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PROLOGUE



I never understood the concept of being in love. It seems like such a big deal and yet everywhere you look you see people getting their hearts broken, scorned women and cheating men. Practically every TV show, film or novel has some sort of love theme running through it. People thrive on relationships; they chase each other for romance, for excitement, or simply to be together. They argue, and fight, make up, and break up. I have seen a lot of people hurt by love, and I have seen a few people who are happy with it. The whole subject confuses me, it frightens me, and because I don’t understand it, I don’t miss it, and I certainly don’t chase it. 

Don’t get me wrong; love must be worth fighting for because everyone seems to be chasing it. But not me. No, I decided after my parents died, and my family abandoned me that I would look after number one before anyone else. Then I met Liz and developed love of a different kind, love for my best friend, my sister. I made an exception and vowed to always protect her no matter what. But when it came to men, not a chance. I wasn’t interested. I didn’t need romance, and I didn’t need a relationship.

Then I met Jack Mason and his brother Danny, and all my carefully built defenses came crashing down. Love is dangerous and painful. Love is confusing and exhausting. Love will get you killed. Yet despite everything I find myself going back for more, unable to break free of this trap. My life was normal and happy before I met the Mason brothers. Then they showed me what I had been lacking and what I needed to truly be fulfilled. Let me tell you the story about a picturesque seaside town in Cornwall, England, and the secrets of its seemingly innocent inhabitants...
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I was running along the cliff top in the pouring rain, and it was late at night, cold and stormy. My breath caught in my throat, I could barely see where I was going, and the sea crashed against the rocks beneath me. I was terrified, running from a monster behind me. He chased me and I couldn’t look back, I just couldn’t. My throat was raw from gasping, my hair soaked and cold against my neck, water dripping down my body. I was shivering but I had to run, I had to escape. My foot caught in the rough grass, and I fell to my hands and knees with a cry. I scrambled to my feet, but he was there, the monster, right behind me. I screamed as he jumped and I turned to face him, to accept my fate.

I woke with a start and sat straight up in bed, covered in sweat, and gasping for air. It was just a dream. It was so vivid! I even knew the clifftop location where I had been running. It wasn’t far from home, out on the main road from Redcliffe to the nearby city. But what was I running from? Why could I feel the rain on my skin and why was I shivering in a dream? 

I shook my body to clear my head, looked around the dark bedroom, where I could see moonlight shining around the edges of the curtains. Everything was normal: my clothes slung across the chair, my dressing table in its usual state of disarray, the door firmly closed and the house silent. I shivered, breathed deeply a few times, and lay down again, pulling the duvet up around my neck.  

Maybe Liz was right; maybe I should see a doctor. These dreams were getting more realistic to the point where I thought they were memories even though I had never been to this town before I moved here three years’ ago, except for the odd holiday. I had started having the same recurring dream a couple of months ago, but it didn’t happen every night. Usually, it happened once or twice a week. The dreams always had me running from some imagined monster, but it was a monster that I knew, a person who betrayed me...I drifted off to sleep again and thankfully had no more dreams that night.

The next morning, I woke early to have my shower and eat breakfast before starting work. I couldn’t really call running my own book shop work, I loved it! The previous owners had put up Redcliffe Books for sale when they retired and had no family to take it over. I persuaded my best friend and now business partner Elizabeth to take the plunge and apply for a loan together so we could invest in a shop. We had been working as office administrators in Manchester and it was a huge step to move all the way down here to Cornwall, but we loved it. Redcliffe is a beautiful tourist town, and we get a lot of trade in the summer and regular customers through the winter who keep the place ticking over steadily.  

I worked my magic on Liz, our loan was approved, our offer on the shop accepted and now here we are. Liz has me to thank for finding her husband Robert who she now lives with in a lovely little cottage across town. He’s a university professor and met her when he came into the shop for some research shortly after we moved here. I now live in my own apartment above the shop, with my kitchen on the ground floor at the back. It suits me to simply wander from one room to another and be at work, so much better than all the commuting I used to do. I am more suited to living in a town with lots of open space, than I am to life in a crowded city. And I adore having the sea and sand right there on my doorstep. It gives me a sense of freedom that I never felt in the city.

It was 8.30am and I knew Liz had a doctor’s appointment. Picking up my coffee mug, I wandered through to the shop to open for the day. At this time of year, we ran it between the two of us until it got busier, then we would take on a couple of college students during the summer months to help us out. It was March and I looked forward to warmer weather as we had suffered a particularly cold and snowy winter. As much as I enjoyed cozy winter evenings tucked under blankets on my sofa with a stack of books, my favourite movies and wine, now I was restless for sunshine and fresh air. The sun shone brightly, and it did feel warmer which was wonderful as I unlocked the front door and flipped the sign to ‘Open.’  

