somehow mesmerized by the blonde tendril.

      “I’m grateful for your sacrifice then.”

      “Believe me, it’s no sacrifice.” He gritted out the words, his rhythm inside of her quickening. Yet still she wanted more, digging her fingers into the tense muscles in his back and pulling him deeper inside her till she moaned. She could feel him throb, aching for release, and every cell in her body wanted to join him.

      Her heart raced, breath quickening as her moist folds seized up around him as she felt him come.

      As she reached the apex of desire along with him, fireworks shot from behind her eyes, his name expelling from her mouth in a gasp—a sweet, desperate release that left her boneless, melting into her sheets.

      With a Cheshire cat grin, he fell to her side. “Believe me when I say, that was definitely the highlight of my night.”

      She smiled back, her ego always somehow bolstered to know that she could make him feel as lasciviously satisfied as he did for her. His comment hung in the air without reply for a few moments while Bridget tried futilely to claw her way back to full consciousness.

      Finally, she breathed out a question, using her last ounce of energy to form the words. “You had fun with your teammates, though?”

      Maddox’s laugh rumbled deep in his chest. “I did. But my standard for fun has changed drastically since I met you. I would have enjoyed it more with you at my side.”

      His words warmed her, and she smiled. “It must have been nice to see everyone.”

      “It was. We missed Aidan, though. Didn’t quite feel like a bachelor party with the best man still in San Diego.”

      “He’s still coming tomorrow. Right?”

      “If he can avoid being forced into giving any more last-minute briefings to visiting four-stars,” Maddox grumbled with a hint of sympathy in his tone. “But we had fun tonight, anyway.” His hand stroked upward along her thigh. “Thomas seems a little—I don’t know—off.”

      “Off?”

      “Yeah. I think his last mission was a rough one. He says he’s fine, but he’d say the same thing if his leg had been blown off.”

      “Did anyone else notice?”

      “Yeah. I talked to Quinn about it. He and Thomas are kayaking around Wye Island with Aidan after you and I leave for Hawaii. So he’ll get a better read on the situation then.”

      “Do you think it’s PTSD?”

      Maddox shrugged. “Could be. But Thomas’s family is pretty effed up. There could just be something going on back home.”

      Bridget tilted her head. “You know, if you want to go with them on that kayak trip, you can. We can delay the honeymoon. If you think Thomas—”

      Maddox held up a hand. “No way. Aidan and Quinn will keep an eye on him and figure out what’s up. Besides, Thomas would be pissed if he ever found out I delayed my honeymoon just because he was a cranky SOB at my bachelor party.”

      “Okay,” she began uneasily. “If you’re sure.”

      “I’m sure. Besides, I’ve been counting down the days to putting on my SCUBA gear with you and getting in that ocean ever since we booked the flight.”

      Bridget smiled, thinking about the vast reefs of Hawaii that awaited them. It had been a boon to find a man who appreciated her love of diving. “I can’t wait.”

      A path of his light kisses fell along her collarbone and outward to her arm, until he tugged her snug against his chest. “So why the need for distractions?” he asked, his tone cautious.

      “What do you mean?”

      His eyebrows rose slightly. “I seem to remember you standing in the doorway saying you needed to be distracted. So my question is, from what did you need distracting?”

      Bridget winced slightly, remembering the revelation of her own words. “Oh, you know.”

      “No, I don’t. Enlighten me.”

      A threat of frustration needled her, invading her precious time with Maddox. She didn’t want to talk about it. Not now. Not ever.

      “Just family stuff. You know the deal.” She gave a dismissive shake of her head.

      “You’re thinking about your parents arriving tomorrow?”

      “Yeah.”

      He sat up slightly in the bed. “We saw them back in the summer when we got engaged. That went well.”

      She slithered upwards on the sheets, joining him in propping herself up against her upholstered headboard. “Maybe from your point of view.”

      “Tell me yours then.”

      “Me? Well, for those three days, my blood pressure was probably up by twenty points.”

      “But everything went fine. There were no arguments. No drama. It’ll be the same for the wedding.”

      She opened her mouth to dispute him, but clamped it shut again. He was right. There was no drama, and there would be no drama. She and her parents would keep it all bottled up just like they always did.

      That was what bugged her the most.

      It hadn’t always been like this. The good memories of her childhood far outweighed the bad. Looking back, it had been the people around them who’d caused the trouble—not her, and certainly not her parents. David and Elise Needham had lived their lives squeaky clean after their daughter had been born—almost painfully so—always overcompensating because of the poor choices made by her father long before Bridget had been born.

      Years before David met Bridget’s mother, he had been fresh out of college—graduating at the top of his class—and embarking on a new tech business that had an impressive government contract. When he and his partner had accidentally overbilled the government by several thousand dollars and the bill got paid in full, his first instinct had been to apologize and return the money.

      But he hadn’t. Encouraged by his partner, they overbilled again. And again. And again, until their bank accounts were flush with funds and the FBI came pounding at their door.

      A couple years in a minimum security prison had taught him a lesson in ethics he always made sure his daughter wouldn’t have to learn the way he did. And aside from the occasional teasing from Bridget’s classmates after they inevitably learned that her father had a criminal record, the first eighteen years of Bridget’s life had been pleasantly unremarkable.

      Until she came to Annapolis.

