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Prologue

 


"I have better things to do." Sara Jensen
peered over the top of her glasses at her best friend.

Jane laughed. "No you don't. What's better
than going to a football game on a sunny Saturday afternoon?" She
clapped and pumped her fist. "Go Bears!"

"Quit complaining." Nick, Sara's boyfriend,
nudged her and smiled. "Your eyes have been glued to the team since
we got here."

"They have not." Sara cast a quick glance at
the players gathered in a close circle, bent at the waist, muscles
tensed and ready for action. Oh my....

Jane and Nick had insisted she go with them
to watch Bayfield College play their arch rival.... She couldn't
even remember the name of the other team. This game was supposed to
be big and important, but she didn't get it—to her, it still seemed
like a bunch of guys chasing another guy carrying a funny-looking
ball.

A collective grunt and crashing bodies shook
Sara from her thoughts. A Bayfield player grabbed the ball and took
off down the field as everybody else ran after him. She had no
reason to be interested in this game. Jane had dragged her to
it—again. Still, she couldn't take her eyes off the man tearing
down the field. He escaped one opponent after another, spinning
away from a tackle, using his broad shoulders to plow through the
other team like a monster was chasing him.

Somebody finally managed to knock him down,
and a whistle blew. He rolled to his feet and walked back toward
his team, scanning the field. He turned toward the stands, his dark
eyes meeting hers. The man she couldn't stop watching, the man
who'd captured her attention at every single game, was Jack
Wheeler, Bayfield's best... ball-running guy. Jack smiled and a
little thrill shot through Sara's body, literally shaking her.

Sara squeezed Nick's hand, hoping to
jump-start the electricity they'd once shared, but he dropped her
hand to clap when the team assembled. She turned her attention back
to the field and concentrated on the ball. Austin Sinclair,
Bayfield's quarterback—she knew that term—pretended to throw
and the other team scrambled after the receivers, but he spun and
handed the ball to Jack. Only one guy stood between Jack and the
goal line. He crouched low, gripping the ball hard as he ran right
over him. Hundreds of Bayfield students jumped up and cheered,
shaking the bleachers as Jack leaped into the end zone as time ran
out.

Sara stood and cheered too. Why is my
heart pounding so hard? She didn't care about this game. Not
even if they had just won. "Way to go, Jack!"

"Come on, baby. Let's go to McGinley's and
celebrate." Nick took her hand and they picked their way through
the crowd.

She turned to Jane. "Want to come with
us?"

Her friend shook her head. "I have a paper to
work on."

"You need to get out more. It'll be good for
you."

"The library will be empty right now. I'll
catch up with you later." Jane disappeared into the noisy
crowd.

Sara shrugged.

"I'll go get the car," Nick said, kissing
her.

They'd gotten to the game late because she'd
dragged her feet, so the only parking spot left had been at the
back of the lot, closer to the school than to the football field.
She smiled as he trotted through the crowded lot. Maybe the thrill
of new romance was gone, but Nick treated her well. She needed
that.

"Hey Sara!"

She recognized Jack's voice before she saw
him jogging toward her, helmet in hand, his sweaty, dirt-smeared
jersey clinging to his chiseled abs. A forbidden smile twisted her
lips. The man needed a long hot shower. That thought led to more
hot and steamy thoughts and....

Oh he's waiting for me to say
something. "Hi Jack." She panted. "Great game."

"Thanks." He grinned and shook his long dark
hair out of his eyes, a move she found endlessly enticing. "Austin
pulled off another win."

"I don't know much about football, but I
think you had something to do with it."

He chuckled. "Yeah, I helped." His humble
smile couldn't hide the pride in his face. Jack understood his
importance to the team. "Are you going to McGinley's?"

A far simpler question than the one hidden in
his deep blue eyes: Why aren't you with me? "Yes.
Um... Nick is taking me." He probably didn't want to hear that, but
it seemed whenever that unspoken question came up, she always got
the answer wrong.

"Good. I'll buy you two a beer." His smile
dimmed.

"You don't have to do that, Jack."

"I want to."

His voice was so low and soft she thought he
might have said I want you. Maybe that's what he wished he
could say. His subtle flirting always held hidden meanings in his
hushed words and smoldering glances.

His expression turned hopeful and he spoke
up. "Our psych exam is Monday. Do you want to study with me
tonight?"

"Oh. Yes, I want to but...." Wrong answer
again, damn it. "Nick and I have plans...."

"Ah." He looked disappointed but not
surprised.

"I'm sorry. We're going to a little bed and
breakfast he found. We won't be back till late Sunday."

"I understand." He looked at the ground and
his shoulders slumped for just a split second.

Don't give up... please. "Ask
me again sometime." If he kept asking her, she might get the answer
right someday.

He squared his shoulders. "I will."

His gaze swept over her, filled with such
blatant lust she thought she might melt on the ground right there.
Sara Jensen melted for no man.

"Another time then," he said in a husky
whisper, then winked and ran off toward the gym.

"Another time," she promised, and watched him
go, a secret thrill shaking her to the core. He wasn't planning to
give up and neither was she.

Cold wind howled across the empty field,
stirring up old dry leaves and dead grass. A bolt of lightning
cracked the darkening sky.

"I hate storms," she grumbled to no one in
particular.

She glanced back at Jack and caught him
staring. Tearing her eyes away, she pulled on her coat, yanking the
hood up to shield against his penetrating stare, and ran to meet
Nick in his car.

***

Jack turned off the shower and grabbed a
towel. He spotted Austin waiting by his locker. That bored look on
Austin's face didn't fool him—he knew he was about to get
grilled.

"Did Sara shoot you down again?"

"No." He forced a smile. "She said yes."

"Yes?" He raised an eyebrow. "To what?"

"'To buying her a beer at McGinley's." Jack
pulled on his jeans.