My first job was to check our online sales and package up anything for delivery. Then I had some customers to deal with and decided to tidy up on our sale table. The shop isn’t huge, but it fits us and our needs. It is a square, bright room, and our counter sits to the left of the door as customers enter. Opposite there are floor to ceiling pine bookshelves built in, covering two walls, and built around the window recess, framing it. In the middle of the room, we have three large tables where we set up our promotions and special offers. We also have a picture window to the right of the front door as you face it, and here is where we set up our displays depending on the time of year and current trends. Redcliffe Books is a lovely light and airy shop, and we have a view out onto the central shopping street, which leads down to the promenade and beach. 

It was almost lunchtime when the door burst open as Liz arrived in her usual flurry of chaos. Her dark eyes sparkled, her short black hair looked glossy and sleek, and she glowed with good health. I always envied her permanently tanned skin. She rushed through the door grinning from ear to ear, shouted a breathless “Morning” at me and then handed me an envelope. I looked at her curiously and opened it to find a card inside, plain white. The card turned out to be a scan photograph, the 12-week image of Elizabeth’s baby. My best friend was pregnant with her first child! I leaped out of my seat and flung my arms around her, almost crying with excitement as she laughed and hugged me tightly.

“What do you think Jessica?” Liz said, “I’m going to be a mother!”  

She stepped back and looked at me, smiling.  

“It’s wonderful,” I cried, “I’m so happy for you! How the hell did you manage to hide this from me for three months?”

“It was tough,” Liz said, “You know when I had that weird sickness bug? Morning sickness! And when you kept asking me why I was quiet? We didn’t want to get ahead of ourselves by telling people before we had the first scan but here it is and the baby is perfectly healthy and you are the first person I’ve told, straight from the hospital.”

I was shocked. I knew that this was likely to happen, Elizabeth and Robert had been happily married for twelve months and we were all old enough to deal with having children. As I looked at her excited face, I felt happy but also a tiny bit jealous. I wanted my own baby. I didn’t even have a boyfriend so that wasn’t going to happen for a long time yet. I would simply throw myself into being an adoptive Aunty for Liz’s child.  

We spent the rest of the day poring over baby books and discussing her maternity arrangements. She had to phone her parents and I heard her Mum’s scream of excitement from my seat beside Liz. Her parents were lovely people. They still lived in the suburbs of Manchester but visited at least two or three times a year. They had made Redcliffe their holiday town and I enjoyed their visits. Elizabeth’s parents had practically adopted me when we became friends. I was a little distant with them at first, not wanting their pity, but eventually I grew to love them, and they were always available to offer support. I was happy for them to have a grandchild to dote upon.

While Liz chatted to her mum, I let my mind wander. Perhaps I should seriously start looking for a new partner, a potential husband. I had never felt the need for anyone, and I didn’t have a good track record with men. There had been one or two who wanted more from me, but I was never prepared to give myself up. I enjoyed sex, but when it got to heavy emotions, I got scared and ran away. 

It had a lot to do with me being an orphan, I knew that, but I also knew that I couldn’t blame everything on that fact. Surely there were other orphans in the world that got married and settled down? I convinced myself that I just hadn’t found the right man yet, and that it would happen when the time was right. Besides I would be running the business single-handedly while Liz was on maternity leave, so I had no time for a relationship now. And I enjoyed my freedom, which I wouldn’t get if I had a partner and a baby. No, it wasn’t right for me just yet.
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That night I headed up to my local pub, the Ship Inn, to see my good friend Simon. He is the manager there and I met him soon after we moved to Redcliffe. Simon would be an ideal boyfriend if he weren’t gay. He is a surfer, with a fit body and an attractive face to match. We first met when Liz and I visited the pub shortly after our move, and then I met him on the beach a few times, and made the mistake of flirting with him, until I learned he wasn’t interested in women. 

We made friends, discovering that we shared the same sense of humour and love of the seaside, and eventually Simon and I grew close. He became my second best friend, the only other person I would let my guard down for. Simon’s mother was a single parent with schizophrenia, so he was raised mainly by his grandmother. Sadly, his mother committed suicide when he was a teenager, and his grandmother died of a heart attack before I met Simon. 

Sometimes I thought this was why we were such good friends. We both lived in the present and didn’t have any of the usual emotional family baggage that so many other people seem to have. Simon’s family were the staff at the Ship, and he was devoted to his job and to the business, just like me with my bookshop.

