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CHAPTER 1 – SAUSAGE ON A FORK


“I’ll do it,” Annaliese Wynn said, heaving her bags from the back of the taxi to save the obese driver waddling out. Finally she’d be swapping her stilettos for summer sandals and solitude, and hopefully winding down from the everlasting treadmill of her life. 


As she listened to the waves crashing on the shore of Scarlet Bay, she drew a deep satisfied breath and discovered the delicious aroma of grilling meat wafting on the warm breeze. She glanced at her watch. Someone was barbecuing. At ten-fifteen? She inhaled again. Her tummy gave an unladylike gurgle. The barbecue smelled amazing after her hasty early breakfast of a fresh pear. 


Sighing, Anna clicked the bag handle up into place and rolled the case over the cracked concrete path to the old shorefront cottage. This would be her last holiday here before it was demolished to make way for a new, much larger dwelling for her extended family to share. She unlocked the front door and stepped back into her childhood. Faded Indian cotton curtains, Great-aunt Emily’s fussy watercolours (also fading) and… the back door at the end of the hallway swinging wide open!


She stood stock-still, like a cat transfixed by a bird that had just landed unwisely close. Loud masculine laughter billowed in and echoed around the high-ceilinged space.


“Shit, no…” someone said.


“Totally crappy luck,” another man agreed.


“And probably a spoiled little bitch,” a deeper voice added.


Anna released her bag, set down her laptop, and crept the length of the old house on tiptoe, trying to stop her high heels from echoing on the varnished hardwood floor. She thrust her head through the doorway. “What do you think you’re doing?” she demanded.


Four pairs of eyes swivelled in her direction. Three men stuffed meat into their mouths and chewed.


“Ms Wynn?” the deeper voice asked. The attached male raised a can of cola and took a leisurely swig. Dark eyes locked with hers over the shining can, and she watched his tanned throat constrict as he swallowed. He lowered the drink and wiped the back of his hand over his mouth.


“Anna Wynn. Why are you all here?”


Plainly they were the crew from the almost finished house up behind the hedge. Why weren’t they there instead? And how had they opened the door?


Three sets of teeth continued to chomp. Three pairs of eyes shifted away. The other man set the cola can down with no haste, and stood. 


Up and up. 


Anna had to tilt her head back to keep eye contact.


He thrust out a large hand as though he expected her to shake it. “Jason Jones,” he said. 


He blocked out the light, stole her breath, irritated her far beyond anything that was reasonable.


“We’re having breakfast,” he added in that gritty velvet voice that had queried her name with unmistakeable amusement.


She inspected his fingers for cleanliness before extending her own. His boots were caked with mud, his long, powerful legs were smeared with dust, his khaki shorts had the zipper at half-mast, and there was sawdust all over his garish orange visibility vest. She tried not to ogle his arms and shoulders.


“Breakfast?” She found her fingers enclosed in firm warmth and then held captive. 


“Or brunch, if you want to be fancy.” A faint grin teased the corners of his mouth. 


Suddenly Anna’s choice of high heels and tailored black silk crepe pants felt ridiculous. Why wasn’t she wearing jeans?


She tried to retrieve her hand and he tightened his grip, allowing her no escape. 


“We’re on the job by seven in weather like this, and we work hard. We’re ready for more than a sandwich by now. You want a sausage?” Without waiting for a reply he reached sideways with his other hand, speared one from the barbecue on a bent and tarnished fork, and passed it to her.


Of course she didn’t. Nothing was further from her mind. A sausage with a gang of rough builders who had no business intruding into the house? From this over-muscled, overbearing, testosterone-soaked tower of annoyance?


 Her traitorous stomach chose that moment to give another loud gurgle, and she gave in to the inevitable, trying to accept the fork without touching him any further. She took a cautious nibble and closed her eyes. She possibly moaned. God, it was good!


“Ketchup with that?” the velvet voice asked, stroking every one of Anna’s nerve endings exactly the wrong way. 


Snorts of amusement exploded from the other men and he threw a sharp, “Shut it,” in their direction. She opened her mouth wider and took a more ravenous bite.


“Go for it…” the youngest man encouraged.


“Shut it, Hoolie,” Jason Jones repeated.  He turned to Anna. “Doesn’t take much to amuse someone with no brain.”


Anna glared at them all. The youngest one grinned from ear to ear, the other two tried to stifle their laughter, and even Jason Jones had the faintest twitch at one end of his surprisingly gorgeous mouth. No prizes for guessing what they were imagining.


She managed to swallow the mouthful without choking, took a step backward in case it made him look less impressive, and pinned him with her best ‘you’re-an-insect-beneath-my-notice’ gaze. “And I’ll ask you again; what exactly are you doing here? This is my family’s home. I’m staying to do some work for a few days, and I’m not expecting, or wanting, company.”


Jason Jones folded his tall frame down onto a battered white plastic chair and glanced toward the open back porch of the old house. “I arranged with your uncle for us to use the… facilities… there.  But some big rocks slid down the hill and bashed the wall in a couple of days ago.”


“No more facilities,” young Hoolie explained helpfully. “No bog, broken basin, only half a shower.”


Anna flicked her gaze into the damaged porch, bared her teeth, and took another bite of sausage - a really savage one - while looking Hoolie in the eye. Her action had the intended effect, and she had the great satisfaction of seeing him flinch.