"Sweet."

His smile faded. "And one for Nick too." He
knew he shouldn't be discouraged. Sara's boyfriend was just the
latest in a long line of obstacles between them. Obstacles could be
overcome.

"Sorry, man."

Jack tugged his shirt over his head. "Another
time."

"You are persistent, I'll give you that."

"Damn right." He wouldn't be here now if he'd
given up whenever things got tough.

At one time in his life he hadn't known how
he'd survive from one day to the next, but he kept those days
locked away, a secret well hidden but never forgotten. Now he'd
started his junior year in college with good grades and his career
goal within reach. He'd become the starting running back on the
team with the most wins in Bayfield College's history, and had his
sights on a beautiful woman he couldn't have... yet.

"Someday she'll figure out she wants you."
Austin laughed.

"She already has. She knows it. I know it. We
just gotta get the timing right."

"She knows you want her?"

"If she doesn't, I'm doing something wrong."
The look he'd given her should've erased any doubts.

Austin looked at his watch. "We gotta
go."

Jack grabbed his keys and they headed for his
ancient Mustang. Dark clouds blotted out the sun and booming
thunder rolled toward them.

"Storm's coming," Austin said.

"Yep"." Storms, obstacles—he would take on
whatever life threw at him, as long as he still believed that
someday Sara would be his.


Chapter 1

 


Two years later....

 


"Ow, damn it. That was my foot." Sara snarled
at the helpless young freshman being pushed out the front door at
McGinley's. People fell all over each other in the overcrowded bar.
The poor guy probably had no idea he'd run right over her, but she
didn't feel particularly forgiving at the moment. Another clueless
idiot—the latest in a long line of men to walk all over her.

"Sorry," he mumbled, stumbling down the
sidewalk with his buddies.

She ignored him and shoved her way inside,
searching the dark interior for her friends. She found Austin
Sinclair first, former Bayfield College bad boy and current love of
Jane Elliot's life. He waved to her from a table in the corner.
Jane, her roommate, had been talking about moving in with him after
graduation.

Wow. She still could hardly believe
Austin was mature enough for that, especially after what he'd done
to Sara in their freshman year. But she no longer held it against
him. She'd forgiven him when he'd finally admitted to loving Jane,
and had apologized to Sara, but she hadn't gotten around to telling
him. Let him dangle for a while longer.

"Hi. How was spring break?" Jane got up to
hug her.

Austin pulled out a chair and Sara sat down.
"Awful. I dumped David." Saying it out loud hurt more than she
expected.

Her friend gasped. "What? Why?"

"I caught him cheating on me." Her voice
trembled.

"Bastard," Austin growled. "What'd he do that
for?"

She shrugged and poured a glass of beer, the
full pitcher quivering in her unsteady hands. "I never should've
tried a long-distance relationship with him. He could barely keep
his mind on me even when I was right in front of him."

"Well, maybe you're better off without him."
Jane passed the pitcher to her boyfriend.

"Yeah, you're probably right. Cheaters aren't
worth the trouble." Sara took a sip, sliding her glance toward
Austin. "I've forgiven you, by the way."

"Good to know." He nodded slowly. "Especially
since I never cheated on you."

"Oh. Right. 'Maybe we should see other
people.'" She narrowed her eyes.

"That's my story and I'm sticking to it." He
sat stiff in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest.

Jane shook her head. "Aren't we done with
this yet?"

Sara laughed. "Yeah, we're done." She turned
to Austin, who relaxed. "Get us some food before this beer goes
straight to my head."

His cell phone rang before he could find a
waitress. On the other end, Sara heard a familiar male voice
spewing curses and threats. Austin laughed. "I'll be right
there."

Jane looked up. "Where are you going?"

"Jack's car won't start. I gotta pick him
up."

"Again?" Sara's heart started pounding. She'd
been a little disappointed not to see Jack here with Austin. The
two were usually inseparable. Not that she wanted to see Jack
specifically; she just didn't want to be Jane and Austin's third
wheel again. Right?

He nodded. "That thing's seen better
days."

"Do you want me to order something for you?"
Jane asked.

"Yeah." A naughty smile touched his lips.
"You know what I like." She laughed as he leaned over and kissed
her. "Be right back." He kissed her again, lingering a bit.

"Leave already," she scowled. Go get Jack.
Now. She gulped her beer, trying to drown out the persistent
chant of the excited little voice in her head. Why am I so eager
to see him?

Jane sighed as Austin scooted out the door.
She frowned at Sara. "Do you want to talk about it?"

"Talk about...?" Wanting to see Jack? Does
Jane suspect something? Her quivering hand searched for her
mug, grasping at nothing. She finally stumbled across it only to
find it empty.

"Breaking up with David?"

"Oh." Whew. Jane didn't suspect her
feelings for Jack. Feelings? Hot, tingly, electric sparks
that made her insides sizzle. "Not really." She took the menu the
waitress handed to her. "Why don't you order first?"

Sara wondered if she should order something
for Jack too. He loved French fries. Why do I know that? Why
does it matter? "I'll have a mushroom burger with extra fries,"
she said when the waitress asked for her order.

Jane chuckled. "Hungry?"

She pressed her lips together. Her friend
didn't need to know why she'd ordered extra fries. "Tell me about
your spring break."

"We had so much fun," she gushed.

Sara rested her chin in her hand and listened
to her giddy roommate babble on and on about her vacation with
Austin, wondering why she fretted about Jack when she should be
talking to her best friend about her bad break-up.

Did I do the right thing? Did David
deserve a second chance? Austin had changed. Maybe David could
have too.

"Austin wants to start looking for an
apartment next month." Jane giggled.

"Wow, that's a big step." Her needs could
wait.

***

Austin arrived as Jack dug around under the
hood of his '68 Mustang and swearing. "When are you gonna let that
thing die?"