I wanted to share Elizabeth’s news with him. She wasn’t as close to Simon, but we all socialized together regularly. It was late in the evening when I arrived at the pub to see Simon behind the bar, looking harassed.  

“Hey, Jess,” he called, “how are you? Sorry, I know it’s my night off, but someone called in sick and we got busy and, look, do you want to go upstairs while I sort this out? Watch TV or something and I’ll be with you as soon as possible?”  

I smiled and leaned on the bar. I had already thought about this possibility, knowing what Simon was like and the fact that the tourist season was slowly waking up ready for the Easter school holidays.  

“It’s all right Simon,” I replied, “I brought a book with me. Just get me a glass of wine and come over when you get a minute, I have something to tell you.”  

He grinned, made some sarcastic comment about me with my nose in a book again, and then went to get my wine.

I had grown to enjoy sitting in a corner of the pub with a glass of wine and my book over recent months. Since Liz and Rob got married, they did more and more ‘couple’ things together and Simon was so conscientious about work that he was nearly always behind the bar or in the kitchen when I came to see him. I didn’t have any other close friends here, hadn’t found anyone that I could be relaxed with. There was Sally, who I met through Simon, but she was a nurse at the nearby hospital, and she worked almost all the time. I liked Sally; she was like me, small and scrappy, maybe even a little more so. She was petite but concealed a fiery temperament, and I wouldn’t like to get on the wrong side of her. 

I was used to being alone, I had been orphaned at a young age and never really felt comfortable with the foster families I was placed with. There was no surviving family that I knew of and my relationship history with men was practically non-existent; my longest relationship had lasted around four months.  

I still got lonely sitting at home with just the TV and my laptop for company, and there was only so much social networking I could handle. That’s when I started bringing a book to the pub and chatting to Simon while he worked. Sometimes I brought my laptop. I had claimed my own table near the fireplace, which gave me a good view of the room and the bar. 

Simon lived in the apartment above the pub; he managed it on behalf of its owner, a mysterious man who had apparently been working away for the last four years. Simon was very fond of the pub, and I thought it had something to do with his mysterious landlord, a man named Danny Mason. I had questioned Simon about it, but he got moody and changed the subject, saying it was just his boss and I shouldn’t read so much into it. 

The Ship Inn is a beautiful seventeenth century building and sits at the end of the promenade in Redcliffe Bay, nestled into the cliffs. It is rumoured to have been a smugglers’ haunt back in the days of pirates, and there is a huge ship’s wheel mounted on the wall outside which can be seen all the way down the promenade. Stories say that this wheel came from the first wreck that was looted, and the wheel is a constant reminder, a trophy from times past. I think these stories are romantic, wild, and passionate, very Daphne Du Maurier.

At the rear of the building the beer garden and smoking area lead to steps that take you right down to the beach. There is a small, enclosed children’s play area, with a climbing frame, swing, and slide, and I could imagine Liz and Rob bringing their child here in the future, for lazy Sunday afternoons. There is a car park at the side of the building, and the front of the pub opens onto the pavement bordering the main coastal road. 

Legend has it that the cellars beneath the pub have tunnels and caves leading out of it, and that it was used by smugglers in the old days. I asked Simon about the tunnels, but he laughed and said it was all talk and if there were any, they had been blocked up long ago. So much for me going on an adventure.

Inside the pub there is a central hallway from front to back, from which you can enter the main bar on one side, a pool table and games room on the other, and a restaurant. There is also the staircase leading to the first floor, on which there is a function room, the manager’s office, and the customer toilets. From the ground floor there are other doors leading from the corridor that take you into kitchens, cellars, and storerooms. I had been in a few of these rooms with Simon before now. From the first floor there is another staircase, which leads directly up to Simon’s apartment, a place I was very familiar with since we spent a lot of time watching old movies and getting drunk together.

I had just finished an especially intense chapter of my book and lifted my head for a minute while I had a sip of wine. It was a nice Merlot, my favourite kind, and one that Simon had started ordering in just for me. Ah, the benefits of befriending a pub manager! I savoured the warmth and its fruity flavour as I swallowed. The clock above the bar said 21:10 and the pub was busy tonight. It was Friday, and lots of local people had come in for a bar meal and a few drinks to start the weekend. 

I looked around the large, square room for familiar faces, recognizing a few people. Some were regular customers from my shop, and they smiled and nodded at me when they saw me looking. Others were people I had met around the town and got talking to, just casual acquaintances. I considered joining one of the groups to be sociable, seeing a few women from the hairdresser’s salon next door to my shop. They would be excited to hear Liz’s news, and I knew she wouldn’t mind me telling people.