      She’d been accepted to St. John’s College, and enjoyed living in the picturesque state capitol of Maryland, with its colonial architecture and historic flair. She’d loved even more having the chance to get to know her mother’s sister, Lydia, who ran a bed-and-breakfast in the heart of Annapolis.

      That’s when things got dicey.

      “Why did things change?” she asked, more to herself than to Maddox, whose eyes were intently observing her as her mind drifted.

      His face frowned in sympathy as he reached behind her, resting his arm along her shoulders and pulling her close against his chest. “Why did what change, baby?”

      “My relationship with my parents. I mean, we used to have fun together, Maddox. I was just like every other girl, watching those silly wedding shows on TV, picturing the day when I’d shop for a wedding gown with my own mom. And now that I’m an adult, who’d I shop for my gown with? My friends. I couldn’t include my mom. There’s just too much tension. And my dad? I could barely get the nerve to ask him to walk me down the aisle. I feel like there’s this distance between us now, but any time I’ve tried to bring it up, they shut me down. Or lie. Or both.”

      “Well,” he began thoughtfully, “you know it has something to do with your aunt. They didn’t like you getting close to her while you lived in Annapolis. Didn’t they say she’d be a bad influence or something?”

      Bridget nodded feebly.

      “Maybe they’re just pissed off that you didn’t listen to them.”

      Bridget cocked her head. “Like that’s any reason to build a wall between us? God, I hope I make better parenting decisions than that.”

      His slight smile eased the knot in her stomach. “You will. Don’t worry.”

      “And it can’t be that. Hell, if they got that mad at me every time I didn’t do what they said, we’d have cut ties by the time I was ten years old.” Bridget slumped against him, letting the comfort of his skin against hers soothe her. “It’s something else. And I probably blew my only chance to find out.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked, his body stiffening.

      Tilting her head slightly, she rested her cheek against his chest so that she could be lulled by the slow, steady sound of Maddox’s heartbeat. Strangely, it wasn’t slow or steady at all at the moment.

      “Oh, that envelope we found hidden behind the wall when we were taking down wallpaper in here,” she reminded him, looking up at him curiously.

      “What about it?”

      “That was it, Maddox. That held my answers. Remember what my aunt had written in the will when she left me this inn? That line about ‘Take down the wallpaper and forgive me for it’?”

      He nodded.

      “If that wasn’t proof that the envelope held some answers for me, then I don’t know what is.”

      “Do you regret asking me to throw it out?” His mouth formed a tight line, looking grimmer than she would have expected.

      A heave of breath deflated her. “Yes and no. I wanted to move on with my life and I did. Whatever was in there—I knew it was bad news. And I wanted this to be a good time in my life. I was in love—”

      “Was?” Maddox cracked a smile.

      “Am!” Bridget quickly corrected, giggling. “Totally in love. I needed this time with you without all the drama of my family. Just us. Just us building a life—a future together. And maybe some kids for us down the road that we can screw up as much as my parents did me.”

      “You’re not screwed up,” Maddox protested.

      “If I had opened it then, I feel like everything would have transpired differently between us,” she admitted.

      “I’d still be here sitting with you right now, Bridget. I’d still have gotten engaged to you. I’d still be excited to spend the rest of my life with you, no matter what was in that damn thing.”

      Bridget shrugged. “Maybe.”

      She wanted to believe that. But she also knew that sometimes the slightest change in people’s lives could completely set them down a different track. If she’d opened it, if it had somehow turned her world upside down, would she have been able to focus on turning the bed-and-breakfast inn she’d inherited into the well-regarded retreat it was today?

      Would she have been able to foster the wonderful friendships she’d developed here in her new hometown?

      And would she have been able to savor those first precious months of getting to know—really know—Maddox without the distraction of whatever news was hidden in that envelope? Those idyllic months had sent them into a whirlwind that resulted in a very quick engagement and now a marriage that would blend their lives together as one forever.

      No. She had no regrets about throwing out the damn envelope.

      “But now…” Her voice trailed for a moment. “When we visited them this summer so you could meet them, all I wanted to do was ask them about it. You know they must know about it.”

      He pressed his lips together a moment. “Why didn’t you ask them, then?”

      Bridget cocked her head and raised a single eyebrow at him. Words were not even necessary. She was certain he knew that all her parents would have done was say that they didn’t know about any envelope, the same way they lied about so many things recently.

      “Okay. Dumb question,” he conceded before she even bothered to open her mouth in reply. He pulled his back off the headboard and looked directly into her eyes, silent. Then he took both her hands in his. His eyes released themselves from hers for a moment, drifting left, and resting on an area low to the bottom of the wall alongside them.

      And it was as though their thoughts were one. She could remember it so well, that moment when he’d torn the old wallpaper from the wall to reveal a huge gaping hole.

      In her memory, she could again feel the sandy grit on the floor as she sat alongside him to find an envelope hidden in the hole. And she could feel the weight of it in her hands. Not just the physical weight, but the metaphorical weight of knowing, somehow knowing, its contents would change her life.

      He lifted his hand from hers and rested it on the tight muscles at the base of her neck. “Tense a little?” His voice was teasing, but his eyes were dead serious.

      “To say the least.”

      “How about I grab you a glass of wine from the kitchen?”

      She nodded. But if a good round of sex hadn’t relaxed all the tension in her body, she doubted a glass of wine would do any better.
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