"I can't let it die." Jack slammed the hood
shut and picked up a towel to wipe off his oily hands. "My grandpa
made me promise to keep it alive as long as he lived." He grabbed a
second towel to rub his fingerprints off the shiny red hood.

"He's eighty-two."

The failed mechanic sighed and put his hands
on his hips. "I swear he's gonna live to be a hundred. This
car...." He kicked the bumper and the old Ford shuddered. "Not so
much."

Austin laughed. "Come on. The girls are
waiting for us at McGinley's."

"Girls?" He climbed into Austin's old Jeep,
shaking his head when it started right up.

"Sara's back. And... she's available."

"Don't lie to me, man." Jack's heart hammered
like he'd just plowed through a tough defense—which was nothing
compared to Sara's. Where she was concerned, something always
blocked him—her boyfriends, his girlfriends, school
demands—slamming him to the ground just short of the goal line. If
what Austin said was true, then both Jack and Sara were single...
at the same time. That's too much to hope for.

"Scout's honor." Austin saluted with the
wrong hand.

"You were never a boy scout."

"She said she dumped... um... Daniel,
Donald.... I forgot his name already.

"David, I think."

"Are you still seeing...? Damn it, what's her
name?"

"Erica? We went out a couple times, but that
was it."

Unlike Austin, he preferred having one
girlfriend to playing the field, but his relationships were often
short-lived. Sooner or later a girl always got too close, wanting
to know more about him, his background, his family.... He
shuddered. Unable to risk letting anyone get too close, he always
found some reason to end the relationship.

But he wouldn't do that to Sara. "I want more
with her."

"You've wanted her since the moment you saw
her."

Jack smiled. "If we ever get together, it's
gonna last forever."

He couldn't explain why their future seemed
as inescapable as his past. Since he'd broken up with Angie, his
last steady girlfriend, he'd dated a few women, but never anyone
serious. He held out for Sara, biding his time while she dated
someone else.

She'd been dating Austin when Jack first met
her. He'd always wondered how a woman as smart as Sara had fallen
for his friend, but a lot of women had fallen prey to that
heartbreaker's charm. He could see why Austin wanted her too. Her
golden blonde hair spilled over her shoulders like thick honey—long
enough to brush her full breasts, though he tried hard not to
notice that. Other guys noticed too, and he laughed when her blue
eyes flashed, irritated by the attention. Those gorgeous eyes
appealed to him more than anything else—confident, smart, cool.
Sara and Jack could speak volumes to each other with only an
exchange of glances: a connection without words. Jack wanted more
with her than friendship, but had never been sure what she
wanted.

After Sara and Austin had broken up, Jack had
tried to look out for her.

"I'm here, Sara. Let me help—"

"No! I can take care of myself. I don't need
another man in my life. Not for a long time."

He'd kept his distance, hoping someday she'd
look at him with the same lust and longing he felt for
her.

But someday never came.

Graduation is only a few weeks away. Time is
running out.

"Well, she's single now," Austin said. "And
so are you."

"Yes I am."

"You'd better do something about it quick.
Sara's not the kind of girl to stay single for long."

Jack clenched his jaw. "What's that supposed
to mean?"

"She's a beautiful woman. Any guy would be
lucky to have her."

Like you? "You have Jane," he snapped.
His hand curled into a fist and he counted to ten—slowly. Austin
couldn't be thinking that. His fingers uncurled, leaving
half-circles in his palm.

"I have Janie, and I never want anyone else."
Austin parked the Jeep. "Sara's all yours."

"Damn right." Now he just had to figure out
how to make that happen.

***

"There they are." Jane smiled and scooted
over so Jack could sit next to Sara.

Oh God. Her heart pounded again. Only
two weeks had passed since they'd last seen each other. Jack drew
her attention as always, but this time she really looked.
His hair looked longer, almost touching his shoulders now.
Mmm.... She'd always wanted to get a handful of it. His
eyes, deep blue and so expressive, made her wonder what thoughts
lurked behind them. He seemed to hide some deep mystery, some
fascinating secret. A jagged scar through his left eyebrow gave it
a fiendish arch, and his smile held a hint of danger.

A warning, perhaps? What a wild thought.

Jack wasn't a dangerous guy—probably the
nicest one Sara had ever met. Kind, polite, gentle—except on the
football field. Jack Wheeler held the distinction of best running
back in Bayfield College's history. His coaches called him an angry
runner, fighting for every yard like his life depended on it. All
part of the mystery: where did that anger come from?

"Hi, Jack, how was your break?"

"Dull." He slid into the seat beside her and
picked up the only Coke on a table full of beer.

"You need something to eat." She signaled the
waitress. "Did you stay in town the whole time?"

"Yeah, I've got nothing to go home to. Mom
had to work double shifts, and Austin was in Florida with Jane
doing things I'd rather not know about."

Sara laughed and cast a glance at the two
cuddling in the corner. "No kidding."

"Everybody else went home or on vacation, so
I had the place to myself." He took a deep drink of Coke and sat
back in his chair. "I liked it."

"I should've stayed here too." She picked at
her French fries then pushed her plate away.

"That bad, huh?"

"Worse. I caught my
boyfriend—ex-boyfriend—cheating on me."

"I heard." He nodded toward Austin. "When you
say caught, do you mean...?"

"Caught him—with her."

"Ouch." He winced and reached for her
plate.

"Yeah, I threw her naked ass out the door and
told him he could screw himself from now on. He's never touching me
again."

"Good." Jack stole a fry from her plate. "I
mean good for you, for not letting him get away with it." He
stuffed another fry in his mouth. "You didn't want any more of
these, right?"

She smiled. "Nope. You can have them." With
her heart doing flip-flops over Jack and her head stewing about her
break-up, she didn't have much of an appetite anyway. She leaned on
the table and sighed. "That's the last time I get involved in a
long-distance relationship. I will never trust a man that much
again."