My attention was distracted by the appearance of a man I had never seen before. My heart literally jumped into my throat! It was bizarre. I watched as he approached the bar and was surprised to see Simon glaring at him as he served a pint of beer. Did he know this man? They exchanged words but I couldn’t tell what Simon said. He just looked angry and hostile. I watched this handsome stranger, transfixed somehow. I admired his profile, especially his firm backside, and I couldn’t help but imagine him naked! Oh dear, maybe I should ease up on the wine. My stomach lurched as the man turned round to survey the room, caught my eye, and approached the table, smiling. He walked casually, confident, and relaxed.

“Hi.” He greeted me warmly, “I’m Jack. Tell me if I’m being forward but do you mind if I sit here?”

I smiled back and shook my head, fighting not to be clumsy or silly.  

“No,” I replied, my voice annoyingly shrill as I struggled to speak, “Take a seat.”

He was gorgeous! He was tall and clearly muscular beneath the black blazer, smart grey button-through shirt, and black jeans that he wore. His face was all angles, masculine and rugged, his short dark hair slightly curling, and he had a trace of stubble as though he hadn’t shaved for a day or two. I noticed envious glances from other women in the room as he sat, and I couldn’t help but feel proud that he wanted my attention. 

He introduced himself as Detective Jack Mason, recently returned from a four-year undercover job in Scotland. The surname sounded familiar, and I couldn’t figure out why. He had the most intense blue eyes, almost hypnotic, and for some reason I found myself desperate to keep his attention and I really wanted him to kiss me. It was such a strong attraction that I could feel my body reacting to him being so close. I could imagine his crushing physical strength, but I suppose that came with the job.  

As we talked, I could see muscles rippling beneath his shirt when he removed his blazer. It took all my concentration just to focus on what he was saying. Jack explained that he had returned to his hometown and was revisiting old haunts to reconnect with people and places. He would to be stationed at the local police headquarters. We fell into conversation and after a while he offered me a drink when he noticed that my glass was empty. I accepted and watched him walk towards the bar with a confident, easy manner. Again, I watched that nice, tight backside in his well-fitting jeans, and just looking at him sent more shivers all through my body. It really had been too long since I had sex. Maybe tonight I would get lucky. 

I watched as Simon once again served Jack behind the bar, but he did not look happy. He slipped me a look that plainly told me he wasn’t happy with me talking to this man. But what was the harm? There was clearly an attraction between Jack and me and at the very least I wanted to see what could happen, even if we just had a one-night stand. The two men seemed to be talking intently about something and then Jack shook his head and came back to our table with a glass of wine for me and another pint of beer for himself.

“Your friend seems concerned about your welfare Jessica,” he remarked,  “He seems to think I will seduce you and have my wicked way.”

I laughed and shook my long auburn hair back in a manner I knew would be appealing. Yes, I said auburn. One of my pet hates was when people referred to it as red hair or ginger. Kids can be cruel when you look different, and some of their playground taunts never leave your mind. 

I blinked slowly at Jack, hoping he could see the desire in my face. I would never openly try and kiss him, that wasn’t my style. Besides, I didn’t want to come across as desperate; I do have some standards.

“Oh, don’t mind Simon,” I said airily, “he likes to pretend he’s my big brother when it suits him. I’m a big girl, I’m sure I can handle you.”

Jack laughed and put his hand on mine where it lay on my knee. I shivered at his light touch, and he fixed my eyes with his as he stroked my skin.

“I’m sure you could Jessica,” he murmured, “Maybe Simon should leave you to make your own decisions.”

I held my breath, concentrating on keeping my body still. This man was seriously hot. I had an incredibly strong urge to throw myself at him and I had never felt like this before. I was always calm and in control, never showing my feelings. He drew his hand away slowly and changed the subject, but I found myself watching his lips as he talked and imagining how it would feel to kiss him.


“Jessica,” he said, breaking my reverie, “Are you OK?”  

I roused myself, tossed my hair back over my shoulder, and blinked slowly.

“Sorry,” I stuttered, “what did you say?”

“I was asking what you do,” Jack said patiently, a twinkle in his eye, “you know, work wise?”

His expression grew serious.

“Are you feeling ill?” he asked, concerned.

I laughed, embarrassed.

“I’m fine,” I said, “sorry, I think the wine’s going to my head.”

“Maybe you need some fresh air,” Jack suggested gently, “shall we go outside?”

I nodded, holding the table while I stood on shaky legs.