She tried to suppress a smirk as she chewed and swallowed. “You’ll have to get a Porta-loo then. I don’t want you in the house. How did you get the door open?”


A big hand rummaged in the pocket of the khaki shorts. Anna glimpsed lime green undies through the gaping fly. Lime green? Did the man have no class?


He pulled out a key on a twist of string. James’s key. The little white lighthouse on the end of the string was a souvenir she’d given him on a long-ago holiday. 


He swung it to and fro. “Your uncle gave me this in case I wanted to stay over. There have been burglaries from the other house. Boxes of tiles, appliances - and I don’t need any here at mine.”


Why don’t they lock things up more securely? 


“So you’re the foreman?”


“Project manager.”


This brought a ‘yeah, right’ from Hoolie, and a tightening of Jason Jones’ features. He glared at the offender and said, “Hoolie’s not worth meeting until he grows up a bit, but the rest of my men are.” He waved an arm in their direction, and the sun glinted on gilded skin and bulging muscle. “Brett Lambourne and Eric Hansen.”


“Pleased to meetcha,” the younger Brett said. 


“Yeah, gidday,” balding Eric added, wiping his lips with a crumpled handkerchief and stuffing it back into the pocket of his shorts.


“But…” Anna said. This was absolutely not what she wanted. She shook her head. “I don’t want to share my bathroom with a crowd of men.”


Jason leaned back in the chair and drew a deep breath. Anna found it hard not to stare as his chest expanded, and saw from the set of his jaw that he was making quite an effort to stay polite. 


“There are only four of us,” he said in a tone suitable for explaining quantum physics to young children. “And I’ve been telling them to take their boots off. But okay, I’ll order a Porta-loo. I can’t guarantee they’ll have it here before Monday though. Not with the big surf carnival over the weekend.”


“Every bog’ll be busy,” Hoolie contributed.


“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Annaliese snapped. She took the last bite of sausage and wondered what to do with the fork. A big hand on the end of a long arm closed around it and she let go in a hurry. “Thank you,” she added, a few seconds too late, turning and flouncing back into the house.


“Yep - spoiled little bitch,” she heard Jason say just before the door swung closed. So it was her he’d been talking about as she arrived? He’d already known she’d be staying? She nearly whirled around and gave him another earful, but what would that achieve? It wouldn’t do to make an enemy of the builder. Keeping out of each other’s way would surely be the wisest course. 


She inspected the bathroom as she returned down the hallway. Men! Four empty toilet roll inners sat along the windowsill… the tap wasn’t properly turned off… and very dirty handprints decorated the pale blue towel. 


Oh well, at least they washed their hands to some degree, and from the lack of mud on the floor they were indeed kicking their filthy boots off before they came inside. 


She tried to be pleased about that as she collected her bag and pulled it into the front bedroom - the one with the best and biggest bed. 


Someone had been sleeping in it. The cover had been tossed back and the pillow held the unmistakable indentation of a head. A half empty water bottle and an electric shaver sat on the chest beside it.


Jason Jones’ firm, clean-shaven jaw came immediately to mind, and for some reason his gorgeous mouth, and she just knew it would be him. Turning on her heel she clattered back along the hallway and flung the door open again.


“Who’s been sleeping in my bed?” she demanded.


“Big bad bear?” Hoolie suggested.


Brett Lambourne grinned. “Don’t you know your fairy stories, boy? Big bad wolf.” 


Eric Hansen threw back his head and managed a passable howl. 


“Hell,” Jason muttered. “It was the longest bed.”


“Well, will you move please? It sounded like you knew the ‘spoiled little bitch’ was coming to stay.”


Jason drew another of those devastating, chest-expanding breaths. “Your hearing’s a bit too good, eh? Sorry about that.” He set his can of cola aside and stood. Anna was almost willing to believe he was blushing under his tan.


“Move your stuff out at the end of the day,” she said. “I wouldn’t want to stop you working.” This time she slammed the door behind her so she wouldn’t hear any more smart comments.


*


“That went well,” Eric said.


Jason grimaced. “Could have done without the wolf howl, bro. Are we almost finished?” In unison his men tipped the dregs out of their mugs and set them upside down on the barbecue shelf to drain. Hoolie grabbed the remaining chop, pulled out his phone, and photographed it as he ambled off. Eric followed. Jason fired his empty can at the wrecked porch as though it might release some of the tension the infuriating woman had threaded all through him.


“She’s going to give you grief,” Brett forecast, an evil grin spreading over his face.


Jason’s lip curled. “Don’t I know it? Why couldn’t we have a few more uninterrupted days?” He flexed his shoulders. “Better try and make peace with the dragon lady.” 


“Good luck with that,” Brett said, leaving him to find some suitable words.


Jason clamped his teeth together, toed off his elastic-sided boots, and slid the key into the lock. Where had she gone? He prowled the length of the house, looking right and left as he padded past the open doors, and found her in ‘his’ room, bent over her suitcase, curvy backside decorated by tiny black lace panties as she rummaged for something to replace the fancy slacks that now lay on the end of the bed. Thanking God for his silent socks, he reversed direction, but couldn’t resist another quick inspection around the doorframe before leaving. 