Jack looked at her as if trying to look
straight into her soul. She knew he had a gift for reading people,
but sometimes he stared at her like she was a book written in
another language. And then he'd say something profound or
mysterious and thought-provoking. "Trust has to be earned. It can't
be given away."

She pushed aside her turbulent thoughts long
enough to consider his statement. "Well then, a guy would have to
work pretty hard to earn my trust."

"A worthy quest." He smiled.

Or he'd say something just plain weird.
Quest?

"We're going home," Jane giggled as Austin
dragged her out the door. "Goodnight."

"Goodnight," Sara groaned. Great. They
were headed for the thin-walled apartment she shared with Jane.

"That's gotta be uncomfortable for you."

"Let's just say I've been sleeping with ear
plugs for the last several months."

"Me too, but at least they're happy."

"Yeah, that's something." She watched him
happily finish off her fries. "Austin just ditched you." Why am
I hoping something earthshaking is about to happen?

"It wouldn't be the first time."

Make it happen! "I'll give you a ride
home."

"Thanks. I'd like that."

Has his smile always been so sexy? A
little shiver ran down Sara's spine. Yeah, more than happy to
give him a ride. "My pleasure."

***

Jack couldn't be happier that Austin had
ditched him. Maybe now he could stop imagining the possibilities
with Sara and take some action. "Have you decided where to go to
grad school yet?"

"I applied to three. I got into two of them,
but I'm waiting to hear back from Greenwood University in Forest
Glen. That's where I really want to go. They have the best academic
program, the best faculty, the best internships...."

His heart sank. Forest Glen was four hours
away from Bayfield and at least half a day's drive from his home.
Time and distance allied against him. He sat next to her in the
separated bucket seats of her compact Honda Civic, so close he
could touch her if he shifted his arm—after three and a half years
of having to keep her at arm's length, he still didn't know how to
close the gap between them.

"What about you?"

"Hm?" Sara's question shook him from his
thoughts. "Oh, I'm still looking for a guidance counselor position.
Doesn't matter where." I could move anywhere. "I need to
find a high school that wants a football coach too. I gotta get the
right job now so I can get on the path toward my dream."

"Your dream is to be a football coach?"

"Yeah, I just can't imagine my life without
football. I had an interview last week at Woodlawn High School,
which needs both. They called me this morning and scheduled a
second interview for next Monday."

"That's great. I hope you get it."

"Yeah, me too. This is the job I've been
searching for."

Sara parked next to his Mustang. She got out
of her car and ran her hand along the shiny hood. "What a beautiful
machine." The classic muscle car drew attention wherever Jack
went—fire engine red with perfectly polished chrome.

"Pretty on the outside but unpredictable
underneath." Like you. He leaned back against the Civic and
watched her long blonde hair spill over her shoulder as she leaned
down to get a closer look in the window.

She flipped her hair back with slender
fingers, her blue eyes sparkling prettier than the chrome. He could
tell she liked the car. Maybe she even wanted to ask for a ride,
but did she want more? Sara had as much skill hiding her emotions
about him as he did with reading them in other people. Jack could
read Austin like a peewee defense, but Sara threw him for a loop.
Her fingers skimmed over the roof, and he got so damn jealous of
the car he skimmed his fingers over her shoulder before he could
stop himself.

She jumped, jerking away from his touch.
"Oh!"

"Sorry." He snatched his hand back. So she
doesn't want me to touch her.

"It's okay. I didn't realize you were so
close."

Neither had he. She didn't move away, though.
Does she want me to touch her? "I was... ah... gonna ask if
you wanted a ride." He reached for the door handle, brushing closer
to her body, his arm caressing her waist.

"Oh." She stood between him and the open car
door, flipping her hair over her shoulder again. "I can't tonight.
I still have to unpack. Spring break is over and classes start
tomorrow."

"Yeah, okay." It would be so easy to grab
her and kiss her senseless.

"I should get home."

She moved closer to her car, and he should
have stepped back to give her room, but he didn't. Squeezed close
in the tight space between cars, their bodies kissed. He opened the
door for her and they touched again.

"Goodnight."

"Goodnight, Sara." Had he just shut the door
on their future? He watched her back away, his body aching to be
near her again. He needed to say something—anything—to make her
stop, but his brain refused to cooperate.

"Jack." Sara stepped on the brakes and rolled
down her window. "Ask me again sometime. Soon."

He maintained a cool smile, but his heart
hammered underneath. "I will."

She waved to him, fluttering her fingers as
the window slid closed.

***

Why the hell did I say no? Hell yes I wanted
a ride!

She'd said no because she did have to unpack.
Classes started early tomorrow and she still had a reading
assignment to finish. Most importantly, she had no desire to get
into another relationship when she'd just ended a bad one. So why
had she told him to ask her again? The time had never been right
for them, but maybe someday it would be.

Jack wasn't just another relationship, or
even a fling. He was a good friend who'd helped her get over her
past with Austin so she could be happy for Jane. She sometimes
caught herself looking at this achingly attractive man for no other
reason than to admire his chiseled face and his well-built body.
Sometimes she caught him staring back at her.

His hand had felt warm and gentle on her
shoulder. She hadn't meant to jump when he touched her; the car had
been occupying her full attention. She could've moved away from
him, but she liked the way his hard body felt touching hers.

Tonight, Jack's desire had felt more urgent
than their usual flirting. Was she imagining things again?

She didn't need a relationship and she didn't
want a fling, but it sure would be nice to be flung. She hadn't
slept with her ex since catching him with that red-headed slut.
Not a slut... that word's too good for her.

The problem with their long-distance
relationship was that she hadn't been getting laid. For how long?
She'd started seeing David at Christmas... no... Thanksgiving
break, and now graduation was almost here. Maybe that's why Jack
looked so appealing to her tonight. She needed to get some, and
damn if he didn't seem like the perfect choice.