“Yes,” I murmured, “OK.”
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What the hell was wrong with me? I had only drunk two glasses of wine. Maybe I was coming down with a sick bug. Or maybe I was in sympathy with Liz and her morning sickness. Jack put on his jacket and led the way through the busy pub to the door at the back that led to the decked smoking area. I followed him down the steps to the car park and we moved a little away from the smell of cigarette smoke.   

The air out here was fresh and cool, and I tasted sea salt on my tongue. I leaned against the wall, hugging my cardigan around me. Jack stepped in front of me and rubbed my arms. His bright blue eyes looked concerned, caring. All I wanted to do was kiss him.

“How are you feeling now?” he asked.

I half smiled, realizing I could use this situation to my advantage. I relaxed against the rough brick wall a little and shivered again.

“A bit better, thanks,” I replied,  “just a little cold.”

He stepped even closer and took me in his arms, hugging me against his hard body. I tensed, but instinctively slipped my hands around his waist, inside the open jacket, accepting his unspoken invitation. His shirt was soft to the touch, possibly some sort of silk material, but all I wanted was to pull it away and run my hands over his skin. He moved back enough to look at me but kept his arms around me, and I dropped my hands to my sides. His face showed the desire he felt, and he lowered his mouth to mine. I closed my eyes and waited for the kiss, my heart pounding with delicious anticipation.  

Suddenly he was pulled back, and I staggered as he was torn away from my body. I blinked and opened my eyes to see Simon standing in front of me, his face blazing with anger. He shoved Jack away from me and almost snarled. I had never seen him this angry.  

“You stay away from her Mason!” he shouted, “She is my friend.”  

Jack’s face became stern, almost stony as he replied in a cold voice.  

“Be careful Simon,” he said, “I think we should allow Jessica to decide what she is doing, she seems perfectly capable of taking care of herself.”

I felt a sudden rush of anger. How dare Simon interrupt something so intimate!

“Simon,” I yelled, “what the hell are you playing at? For your information I felt a bit faint inside and Jack brought me out here for some fresh air since it was so stuffy in the pub! And you don’t even know him, do you?”  

The two men glared at each other, and Simon spoke through clenched teeth.

“Jack’s brother is my boss,” he said, “the owner of this place. So yeah, I do know him a little and I know that he should leave you alone.” 

He reached for my hand. 

“Come on,” he said, “let me walk you home.”  

He stepped towards me, and I reared away angrily, holding my hands up.  

“No Simon,” I said through  gritted teeth, “not until I know why you are being so moody.”

I looked at Jack, who was watching Simon and me, and he swallowed, his expression serious as he spoke. 

“I believe your friend is concerned,” he said slowly, “because he hasn’t seen me or my brother in almost four years and we had something of a reputation before we left.”  

His language was stiff and formal, almost old-fashioned, but I barely noticed.   “What do you mean, a reputation?” I demanded.

He shrugged. 

“Look,” he said, “I’ll be honest with you Jessica.”  

He stopped and glanced at Simon. My friend glared at him.  

“I have lived in Redcliffe for many years,” Jack continued, “and have become known among local businesses through my police work. Let’s just say I haven’t had any long-term relationships with women. Incidentally that is none of your business Simon,” it was Jack’s turn to glare, “You report to my brother, not to me, and I would appreciate it if you gave Jessica and me a little privacy now.”

I shook my head. I did not understand why Simon was being so hostile with this man; surely, he should be careful what he said to his employer’s brother, and especially a police detective. And besides I really didn’t want to end this night and spoil my new friendship with an incredibly attractive man. Simon looked at me, his face softening slightly.

“Look,” he said, “it’s getting late Jessica, shall I just walk you home? I’m sorry for interrupting but I really don’t think you should be alone with Jack.”  

That did it! Did he think he was my father or something? I blazed with anger as my quick temper flew out of control.  

“Simon what is wrong with you?” I raged, “No I do not want to go home yet, I am not some teenager with a curfew!”

I turned and started to walk back into the pub, but Jack stopped me with a hand on my arm. 

“I’m sorry Jessica,” he said, “but it is late, and I understand you have work tomorrow? Perhaps I could walk you home instead?”  

I looked at him, at his handsome face and those amazing intense blue eyes, and the butterflies in my stomach grew stronger, as did my physical desire for him. I glanced at Simon, who stood behind him with clenched fists and an angry expression.  I felt another rush of anger. I smiled sweetly at Jack.  

“Alright,” I said, “you can walk me home, maybe come in for some coffee?”     

He smiled and we turned to walk out of the car park. I looked at Simon over my shoulder, throwing him a warning glare.  

“I will speak to you tomorrow, Simon.”