She was class all the way. Long slim legs, bare feet with strawberry-coloured toenails, and those tempting panties hiding damn well nothing except maybe five percent of her smooth butt. Ms Frosty had everything he didn’t; money, breeding, and the confidence to twist someone twice her own size into a ball of confusion. She was totally bad news.


He bowed his head and walked away as quietly as he could, praying the floorboards wouldn’t squeak, then gave the outside door a noisy slam as though he’d just entered the house. “Can I have a word, Ms Wynn?” he bellowed.


“Hang on a mo,” she called back.


He closed his eyes, imagining her hunting for something to cover herself with. Jeans maybe… turning around to step into them… perhaps a cute pink bow now showing on the low front of her lacy black panties… those smooth legs disappearing into blue denim as she pulled the jeans up… a sparkly stud in her belly-button… 


“Yes?” she asked, from somewhere very close. His eyes flew open and he found her standing right in front of him. How long had he been day-dreaming? 


Not jeans. A whole lot better than that. Snug white shorts, with the same red top and now rubber flip-flops. Without her high heels she looked less formal, less business-like, and several inches shorter.


“Five-six?” he hazarded. “Without your shoes?”


“More or less,” she agreed. “If it’s any business of yours.”


He rubbed his chin. “None at all. But getting things the right size is kind of what I do.”


“I should hope so. Like an artist constantly imagining scenery in shades of paint? My Great-aunt Emily once told me she did that.” Her sharp gaze ran the length of his body. “Six three… four?”


He nodded as a disconcerting trail of warmth spread through him. “Without my boots. Can we start again? Clear the air?”


She narrowed her eyes at him. Bright blue eyes, he now saw as she turned her head and the light from the bathroom window lit her face. They seemed just right with her streaky caramel and honey hair.


“I need a walk on the beach first,” she said. “I’ve been stuck inside the office in Wellington for the last fourteen days.”


He drew his eyebrows together, and she must have taken it as some kind of censure.


“I worked through the last two weekends. Traded some time so I could get here earlier.”


Jason ripped at the Velcro fastenings on his construction vest. “Can I walk with you? Just for a few minutes?”


She didn’t look entirely pleased, but nodded anyway and headed for the front door.


He hauled his boots on again, tossed his vest on a chair, rounded the house, and found her standing in the sunshine - head tipped back, eyes closed.  


“It smells like Christmas,” she said. “All my younger Christmases smelled like Scarlet Bay.”


His gut gave a lurch. His younger Christmases had smelled like building sites, and his father’s sweat, and the sickly stench of empty beer bottles. 


“It might be the pines,” he suggested. “Christmas tree smell.”


“And the sea. And fish guts or whatever gets washed up.”


“Total romantic, aren’t you.” He could imagine it, though. Could smell it now. Pine needles mixed with salty water plus the slight waft of putrefaction. Maybe the old girl next door laced her compost heap with seaweed or fish heads?


Anna Wynn opened her eyes again and set off across the road. He followed, not wanting to enrage her further, and very keen to smooth things out between them. 


She rolled her shoulders back in a big stretch. “I so needed this.”


He watched her breasts rise and fall, and imagined a black lace bra to match the panties, creamy curves and rosy nipples. Geez! He wasn’t usually so distracted by a woman, especially one with such a sharp tongue. It must have been that view of her backside, because he never lacked for female company when he felt the need. Which was often enough, being thirty-two, single, tall, dark, and as constantly horny as any other man.  He shook his head to clear it. “How long have you had holidays at Scarlet Bay?”


She looked back over her shoulder. Her blue eyes matched the sky. “Forever. So almost thirty years I guess. Not always at Christmas, but mostly.”


 “I’ll get my stuff out of your room at lunchtime,” he offered, thrusting a hand back through his hair and leaving it standing on end. “There’s not much of it. I haven’t moved in. Just slept there a couple of nights.” 


And suddenly she was the ice maiden again. As brittle as the bright diamonds that flashed in her earlobes. “Pleased to hear it. Thank you. I’d appreciate that.”


He fell into step beside her, hoping a change of subject might help. “What sort of work do you do?” 


She surprised him with a quick grin. “Industrial design. I’ve just seen the prototype for my new metal shelving system. Totally unlike anything else on the market. That’s another reason why I stayed in Wellington. I wanted to see the real thing once Production had finished it.” 


He nodded slowly, unsure how to follow that. Metal shelving? From a classy woman who wore high heels and lacy panties and strawberry nail polish? And diamonds at the beach? “You said you were here to work some more. What are you designing next?”


She walked a few steps further before saying, “I have an idea for an outrageous twin baby stroller, but I won’t be onto that until after New Year.” Then she fell silent again.


He pushed his luck by asking, “So you’re not really here to work?”


She turned those blue eyes in his direction again and snapped, “I absolutely am! It’ll be some of the hardest work I’ve ever done. I’ve made an offer to my family to curate a lot of the stuff from the house to preserve it.”


Jason thought about the dated - indeed dilapidated - state of the old cottage and its contents, and sent her a doubtful glance. “What sort of stuff? It looks a bit…” He shrugged.


“Past it? Yes.” She heaved a sigh, and his eyes shot to her breasts again. From this angle the neckline of her red top gaped enough to show him a luscious curve of creamy flesh at least as beautiful as anything he’d imagined earlier. And a glimpse of his hoped-for lacy black bra.