An image popped into her mind—white sheets,
naked skin, hot sweat, Jack's black-coffee hair caressing her cheek
as he leaned down to kiss her. Mating mouths, tangled bodies, cars
honking—

What? Oh! The light had turned green.
She stepped on the gas and decided to explore that fantasy further
when she got home.

No, she couldn't take Jack to bed and be done
with him. Could she? She wanted more from him than sex, but she
didn't have the time or the energy for much else.

She stopped at a red light, beating her head
against the steering wheel. What could she do about Jack? Why
couldn't she make up her mind? When would they—hoooonk! The
guy behind her laid on his horn. What the...? Another green
light, idiot.

She stomped on the accelerator and sped
through the intersection, unanswered questions still spinning
through her brain.


Chapter 2

 


"So what happened last night?" The nasty grin
on Austin's face told Jack exactly what his roommate expected to
hear.

"Nothing." He cracked an egg into the frying
pan and stirred, hoping it would scramble before it fried.

"Nothing? Are you kidding me? You haven't
seen Sara for two weeks and she comes back single... and you didn't
give her a nice welcome home?" Austin poured a cup of coffee and
sat down at the kitchen table.

Jack scraped the fried egg into the sink and
tried again. "She drove me home after you ditched me, and checked
out the Mustang, so I asked her if she wanted to go for a ride, but
she said no."

"Aw, man."

"But she did tell me to ask her again."

"So what are you waiting for?"

"I'll ask her when I see her in class." He
picked up the whisk. Maybe this'll work.

Austin shook his head. "Jack, we've been best
friends since the third grade. Haven't I taught you anything?"

"Yeah." Jack chuckled. "You taught me the top
ten ways to piss off a woman. Number one – never remember her name.
Number two—"

"Whatever. You cannot let this opportunity
pass you by."

"I haven't—"

"Seriously? You've been in love with this
girl since freshman year and you've never asked her to do anything
but study."

"Will you let me finish? I haven't had the
opportunity for anything else until now."

"Which brings me back to my original
question. What happened last night? I got Janie out of McGinley's
as quick as possible so you could have Sara all to yourself—"

"Yeah, I'm sure that's the reason you
left."

"—and you blew it. What are you gonna do the
next time you get an opportunity? If you get another one? I
can't always be around to create them for you."

"I'll get another opportunity. I don't need
your help." All right then, I'm going to have fried eggs for
breakfast.

"I hope so, 'cause if your flirting is as bad
as your cooking...."

"The eggs are done, aren't they?"

"If that's what you call it." Austin looked
at Jack's plate and shuddered.

"Want some?"

"Hell, no. Janie already made breakfast for
me."

Jack shook his head. "I'll bet she did." He
took one bite of his fried mess and tossed the rest in the
trash.

"She also taught me to scramble the eggs
before putting them in the pan."

"You're kidding me."

Austin pushed his chair back and gathered his
books. "Gotta get to class."

"I do too." Still hungry, Jack gnawed on some
burnt toast while he cleaned up the kitchen.

His best friend was right. He couldn't let
this opportunity get away from him. Sara had made a point of
telling him to ask her out again. He wouldn't blow it this
time.

***

Jack looked at his watch. When is Dr.
Burns ever gonna shut up? He tuned out the rambling professor
and studied Sara.

Her gorgeous blue eyes were fixed on the
words he wrote on the board. She scribbled something in her
notebook and highlighted it, her face taking on a determined
expression Jack knew well. She disagreed with the poor babbling
professor and she was about to let him have it, but just as she
opened her mouth, he suddenly dismissed the class and everyone
bolted for the door.

Jack picked up his books and waited in the
hall while Sara debated Dr. Burns. A sexy scowl twisted her lips
when she darted out the classroom door and down the long empty
hallway. Jack moved quickly to catch up with her.

"Hey Sara!"

She jumped and spun around. "Oh, Jack." She
clapped her hand over her heart, drawing his eyes to her lovely
left breast. "You've got to quit sneaking up on me."

"Huh?" His eyes snapped to her face and she
smiled. "Sorry, I just wanted to talk."

"Walk with me. I need to get home and go over
my notes."

"I gotta get to the gym and pack up my
equipment. We have an away game tonight."

"When is your next home game?"

"I should know, but I gotta look at the
schedule."

"Bayfield's finest catcher can't keep track
of the schedule?" She winked.

"It's hard enough keeping track of the
pitchers. At least Austin has settled down."

"Jane's good for him, huh?"

"Yes she is. He's grown up a lot since he met
her."

"How can you tell?"

"Good question." Jack laughed and shook his
head. At the front entrance, he waited for the crowd to clear, then
moved close to her, lowering his voice. "But I don't want to talk
about Austin."

Late afternoon sunlight filtered through the
glass door, sparkling like gold on Sara's hair. His fingers
twitched, eager to touch her, but he remembered how she'd recoiled
last night.

Sara put her hand on the door, but didn't
push it open. "What do you want to talk about?"

"Um...." Well shit, Jack, here's
your opportunity. Don't let her get away. He looked at
her big blue eyes. "What happened to your glasses?"

"I got contacts when I went home on break.
I'd had enough of the geek look."

He smiled and stepped closer to her. "I kinda
liked it." Was that disappointment in her eyes? "But I like
this too. Your eyes sparkle even more now."

She smiled back and a faint pink blush
touched her cheeks. "Is that what you wanted to talk about? My
sparkling blue eyes?"

Wow. The girl doesn't waste time.
"That's not all. I could talk about your gorgeous blonde hair, your
pretty red lips, your soft...." his eyes slid down her body,
lingering where her chest curved.

"Ahem."

"Anyway." He grinned. "I wanted to ask if
you'd like a ride." You might want to clarify that. "In my
car."