He didn’t try and stop us as we walked down the road along the promenade and then up into the main street where my shop was. It was only a ten-minute walk from the pub but there were people wandering about between pubs and clubs, shouting and laughing as they went. Redcliffe is a decent sized town and of course its center is the seafront. There are rows of houses ranging in age from seventeenth century to present day. Some of them have shops, some are residential, some are businesses, and then there are the pubs, restaurants and nightclubs. It’s a nice mix, and part of the reason I love this town so much.

Jack and I walked side by side, not speaking. I couldn’t understand why Simon had gone off like that. He was the most laid-back person I knew and certainly not given to being physically rough with people. I couldn’t remember ever seeing him so angry, and I certainly hadn’t seen him act violently towards anyone. Yet Jack didn’t seem surprised at his behaviour. I broke the silence as we walked. 

“You don’t seem surprised by Simon’s behaviour,” I remarked, “Is it because of your work, maybe you are used to it?”  

Jack glanced at me and smiled. 

“No,” he said, “I’m not surprised. Yes, I deal with some rough people at work, but Simon was just being protective, that’s all. He gets like that.”

“You sound like you know him well,” I said, surprised at Jack’s familiar tone, “how come I’ve never heard about you before?”

“Like I said,” Jack replied, “Danny and I have lived in Redcliffe for a long time. My brother promoted Simon to bar manager just before we left on our assignment. It was all very sudden and rushed when we left. That was four years ago. Now I am back in town, but my brother isn’t and maybe Simon is being over-protective.”

“Ok,” I said, “now I’m confused! Your brother owns the pub, why would he go on an assignment with you?”

We had reached my shop and Jack followed me around the back of the terraces to the street behind that led to my small garden. He spoke as we walked up the path while I found my key and unlocked the door.  

“My brother Danny is also a police detective,” he explained, “and we work together as partners. He acquired the pub through an old relationship, but he leaves the operation to Simon and just has his name on the deeds. Their relationship is sort of business partners and friends, and through that I got to know Simon. He knows about my reputation with women and was trying to protect you.”  

Here he stopped and fixed that intense gaze on me, making my body go hot all over. He was so close, and I so badly wanted to touch him again.  

“Oh, ok,” I replied, frowning as I processed his words, “Well, do you want to come inside?”

Suddenly his lips were on mine, and we fell through the door in a tangle of arms and legs. I jumped as I felt a jolt of static electricity when his skin touched mine, and I jumped back, hand to my face.  

“Wow,” I gasped, “what was that?”  

He looked just as surprised, but his expression quickly changed, and he reached for me again.  

“Static I think,” he said, “it must be my jacket.”  


He shrugged his jacket off and dropped it to the floor, staring at me intently.  “I will leave if you want me to Jessica, just say...”



But I didn’t want him to leave, especially as he stood before me with that muscular chest straining against his shirt, and his hair all tousled from our embrace. I shook my head and bit my lip in a self-conscious gesture.  

“I want you to stay with me Jack,” I said, my voice husky, “You fascinate me.”  

He smiled, kicked the door shut behind him, and reached for me again. I broke away from his passionate kisses just long enough to lead him up the stairs to my bedroom, kicking off shoes and losing my cardigan on the way.

In my room I sat on the end of the bed and looked at him. He stepped in close, grabbed my hair and crushed his lips to mine, and my body was alive with need, with desire. I pulled at his shirt, he ripped open the buttons and flung it on the floor behind him. His body was gorgeous! He looked like a model standing there with just his jeans on, his boxer shorts showing over the top of the waistband. His chest was broad and muscular, with a few hairs and a slight tan. He had a tattoo on his left arm, at the top near his shoulder. It looked like some sort of Celtic design, and my stomach lurched with desire. I saw a small, faint scar in between his right hip and his belly button.

He climbed onto the bed, and I slid back as he crawled between my legs, a hand on my face as he kissed me again. I pulled my t-shirt off and threw it to one side, and he looked at my body with eyes full of heat and desire. He gently pushed me down, so I was lying on the bed, and he lay on top of me, kissing and nibbling at my skin as he moved down my body. I had my hands in his hair, watching his body. He very carefully unfastened my jeans, as though he expected me to stop him, but I didn’t. It had been so long since I’d had sex and he was gorgeous. I wanted this; no, I needed it!

He pulled my jeans away and dropped them to the floor before removing his own clothes. I saw his expression change as he looked at me, and then I focused on his, on how tight his boxer shorts were against him, and the overwhelming urge I had for him to just fuck me now. He tormented me a little more, stroking, sucking, licking, and kissing me all over until finally we were both naked and he was on top of me.  