“But you want to save it?” he asked, hurriedly raising his gaze to hers again.


“Generations of my family have shared that house since my great-grandfather built it around 1910. The original piece, anyway.”


“More than a hundred years.” His family had no history like that. No heritage to pass from decade to decade. No money that hadn’t been poured down his father’s thirsty throat.


“Uncle James got the two last bedrooms added when we were kids,” she continued. “And my dad had the porch put on the back with the extra toilet and the shower for washing salt water off.”


Jason scuffed a boot in the sand. “Which those rocks damaged. I’d better see what I can do about it.” He pressed his lips together. The last thing he needed was a patch-up job. They were on a deadline, he had other jobs lined up, and he’d be damned if he’d go over the date he’d promised on this one. There was too much riding on it.


“It’s all the history,” she continued. “There are old model aeroplanes stacked on top of a couple of the wardrobes. Total works of art. My grandfather’s war medals are there somewhere in a shoebox, along with photos from Egypt where he fought. My grandma said she kept every street-day Anzac poppy she ever wore. Can you imagine what a montage of poppies and photos and medals would look like—all framed in a display box on the wall?”


He nodded, picturing it against his will. 


“And embroidery that’s just about falling apart. Tablecloths stuffed into the backs of drawers. Samplers and serviettes that old cousins and great-aunts did. Beautiful things that should be framed and admired. I’ve promised the family I’ll sort through everything, save what’s best, and work out what to do with it.”


“No history in our family,” Jason said, kicking at a mussel shell and sending it sliding over the sand, immediately thinking of his sister who’d been ten when she was side-swiped by a woman in a white Honda Accord. He’d stood there alight with terror as Cathy had skidded along the road in a tangle of limbs and wheels, screaming with pain. And then never screaming again.


Part of his life had ended right there. It was his bike Cathy had been riding. He should have stopped her. He knew he should have stopped her, but no-one had bought her one of her own. She’d wanted a bicycle so much that sometimes he let her ride his, although it was far too big for her and she had to perch awkwardly on the bar. Even then she could barely reach the pedals.


It was totally his fault she’d died. His mother had said so; shrieked it at him, her eyes wild and staring and pouring with tears. She’d made him feel ten times guiltier, but there was no way he’d be telling Anna Wynn that. 


They drew level with the mussel shell and he gave it a harder kick. 


Again he saw Cathy skidding along the road surface as easily as the shell skated on the hard sand, and cursed his thoughts and tried to bury them. “Don’t know about the big wars, but my dad’s older brother fought in Vietnam. Hurt in a hunting accident soon after he came home. Which is pretty ironic for a man used to guns. He went to live in Aussie after that. Dad doesn’t talk about him.” He cleared his throat. “Dad doesn’t talk much about anything.”


She slanted him an assessing glance. “How do you work together then?”


Jason shook his head. “Not working together. Not any longer. I’ve been away from him for quite a while now, but his team wasn’t big enough when he bullshitted his way into the contract for both houses, and more good men were hard to find.” 


He rubbed his chin and gazed out to the rolling breakers. “We split this job. It was the only way I was willing to do it.” He gave the mussel shell a final vicious booting and it cartwheeled away into the water. “I’ve set up my own company. He’s putting one house together and I’m in charge of the other. No crossover at all.”


He saw her nod, and sensed from the faint frown between her eyebrows that she had other questions. Well, it was her family’s money so he supposed he’d have to answer them. And sure enough…


“You don’t get on? You and your dad?”


He wouldn’t tell her about the drinking. Couldn’t do that to Trev in case it put the contract in jeopardy, but hell, he was tempted. “Not really. Not any longer. If we ever did. He’s a hard bastard.”


They walked on along the flat sand in silence for a few more minutes. It wasn’t a restful silence. The air fizzed with dangerous energy.


Seabirds flapped up out of the shallows as they approached, and settled again behind them. He mentally framed them up for photographs as a distraction. Framed Anna Wynn as well, with her long pale hair lifting in the breeze and her red top pressing against her perfect breasts as she walked. Then he ripped his eyes away to a young mother with a toddler and a dog enjoying the small waves further up the beach. No point wanting what he couldn’t have.


“Family situations can be tough,” Anna Wynn said. “Especially business ones.”


Tough? She had no freaking idea. More than tough when your mother walked out, saying you were old enough now to stand on your own two feet, and leaving you with a dad you hated and feared. 


He’d been fourteen, skinny, and a bare five-seven. No way old enough for anything much. Certainly not old enough to survive unscathed with a bitter drunk. Not old enough to have any confidence, any chance of rebelling, any transport or money to escape with even if he’d somehow found the spirit. He’d spent the next couple of years in agony.


Suddenly she surprised him by bending, sliding her feet out of her flip-flops, and suspending them from a finger. “Excuse me. I’m going to paddle too,” she said, jogging away from him, making sand and water sparkle in the sunshine as she ran.


Jason stood and watched her. That had been pretty curt, and his ‘spoiled little bitch’ description now seemed perfectly appropriate again. She’d suffered his company for only a few minutes and then dismissed him. Quickly and coldly.


She didn’t look back. Not that he expected her to. What interest would she have in a guy like him anyway? She was total quality from the strands of her streaky hair right down to her strawberry toenails, and he was as rough as guts. He glanced down at his dusty black singlet, barely long enough on his tall body, and spotted the state of his zipper. Cursing under his breath, he yanked it up. Yep - class all the way - that was him. 