"But not tonight."

"No, not tonight." Damn baseball game.
"But soon."

"Soon." She pushed the door open with her
sexy backside, stopping to touch his chest. She tugged on his
t-shirt and pulled him close. "The sooner, the better," she
whispered.

"I'll see what I can do."

A jolt of electricity shot through him. Did
she feel it too? He braced a hand against the door, embracing her
without touching her. Should he kiss her? They weren't on a
date—had barely even made plans for a date. Jack didn't like to
jump headfirst into things, unless he had a football in his hands.
He preferred to wait for the perfect moment.

It probably won't get more perfect than
this. He closed his eyes and leaned in so close he felt her
sigh on his lips.

Sara's hand flattened against his chest and
she pushed him away. "No. I'm sorry, Jack." Her gaze dropped. "Not
now. It's just not a good—"

"Not a good what?"

"It's so close to graduation. I don't want to
get involved right now. Who knows where we're going to end up?"

"Why should that stop us?"

"Why? How can we start a relationship when we
have no idea where it's going to lead?"

Jack couldn't help smiling. "I have a pretty
good idea." Damn it, that sounded more suggestive than I
meant.

"Do you now?" Her beautiful blue eyes turned
hot, burning right through him. "That might be good enough for you,
but I want more."

"I do, too." He reached for her but stopped
short of touching her. "I'll give you whatever you want."

She stepped back and blinked. Did she even
know what she wanted? "I know."

"So what's holding us back?"

She avoided his eyes. "It's not the right
time."

Jack clenched his jaw so he wouldn't yell at
her. When will be the right time, damn it? "Do you want me
to ask you again?"

"Jack, don't...." The agony in her voice
reflected in her eyes.

"I see." But he didn't see at all. Nothing
blocked their way anymore. If not now, then when?

She looked up at him, her pretty blue eyes
suddenly sad. "Good luck at the game tonight."

"Yep."

She gave him a weak smile, pushed the door
open and ran down the sidewalk.

Jack watched her disappear, still feeling her
hand on his heart. Had he completely misread her? After three and a
half years of flirting, teasing, and wishing, they were finally
both single, but....

Is she interested? Her tug on his
shirt felt like an invitation, but she'd used the same hand to push
him away. Who knows where we're going to end
up....

Graduation was getting close, and after that?
Sara hadn't decided on grad school, and Jack didn't know where he'd
find a job. Sara wouldn't consider another long-distance
relationship, but he could find a way to be with her if she'd give
him the chance. Was the opportunity staring them in the face really
just a mirage?

***

Sara unlocked her front door and dropped her
backpack on the coffee table. Jane hadn't come home yet so she fell
back on the couch and closed her eyes, questions flooding her
brain. Jack had wanted to kiss her. She'd wanted to kiss him. Why
had she stopped him? For more than three years, she'd wondered how
it would feel to have his lips on hers. Why had she pushed him
away?

"So close to graduation...." What a lame
excuse. They still had time. If she really wanted to be with Jack,
she would find a way.

Do I want him?

Do I really need to ask?

Yes! I want him.

So what's the problem?

The door opened and Jane dumped her stuff in
the front hall. "Hi, Sara, how was your day?" She plopped down on
the couch.

"Confusing," Sara answered without
thinking.

"What happened?"

How much should I tell her, if anything?

When Jane and Austin got together, she had
practically forbidden Jane to talk about it. But that was
different. Sara felt closer to Jane than to any of her own
sisters—she should confide in her. "Jack tried to kiss me."

"Tried to? What stopped him?"'

"I did."

"Why?"

"I don't know!" Sara groaned and flopped back
against the couch.

"As long as I've known you, you've been
wishing he was single when you were, and now he is—and you are—so
what's the problem?"

"That's what I'm trying to figure out." She
rubbed her forehead. "What are you making for dinner?" She hated
cooking, so she let her friend take over that chore, but Jane loved
it.

"Haven't decided."

She thought sending her roommate to the
kitchen to make dinner would give her a chance to think clearly,
but sitting alone in their big empty living room seemed even
worse.

Sara had put the room together artfully,
lining the wall behind them with bookshelves and arranging the
coffee table in the middle. Now, instead of the room feeling open
and big, the walls closed in on her. She needed to move things
around and open up the room so she could breathe. That might help.
She stood up and put her hands on her hips, trying to decide what
to move first. Maybe if she pushed the couch back against the wall
and arranged the bookshelves around the TV....

"You and Jack have known each other forever,
but I can't remember how you met him."

Apparently, talking interested Jane more than
cooking. What could it hurt?

Sara settled back on the couch and closed her
eyes, recalling memories from their freshman year at Bayfield. Most
of them good, but a few painful ones mixed in. "I was dating Austin
when I met Jack."

Jane cringed. "Ooo... sorry to bring that
up."

"That's okay." The hurt in that memory had
faded. Her relationship with Austin hadn't ended well, but Jack had
helped her deal with it and move on. "We went to McGinley's one
night, and Jack was there with his girlfriend... Tina? Austin
introduced us, and I was immediately attracted to Jack."

"What drew you to him?"

"He was so different from Austin. They have
the same dirty sense of humor, and they both like to flirt, but
Jack comes across as sincere even when he's teasing. I'd started to
see through Austin's charm so Jack's honesty was very appealing to
me."

"Jack flirted with you in front of his
girlfriend? That sounds more like Austin."

Sara smiled. Ah... good memories. "He
was subtle, very clever. Tina didn't catch it. Austin didn't
either."

"Austin doesn't catch the obvious."

"I did though, and I gave it right back to
him. I think it surprised him. That's why he liked me."

Jane settled back against the couch. "You
guys connected right from the beginning."

"Yes we did." She still felt tingles when she
looked at him. "Austin is cute—tall and wiry—devilish good looks. I
don't have to tell you."