He smiled and kissed me on the lips as I felt him enter me, and we moved together, slowly at first and then faster, faster until I was gasping and clawing at his back. He buried his face in my neck and nipped at my skin and then his head reared back as we both reached a dizzying, ecstatic climax, crying out together.

We fell back on the bed, Jack lying beside me, both of us gasping for air, exhausted after our passion. I turned my head to look at him and laughed, a little embarrassed at my lack of self-control. He was smiling as he turned onto his side, head propped on his arm.  

“What’s so funny, Jessica?” he asked.

I concentrated on steadying my breathing before I answered.  

“Nothing,” I replied, “That was intense. I mean, I don’t make a habit of it or anything, don’t get the wrong idea.”  

It was his turn to laugh, and he reached forward to gently stroke my hair out of my face, sending more shivers coursing through me. 

“Don’t worry,” he murmured, “I believe you. Wow, that was some welcome home!”  

It felt natural to snuggle against his body, for him to wrap his arms around me, and for us to fall asleep, exhausted, and happy. He was warm and safe and comforting, and I couldn’t remember ever feeling such a sensation of contentment with another man before. I liked it, and I wanted more.  

The dream came again, but it was different this time, a new story.

I was standing on the beach watching moonlight reflecting off the gently rolling waves. This was another one of my vivid dreams I was sure, but I couldn’t wake myself. I could smell sea salt in the air, I could taste it on my tongue, and the air felt muggy as though a storm were threatening. 

I realized there was a woman standing beside me. I knew her, but I couldn’t turn my head to look at her, and I didn’t recognize who she was. She spoke in a gentle, clear voice.

“Hello, Jessica,” she said, “Do not worry; you are safe with me. I know you are a little confused about us meeting like this.”  

Somehow, I knew that she was tall, slim, with long dark hair, even though I still couldn’t look at her. I spoke in a voice that was thankfully quite steady, no panic showing.

“Who are you?” I asked, speaking to the sea, “Why are we here?”

“I am Lillian,” she replied, “and you will remember me when the time is right. For now, I bring a message. You must heed caution with your new relationship. There are things that you cannot understand, and you should not be involved with. Please remain in control of yourself and your emotion. Your life is about to change very dramatically, and it will be confusing and alien. But I will return, and I will take care of you as it is my duty to do so.”  

She disappeared suddenly, and I heard the distant rumble of thunder. As rain began to fall everything faded into blackness, true deep sleep.
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I woke to the sound of my alarm clock and reached out sleepily to hit the snooze button. Rolling over and stretching my arm across the bed, I realized that I was naked, and Jack was gone. I sat up and looked around, listening for the sound of him in the bathroom or downstairs but the house was silent. His clothes had gone from the bedroom floor. Surely, I didn’t dream of him too. No, last night happened, I had that slightly uncomfortable but satisfied sensation in my nether regions to prove it. Perhaps this was his way of telling me it was a one-night stand. As hard as I tried to forget about him while I had a shower, I couldn’t help but feel a little upset, and quite angry that he didn’t at least stay for breakfast.

Liz was knocking on the back door as I came downstairs. She had a key but promised to knock first so I knew she was here, and I left her to unlock the door as I filled the kettle and put bread in the toaster. We sat together at the kitchen table to eat breakfast. After a few moments of hard staring, she put down her mug, preparing to speak.

“Jessica Marie Stone,” she demanded in a clipped tone of mock disapproval, “what happened last night?”

“Nothing,” I said quickly as my cheeks burned, “why?” 

I tried to act innocent but couldn’t keep the twinkle out of my eyes. Trying to be coy, I spilt my tea as my hands started shaking. Liz burst into peals of laughter.  

“Jessica,” she gasped, “you are a terrible liar! For starters I can see a huge love bite on your neck, and for another you are bursting to tell me something!”  

I grinned, touched the mark on my neck, and winced as I realized it did feel quite bruised. When did Jack do that to me? It must have been during the heat of passion.  

I proceeded to give Liz all the gory details with much laughing and pretended embarrassment on her part. We were like sisters; we kept no secrets from each other.  Admittedly she had managed to hide her pregnancy from me for three months, but I couldn’t complain, as I would probably have done the same in her situation. Liz was a careful, sensible person. She was very interested in my description of Jack Mason, and she refused to believe that it could just be a one-night stand.

“Jess,” she said, “you know he might have been called away with work this morning? Police detectives don’t work a standard nine-to-five, do they?”

I regarded her thoughtfully.

“It’s just that from your description,” she continued, “it sounds like he was really interested, and it would be strange to leave you without leaving a message.”