And she thought family situations could be tough? He clenched his jaw at her preposterous statement. She had no idea from her privileged vantage point. 


She didn’t know he was the result of a drunken party. The unwanted child of a couple ill-equipped for parenthood. 


She didn’t know he’d loved art and music, got good grades at school, but was still seen by his father only as cheap labour. That he’d been dragged out to work on building sites at every opportunity - and permanently, the minute he’d been old enough to legally leave the education system.


Trev Jones was a hard-drinking, hard-bodied bully whose wife had staged a sudden secret departure while he was out with mates on an all-day fishing trip. These days Jason could see Cheryl had left her husband rather than her son, but, desperately unconfident at fourteen, he’d been convinced it was his fault his mother had gone. 


Left with no option except to tag along with his father, he’d listened, learned, grown nine inches taller, and packed on muscle with the punishing physical work. Slowly the balance of power between them had levelled. As Trev drank more, Jason took up the slack until he was out from under his father’s callused thumb. It wasn’t a ‘family situation’ he’d wish on anyone.


*


Anna ran until she was knee-deep in the splashing waves. She hadn’t meant to dash away from him like that, but he had a presence that rattled her. So damn tall, yet no beanpole. Long, strongly-muscled arms, shoulders like a surfer, and a chest she still needed to check out in detail because she couldn’t stare when she was standing in front of him. Wanted to, but couldn’t. She just knew it was good. Also knew she’d see his mouth quirking in that maddening way that confirmed he’d seen her looking. And liking. 


She jogged along, churning up the water until she was gasping for breath and the edges of her white shorts were damp from the sea. Why did she always push herself so hard? Couldn’t she simply have enjoyed a walk on the beach like anyone normal?


Finally she slowed and turned. From here she had a good view of the two new houses now occupying the elevated land to the rear of the old cottage. The wild areas where she and her sisters and cousins had played as children were gone, but the wide water views should certainly bring good prices for the Wynn-Harwood Family Trust.


She lowered her gaze. The builder was walking away from her, but he must have waited for a while because he hadn’t gone too far. 


She watched his legs. His work shorts were comfortably loose, and finished above his knees. On a shorter man they’d probably have that laughable ‘clown’s pants’ look, but on him they revealed a few inches of powerful thigh and then the long sweep of his lean muscular calves. Her designer’s brain appreciated his proportions for sure. Her woman’s brain appreciated a lot more besides, even though her inbuilt taste rebelled at the thought of lime green underpants.


You need to get him out of those pants, Anna. She shook her head and smirked. And into something better, she amended quickly. As if that was ever going to happen in the next million years.


She splashed back through the shallows, keeping her attention on him in case he looked back and she needed to tear her gaze away. She was just a little piqued. Surely she deserved a backward glance or two? 


Why had he accompanied her, anyway? He’d said he wanted to ‘clear the air’, but they hadn’t discussed anything of consequence. A bit of work stuff, and some of the old house’s history; nothing too confrontational there. 


And yet there was something between them. Something that had pulled them together, even after their ridiculous meeting over sausages at mid-morning and her ill-tempered demand that he vacated the bed she’d intended for herself. 


It hung in the air, shining and shivering, a challenge and a distraction. His dark gaze had meshed with hers time and again. Suggestive. Not restful. Yet she couldn’t pinpoint a single thing he’d said directly to her that had been less than polite.


She should have averted her eyes from his much sooner on several occasions. Like when he’d described his father as ‘a hard bastard’ and really stirred her interest before clamming up… when he’d talked about his uncle fighting in Vietnam all those years ago… when he’d stayed unnervingly silent after she’d said family situations could be tough. 


Plainly he’d led a harder life than her. Only to be expected when she was a judge’s daughter and he worked with his hands, but still…. 


She’d never stood beside a man who made her feel so delicate and somehow delicious. Sure, he was physically overpowering, but it wasn’t just his size. It was something in his eyes. The way he inhabited his own space with such unnerving certainty. She wanted to look at him. Wanted to know more about him. 


And the sooner he removed his gear from her room, the better. Maybe then she’d be able to banish him from her mind and concentrate on what she’d come to the old cottage for. 


But… somehow she didn’t like being ignored like this. The ‘spoiled little bitch’ tag rankled. She wanted his attention. Wanted to prove she wasn’t some privileged child who took a family trust and a beach house in a beautiful part of New Zealand for granted.


She left the water and trailed him back along the damp sand. As he started the slight climb above the high tide line, he thrust both hands into his pockets, and the fabric pulled taut around his narrow hips. The high sun lit the rhythmic flexing of his very fine butt as he propelled himself up the slope. Suddenly Anna didn’t care what colour his undies were. In fact commando would be just fine, and she found herself imagining giving him a helpful push up the slope to get her hands on his high quality flesh. 


Which was never, ever, ever going to happen.


 










CHAPTER 2 – FIRST AID



Jason turned as he reached the beach road. Further out, the rollers Scarlet Bay was famous for heaved and broke with crashing power. Come lunchtime he’d be riding them, whether Ms Frosty approved or not. He had an overwhelming urge to work off the restless twitching threaded through his body. Needed to pit himself against something elemental and challenging. 