Jane giggled.

"But Jack is ruggedly handsome. It doesn't
matter that he's shorter than Austin, because he's so muscular. I
love his square jaw and his eyes are so intense I swear he's
looking right into me. Penetrating—that's a good word."

"A very sexual word."

Ah yes... the memories just keep getting
better. "Well, our first conversation was about sex."

"Seriously?"

"Austin started it."

"I'm not surprised."

"I don't remember how we got on the subject,
but Austin said that women shouldn't have more sex partners than
they could count on one hand. I disagreed with him."

***

"That's such a double standard, Austin."

"What do you mean?" Austin put down his beer
and frowned.

"How many partners have you had?"

Austin started counting on his fingers.

Jack laughed. "He'll start counting on his
toes next."

Sara scowled. "So you can have as many women
as you want, but I'm limited to five guys?"

"Yep." Austin grinned.

"Why?"

"Because sex means more to women. It's not
just about fun."

"I agree," Tina said. "I waited 'til I was
in love for my first time."

"Do you love Jack?" Austin said.

Tina turned to Jack and blushed.
"Um...."

Austin laughed. "I guess that means Jack's
not getting laid tonight."

Jack kicked him under the table.

"I was in love with my first too, but that
doesn't mean I don't have sex for fun," Sara argued.

Jack smiled and leaned in close to her.
"I'll bet you have a lot of fun." She shot him a nasty look, but he
didn't back away. "But that's not a bad thing. There's nothing
wrong with sex for pure pleasure—for men or women."

"I agree." She held her ground and looked at
him. "I like the way you think."

He smiled. "We think alike."

Austin maintained his position. "Sex for
fun, pleasure, whatever you want to call it, is great, but a girl
who has too much fun is...."

"Go on and say it. I dare you."

"Easy."

"A slut," Tina agreed.

Jack frowned. "So what do you call a guy who
has a lot of fun?"

"Lucky."

"That's exactly what I mean," Sara snapped.
"Double standard. You can call me a slut if you want. I'll take it
as a compliment."

Jack raised his eyebrows. "How's that?"

"It's an acronym: Sexually Liberated
Uninhibited...." Sara paused. "I haven't figured out the T
yet."

"Tempting," Jack smiled, his gaze sliding
over Sara. "Temptress."

"Tempting...." Sara returned his glance.
"Good choice, but the first two words are the most important."

"Sexually liberated."

"Exactly. I believe in sexual freedom."

"But with freedom comes responsibility."
Jack took a sip of his Coke.

"True. I am responsible with my sexual
freedom. I don't sleep with just anyone."

"I guess that means Austin's not getting
laid tonight."

Austin kicked Jack.

"And I'm responsible for my own pleasure,"
Sara said.

"What's that mean?" Austin scratched his
head.

Jack laughed at him. "Pressure's off
you."

Tina frowned. "Yeah, what
does that mean?"

Sara smiled at her. "I don't depend on a man
to give me an orgasm. Sure, it's nice to have a man there, but if
he doesn't do it for me, I can—oh wait—that's not coming out
right."

The guys laughed, but Tina hung on Sara's
every word.

"What I mean is, I don't resent my partner
if he can't do it for me. My pleasure starts with me and ends with
me."

"The guy is just along for the ride." Austin
grinned again.

Jack's eyes met Sara's. "I love roller
coasters."

***

"And then we started talking about our
favorite roller coasters, but....."

Jane smiled. "He was flirting with you."

"The funny part of the story happened the
next fall when Jack told me he got laid that night, and I told him
Austin didn't."

"Poor Austin."

Jack had also told her he couldn't stop
thinking about her. But of course, she was seeing someone else—a
scenario that had repeated itself on one side or the other for the
next three years... until now.

That thought brought Sara back to her
original question: why had she pushed Jack away when he'd tried to
kiss her? She wished she could talk to her mom about things like
this. She used to be able to tell her mother anything, but she had
just discovered boys when her mom got sick.

They'd never had the chance to share an adult
relationship.

Her cell phone rang. She picked it up and
looked at the number. "David." Out with the good memories and in
with the bad. "I don't want to talk to him right now." She put
down the phone and dug through her backpack for her notes.

"So what about Jack?"

Sara flipped through her notebook, reaching
for a highlighter. "I like Jack. I really like him." She shivered a
little, remembering his breath on her lips. "But I just can't—"

Her phone chimed and a text message lit up
the screen. 'Talk to me, baby. I need you.' Sara growled.
"But I can't deal with men right now!" She turned the notebook page
so hard it ripped off in her hand. "It's all too much—David, Jack,
school, applying to grad school. Everybody needs something from
me."

Jane ducked as the notebook flew over her
head. "Good arm. You should join me on the softball team."

Sara snarled. "What am I supposed to do? I
can't take care of everything."

"Take care of yourself."

She got up to retrieve her notebook, picking
up the vase full of flowers she'd knocked over. "I can't. I have no
time for me." She opened the kitchen drawer to snatch a towel, then
slammed it shut.

"You have to. If you don't take care of
yourself, you won't be able to take care of anyone else."

Sara sighed heavily, her shoulders slumping.
She wiped up the spilled water and rearranged the scattered
flowers. Taking care of herself sure sounded good, but how? And
when? Another text message chimed through. "What does it say?" She
groaned.

"It's from your sister." Jane picked up the
phone. "Can you babysit tonight? Sorry for the short notice."

"Oh yeah, add my family to the list of
demands." She rolled her eyes and threw the wet towel into the
kitchen sink. "It's a good thing I didn't have any plans tonight."
She grabbed her phone and typed 'yes' back to her
sister, then stuffed her notebook into her backpack and searched
for her car keys. "I hope the kids aren't too wild. I need to
study."

"You need to learn to say no once in a
while."