“I know,” I agreed, “but I don’t want to get over-excited.”

Staring out of the window for a moment, my mind wandered back to the previous night.

“Look,” I said, returning my attention to Liz, “I had a great night and fantastic sex, let’s just leave it at that. I might see him again in the pub now that he has moved back home.”

I told Liz about Simon’s strange behaviour and she did agree that it seemed out of character for him. She tried to suggest that he was being over-protective because I had been single for so long and I supposed that must be it. I remembered to check my phone and see if Simon had sent me a message, which he had. 

‘Good morning, Jess,’ he wrote, ‘I hope you forgive me for my mood last night. Will see you in the shop later.’ 

I showed Liz who nodded and smiled, saying that she was right, and he was just being moody.

Finally, I told Liz about my dream. She was concerned but also intrigued.

“Jessica,” she said, “do you think it’s your subconscious trying to talk you out of things?” 

I frowned.

“I mean,” she continued, “you haven’t had a relationship in such a long time.  Maybe you were so attracted to this man that you instinctively want to run away, even before anything has happened.”  

She stopped and watched my reaction before continuing, 

“Maybe you should see a therapist,” she suggested gently, “I know you don’t want to, but perhaps you need closure on what has happened in your life. Or maybe you need to find out about your real family...” 

Here she stopped, seeing that I had stiffened, my body defensive.  

“No,” I said in a clipped, curt tone, “I do not need to find out about any family that could abandon me at the age of six. You are right; it’s probably just my subconscious. If it happens again, I might consider seeing a doctor, but for now we’ll just put it down to my crazy imagination.”  

Liz nodded and left me alone. She had tried before to persuade me to find my birth family. As far I was concerned, they weren’t worth chasing. I had managed this long on my own; I didn’t need them, whoever they might be.

The morning progressed slowly, a quiet one since the day was sunny which sent most people out to the beach. It was still cool, but that never stopped anyone. There would already be people sunbathing and surfing, Simon included. He surfed in all weathers, amazing me at how he never caught pneumonia or even injured himself in those treacherous seas. He thrived on danger, and sometimes I would watch him from the beach, getting increasingly frightened when he was thrown close to the rocks or hit massive waves. But he just kept going back for more and he did have incredible strength and control when he was in the water. He was strong anyway, he was always carrying heavy boxes, crates and barrels around the pub and never seemed to strain or pull a muscle.  

Liz and I used this quiet time at work to restock the shelves and catch up with our Internet sales, parceling up the books that needed dispatching. Liz decided to take them to the post office before it closed, leaving me alone in the shop for an hour. I was reading my book and sipping coffee when the bell above the door jangled, and I looked up to see Simon approach the counter smiling sheepishly. His blond hair was tousled and damp, he wore baggy blue jeans and a yellow t-shirt, and a hooded black fleece jacket with a surf-label motif printed all over. It was unzipped despite the cool temperatures outside.

“Hey Jess,” he said cheerfully, “how are you?”  

I half-smiled but let him see in my expression that I was still unhappy with him.  

“Hi Simon,” I replied a little less enthusiastically, “I’m good, thanks. Liz has gone to the post office.”  

He nodded and stooped in front of me, leaning his arms on the edge of the counter and looking at me with sad, grey puppy-dog eyes. I smiled despite my mood and then laughed. It was impossible to be angry with Simon. His sad expression broke into its usual mischievous grin, and he laughed.  

“Look,” he said seriously, “I’m sorry I acted like that last night. It was a shock seeing Jack after so long, and when he took such an interest in you, I got jealous.  Neither him nor Danny had told me they were back in town, not even an email, and I got upset.”

Why would he be upset, I wondered? They must be friends or at least closer than just employer and employee.  

“Simon,” I said, “I’m confused. Were you in a relationship with Jack’s brother, or something?”  

He laughed, embarrassed, but I could see the bitterness in his face.  

“There was no relationship,” he said in a dull tone, “When he took over the pub, we got to be quite good friends, shared acquaintance, that sort of thing. I got to know Jack through him and then they had to go off on their assignment and no one heard from them for two years. They came back briefly at different times but were terrible at keeping in touch. I just got protective of you.” 

He paused and stared at me thoughtfully.

“Jack isn’t the most reliable of men,” he said, “Did he stay the night?”

I was suddenly uncomfortable under his scrutiny but with Simon it was never really an issue. He was my best friend, my sounding board, always good for a laugh and a party. Today he seemed old and tired. I felt sorry for him.  

“Simon,” I said, “I think you need a break; you look exhausted. You haven’t had a night, or even a day, off work in two weeks, have you?”
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