He stood for a few more seconds, feeling on edge and dissatisfied.


Her red top and bright white shorts were now too close to ignore. If he walked away it could be interpreted as rudeness to a client, so against his will he called, “Want to check out the new house?”


Her head jerked up as though he’d surprised her, but he knew from cautious glances over his shoulder that she’d been tagging along, keeping her distance. Her gaze had burned the length of his body as he walked. Laser-sharp, tingling, hard to dismiss.


She shrugged, apparently indifferent. “If you don’t mind?”


He breathed out hard, and waited until she drew level. “It’s your house.”


“I wish. It belongs to the Trust. Well, strictly speaking a big chunk of it belongs to the bank at this stage. But once it’s sold…”


“Then you’ll be rolling in it.”


Her brows drew together. “Of course I won’t.”


“No skin off my nose. It’s given me work for a while.”


“Do you actually know how a family trust works? I don’t mean to be rude, but it sounds like maybe you don’t.”


Jason fumed at her high-handedness… and at his own lack of knowledge. “I don’t come from the sort of family that needs to hide stuff in a trust. And you’ll want safer shoes before you come on site.” 


She tossed the flip-flops onto the sand and he held out an arm to steady her so she could push her feet into them to cross the baking road. To his surprise, she accepted his help. Her hand clamped around his wrist. A small, soft hand with short, smooth fingernails painted a startling sea-green. Far too easily he pictured it wrapped around his cock.


“A trust doesn’t hide anything,” she said, looking up at him with those sky-blue eyes and lashing him with her tart correction. “It’s perfectly legal. Protecting is more accurate. Protecting a family home for instance, if a business venture fails.”


Protection. Shit – thinking about that, now, too…


“So the tradespeople don’t get paid out,” he insisted, lowering his arm with reluctance as she pulled her hand away.


Anna shook her head. “So the family still has somewhere to live. And a lot more beside, but I’m not in the mood for a complicated legal discussion. You can have that with Aaron when he arrives. Or Bree or Jossy.”


They crossed the road in silence and she let herself into the house. “Ordinary flat shoes okay?” she asked over her shoulder. “I didn’t pack my steel-capped boots.”


He refused to take the bait. “As long as you’re safe. Can’t have the boss’s daughter stubbing her pretty toes. I’ll meet you out the back.”


He heard her phone ring as she turned away and closed the door. Who the hell was Aaron? Or Bree? Or Jossy? All lawyers?


He stomped around the house and inspected the rock damage while he waited. Not even rocks from his own site. Several big chunks had been dislodged from the piece of land his father was building on and cannoned down to splinter the timber walls of ‘his’ porch. Fat chance anyone from there had been willing to try removing them. But maybe it was something he could take his frustration out on. He gave one of them a shove with his boot. Wedged tight. Grabbing what he could, he tossed the smaller pieces over toward the hedge while he waited several more minutes. How long could her phone call last? 


As the door opened, he looked up and a sharply sheared-off edge of rock bit him just above his thumb.


He cursed and pressed the cut closed with his other hand.


“Let me see.” Not even any sympathy - just a demand to inspect it.


He grimaced and turned away. This was all he needed on top of her watching his every move, banishing his men from the house, and showing how superior she was by talking about family trusts. “It’ll be fine.”


“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s dripping on the grass.” She reached out for his clenched hand and bent closer to inspect the damage. 


Jason reluctantly loosened his grip. Bright red blood welled up but he barely noticed the pain. This close, her hair smelled like flowers. Her warm breast nudged against his arm. She was a million miles out of reach, but his cock thought otherwise. Jeez, she’d better keep her attention right there on his hand because although he was bleeding buckets he plainly still had plenty left to raise a rapid salute to her.  


“Kick your boots off,” she said. “That needs cleaning out and taping up.”


Hoping to hide his rampant state, he stooped and toed off first one boot and then the other. Bent half double he followed her up the long hallway to the bathroom. It was no help seeing her peachy butt preceding him in those little white shorts with the shadow of the tiny black panties showing through. No help knowing she’d be leaning all over him to clean his hand, smelling sweet and female, and with her neckline gaping only inches from his hungry eyes. 


She set the tap running. “You need to get some gloves.”


“I’ve got some.”


She tested the water temperature. “So wear them.”


Totally unfair. “I wasn’t into that job properly yet. I was waiting for you.”


“You’re saying it’s my fault you gashed yourself?” 


Oh geez…“No, of course not. Filling in time, like I said.” He watched as she searched for antiseptic. There were plenty of first-aid supplies packed away in a box with a big red cross on its lid. “You look like you could treat anything from shark bites to flea bites with that lot,” he said, inspecting his wrist and praying the damage was only superficial.


“How’s it feeling?” She dragged an old yellow stool from the alcove at the end of the bath and motioned him to sit.


Jason eased himself down, and bent far enough to plant his undamaged arm over his groin. He held the other one out in her direction.


“Hmmm,” she said, perching opposite him on the edge of the bath and balancing a bowl of warm water and antiseptic on her lap. “I’ve seen worse.”


She took his hand and held it over the bowl, leaning to inspect it more closely. 


Jason had no option but to stare at her tits. No option at all. Closing his eyes like a gentleman was definitely not an option - not with that view barely a foot away. Good thing she had a firm hold on one arm and he needed the other to cover the embarrassing evidence of his hard-on. 


“Funky fingernails,” he muttered, watching as she dampened a cotton ball and started to wipe at his skin.


She glanced up briefly and then returned to paramedic mode. “To match the sea. A private joke. Like always wearing something red to arrive at Scarlet Bay. Is that hurting too badly?”


He shook his head. No pain there. Her gorgeous rack was an amazing diversion. Lower down however, he was in a fair amount of agony. He shifted uncomfortably on the stool.


She bent further to peer at the cut, first rinsing, and then squeezing the moisture out of the cotton ball for another wipe or two. “It’s just a small flap. I don’t think it needs any stitches.”


God help him, she could probably attack him with a darning needle and he wouldn’t notice. Now her hair tickled his nose, and he took a slow, deep breath of her. Expensive. Sweet and spicy flowers. Black lace and white breasts. Long eyelashes and gentle hands. 


Total woman, and if she didn’t move away soon he was likely to do something stupid like lick the curve of her too-close ear.


She rinsed and squeezed the cotton ball again and gave a final wipe. “Press down hard with that,” she said, rising to tip away the pink water. She snared his gaze and her lips curved. “Did I distract you enough?”


Jason finally closed his eyes for a few moments. Couldn’t look at her after that. “Yep, very effective distraction,” he agreed, hearing the husky croak in his voice. He pressed down hard as instructed. 


“Antiseptic cream,” she said, handing it over, amusement all too evident in her voice. “And there’s some gauze here so I can bind that flap down before we tape it. It should still fit inside your glove.”


Desperate to change the subject, he said, “I’ll try repairing the porch. See if I can get things functional again before the weekend.” He was damned if he’d acknowledge her feminine tricks any further.


She took over the binding and then turned away to close the first aid box. “Do I still get my guided tour of the house?”


“Yeah, of course,” he said, rising and beating a hasty retreat. “Come up when you’re ready,” he called over his shoulder.


*


Anna smiled as he walked away. That had evened the ground between them a little. How long since a man’s eyes had eaten her up so ravenously? After her messy breakup with journalist Tim Hathaway, it felt good. More than good. Such a nice change after several celibate months and all the hard work she’d thrown herself into after Tim had torn that hole in her life. 


The builder might be rough around the edges, and he’d had no business taking over the best bedroom, but he trailed testosterone from every pore and caused all her neglected areas to feel very interested again. Female and desirable. Twitchy and alive. Maybe this week of sorting through fusty old memorabilia would be endurable after all if she had him to fantasise about? 


Anna changed into her favourite black Prada ballerina flats - not the most sensible shoes for a building site, but hey, the house was almost finished. She found him waiting for her - peering into the old back porch with the smashed wall. She stood back and watched as he fingered the damaged edge of the pedestal basin and ran a measuring tape across the shower area. Sure of what he was doing. 


Would he be like that in bed? Know what he wanted, and go for it? Know what she wanted too? Trying to banish such thoughts, she followed him up the roughly cut steps behind the hedge that led to the nearest of the new houses. 


Hoolie bashed away at a timber planter box, wailing accompaniment to whatever his iPod fed into his ears. Brett laid planking on the huge deck area they stepped up to. 


“Not far to go now,” Jason said with obvious satisfaction. “Come and see the rest of the exterior first because the carpet went down a couple of days ago and it’s ‘boots off’ inside from now on.”


Before them stretched the expanse of Scarlet Bay, shimmering in the late morning sun. Anna paused to admire it, and to break away from Jason’s disconcerting gaze, trying to remember it was only disconcerting because of her inappropriate imaginings. 


It was entirely too easy to think about the way she’d grabbed his arm when she really had no need to. The way she’d bent lower and lower while cleaning up his hand. Yes, as a distraction for him in case it helped, but absolutely as a sexy thrill for her too. Her nipples had been hard as bullets, pressing and rubbing against the scratchy lace of her bra with every slight movement. 


 His gaze had burned.


She’d wanted him to look at her. To admire. To want. Because she’d wanted in return. Wanted to prove to herself she was still a sexual being after her self-enforced withdrawal from the dating scene. After six months of rigid control. Six months of not being disappointed yet again. 


Jason broke into her thoughts by pushing an offcut out of her way with his boot. The timber flipped over against the deck with a noisy thud.  


She turned away from her view of the crowds already milling around the Surf Club headquarters. Tents and marquees showed the area where the main events would take place. 


“It’s the Nationals here this weekend, so there’s plenty of action,” he said. “Probably be noisy as hell with the loudspeaker announcements. You’d better hope the wind carries it in the other direction or you won’t be able to think.”


She pulled a face at the thought, and turned to inspect the hill behind the houses. Huge spreading evergreens covered in scarlet tassels formed a spectacular backdrop. It seemed impossible their long gnarled branches could support the weight of so much foliage and blossom. “The pohutukawas,” she murmured. “Amazing, aren’t they? You know why it was called Scarlet Bay? Because the early explorers saw all the trees in bloom from way out at sea.” 


“Is that so?” he said. In a tone that told her he already knew that, plus a lot more. He grinned at her and grabbed her hand before she had a chance to pull it out of his way. “Watch your footing along here, Frosty. Brett hasn’t fixed it all down yet.”


And now she could practically smell the sex rolling off him. Salty and soapy and tempting as hell. She wanted to breathe him in deeply every bit as much as she wanted to pull her hand out of his and put some distance between them. A safe distance. An ‘I don’t find you the least bit hot’ distance, because dammit… however annoying he might be, those interested twitchy sensations were getting stronger, and her thong was pressing against her in a most disconcerting manner. She huffed out a quick breath. Did he really have her that interested? And what had he called her? Frosty? She decided to totally ignore that!


“Thanks. I’ll be careful.” She tugged on her hand, and this time he let her go, but only slowly. His long fingers released hers in small increments until she was free, and a quick glance at his face revealed the corners of his mouth still curled into that knowing grin, and dark brown eyes dancing with amusement. Or invitation? Had he taken the view down her neckline as more than just a distraction while she played nurse? And what would she do about him if he had?


She turned away and walked across the deck to where glass sliders stood open, peering in at shell-white walls and an expanse of pristine carpet in a pale latte shade. “It’ll dress up well,” she said, imagining a few pieces of spectacular artwork, ultra-modern furniture, and plain linen curtains. So unlike the higgledy-piggledy family house below them, bursting with souvenirs and mementos, and furnishings of many ages from many sources. She’d need to mount her archived items in simple modern frames so they’d be suitable for the house that replaced it.


“You like contemporary architecture?” 


His breath puffed warm in her ear, and she had to use all her self-control not to lurch away. Plainly the rubber soles of his boots made very little noise on the planking, or maybe Brett’s noisy work had drowned his footsteps. 


Trying for cool, she said, “Definitely my preference. My job rather dictates that. I don’t think a lot of older houses were terribly well designed.”


He was too close. If she turned, she’d bump up against him. Him and his grin and his tall hard body. So she did the only thing possible - toed off her shoes and stepped inside.


“Chicken,” he said softly. “You play games with me but you can’t take the heat when I dish it out in return.”


“I…” Did she even dare try to answer that? “Was that supposed to be heat?” she finally demanded, somehow holding his gaze.


His slow smile caused her bare toes to curl into the crisp new carpet. “No - that was just a little bit of warm. You’ll know when it’s heat.” He turned and strode away. “Gone to the demo yard,” she heard him call to the others as he pounded down the steps.


She pressed a hand against her galloping heart. A suggestive grin and a bare dozen words had stolen her composure clean away. Not what she’d come to Scarlet Bay for. And definitely not from that kind of man. 


She tried telling herself it was probably just the holiday atmosphere and the fact he’d slept a few nights in her bed. Nothing to do with his swagger and hungry eyes. Or his attitude of ‘I’m willing to play games with you, little rich girl’. 


Who the hell did he think he was? And why did he think she’d even be interested? And, if it came to that, why was she? Intensely, as it happened, but she’d do her best to hide that from now on. If she could transmit sexy thoughts to him with such devastating effect, she needed to stop thinking them whenever he was around.


While her pulse rate slowly returned to normal she took her time exploring the almost completed house. As she drifted from room to room admiring the fittings and finishes she acknowledged he’d overseen a beautiful job. It was hard not to feel jealous of the people who would eventually own the house. Various older members of the Wynn family planned to holiday here over the next few weeks while the younger ones made the most of the old cottage, but by the end of summer they’d all move out so the new ones could be cleaned and sold, and the old one demolished.


Returning to the first big living room she reclaimed her shoes. Once again the splendour of the view stopped her in her tracks, and she stood for a few minutes picking out familiar landmarks from her high vantage point. The colours of the tents and awnings further down the beach at the holiday campground glowed in the searing sun, and the water dazzled like diamonds.


What was the other house like? Its exterior styling was much the same—pale walls, grey tiles, square pillars supporting a big sheltering roof over a deck sited to capture the spectacular water view. Even though the same architect had designed both, maybe a different project manager meant a different quality standard?


She picked her way over the rough ground, across the driveway, and to a portable construction hut perched on one side of it. No-one answered her tentative call of ‘hello?’ but the hut’s door opened when she tried the handle. She sauntered on, peeking through the house’s windows and feeling like a spy. Where were the builders? 


This home had a more nautical air… hefty ropes between the uprights edging the deck… an aqua blue and white striped feature wall at the end of the big living area. Long grey granite kitchen counters gleamed as light played across them, and a vast double-door refrigerator sat in a purpose-built alcove. No dishwasher or cooktop or microwave though. Maybe those were the appliances that had been stolen?  She twisted her head to see if there was an oven but the angle eluded her. 


She tried opening the big slider off the deck. Locked. And having diverted herself reasonably successfully from thinking about Jason Jones and his amazing legs and arrogant attitude, she sauntered down the sloping driveway and back to the old cottage. 


She needed to consider food for the next few days. Checking the pantry, she noted rice and pasta and a few canned goods. Jars of her Aunt Flora’s home-made jam and preserved peaches. The refrigerator was empty apart from containers with remnants of chutney and pickles. The freezer had an unopened bag of hash browns and one half-full of peas with a clothes peg securing the top. That would be her careful grandmother’s work. There was a box partly filled with crumbed fish fillets, and nothing securing it at all. Anna tossed the box on the counter. The seagulls could fight over the dry, curling contents once it had thawed.
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