"I can't say no. They only ask me to babysit
when they can't get anyone else."

"Are you sure? How many times have they asked
this year?"

Sara counted on her fingers until she ran out
of fingers.

"They ask because they know you won't say
no."

She grunted and pulled her keys from between
the couch cushions. "I gotta go." Halfway to the door, she stopped.
"Will you do something for me?" Sara rarely asked for anything, but
tonight she needed to.

"Sure."

"Will you bake the cake Jack and Austin like
so much?"

"My Better than Sex Cake? Yeah, that's what
we need. Do you have toffee?"

"You know where my stash is."

"Okay. It'll be waiting when you get
home."

"Thanks. Have a good night."

She stepped outside and let the brisk evening
breeze blow through her hair, enjoying a rare Midwest spring night,
when low humidity cooled the air after the sun went down. The first
stars twinkled like tiny white diamonds in the endless darkening
sky. Not a cloud in sight. A perfect night for baseball.

Sara made a mental note to go to the next
home game. She didn't have an athletic bone in her body, and wasn't
much of a sports fan, but she loved watching Jack play—intense and
focused no matter what the game: a bulldozer on the football field,
and an immovable road block at home plate. Base runners slammed
into him and went no farther. She'd love to feel Jack's body
slamming into hers.

So stop pushing him away, idiot!

She sighed and threw her backpack into her
car. The seam split, spilling books, notebooks, pens and papers all
over the backseat. She rolled her eyes and left the mess.

That Better than Sex Cake better be
good.

***

"Oh man, what a great game." Austin pitched
his glove onto the recliner and headed to the kitchen.

"Yeah, you shut their batters down." Jack
settled on the couch and stretched his feet up on the coffee
table.

"You almost took my head off throwing to
second."

"I picked off the runner though."

"Their only runner." Austin pumped out his
chest. "You want a beer?"

"No, dumbass. You know I don't drink."

"Just thought I'd ask." The pitcher grabbed a
bottle of water and threw it at his catcher, then grabbed a beer
for himself, tossed his glove on the floor, and collapsed in the
recliner and rested his feet on the coffee table next to
Jack's.

Jack finished off his water before Austin
opened his beer. "I needed that."

"Sure you don't want something stronger?"

"Not a good idea." He leaned back against the
couch and closed his eyes, rubbing the scar in his left eyebrow as
if it still hurt. The injury had happened three years ago, so the
physical pain had faded with time.

Austin frowned. "Something's bugging you. I
can tell."

"You're observant."

"Hey, sometimes I notice things."

"It's nothing."

"Bullshit. Talk to me, man."

Jack opened one eye and scowled sideways. Now
he knew how Austin felt when Jack tried to get him to open up. "Is
it possible to be too patient?"

"I don't even know what that word means."

He laughed and sat up, rubbing his head
again. "I think I missed my opportunity... if I ever had one."

"What makes you say that?"

"Sara shot me down. I thought she wanted....
Maybe I imagined it."

"I don't think so. If there's one thing I
know, it's how to tell when a woman wants you."

"That's true." Jack's friend may not have
known anything about patience, but he certainly knew about
women.

"Trust me, that girl's had a thing for you
since... since she got over me." Austin laughed at Jack's snarl.
"Don't give up on her. It might take some effort, but it's worth
it."

He couldn't argue with his friend's happy
smile. "I guess I should thank Jane for that bit of wisdom."

"Better yet, I'll thank her for you." Austin
looked at his watch. "She should still be awake."

"Would it make a difference if she
wasn't?"

"Nope." He grabbed his keys. "Hey, I could
tell Sara you're up for another shot with her." He winked.

"No." Jack's entire body went rigid. His jaw
twitched and his hands curled into fists. "You stay out of
this."

Austin took a step back. "Whoa. Just
kidding."

Jack slowly let out his breath, focusing on
one muscle at a time, commanding each one to let the tension go.
Finally his jaw unclenched. "Sorry, man."

"You okay?"

"Yeah." He shook it off.

"I can hang around if you want me to."

"No, I'm good. Tell Jane hi for me."

"Sure." The door shut behind him.

Jack leaned back against the couch, flexing
his fingers, still trying to work out the tension. Damn you.
Years of practice had given him the strength to control his anger,
but sometimes—and for no apparent reason—his control just snapped,
and he struggled to get it back. He'd never hurt anyone, and every
day he vowed he never would.

The muscle in his jaw twitched again,
remembering the pain he'd suffered at the hands of—

He jumped up and headed to his room, closing
the door on everything behind him. He undressed and crawled into
bed, choosing to dream about something—no, someone—much more
pleasant. Someone with beautiful blue eyes, silky blonde hair, and
a smile that chased all his anger and pain back to the past, where
it belonged.


Chapter 3

 


"Hey Jack, wait up!"

Jack turned as his favorite psych major
trotted across the courtyard toward him, like an image from one of
those ridiculous romantic comedies: the wind tossing her blonde
hair around her shoulders, her smile so bright it blotted out the
sun. Everyone else faded into the background. Only Jack and Sara
existed.

Her lips parted and he waited for the words
he longed to hear.

"Austin told me you hit the game winner last
night."

Damn it. Not what I wanted, but I'll take
it. "Yeah, but what you don't know is that the other team
didn't score at all, so one run won the game."

"Are you kidding? Austin told us all about
his amazing performance." She rolled her eyes. "Sounds like I
missed a good game."

"I checked the schedule. Our next home game
is Thursday night."

Her brow wrinkled and her eyes drifted to the
left. Is she searching for an excuse not to go? "I have a
paper due Friday...."

"Okay."

"But all I have left to do is proofread it.
That shouldn't take more than an hour...."

How much longer is she going to torture
me?

"But I have to go to... wait...." She dug her
cell phone out of her bag and scrolled through her calendar. "No,
that's next week."

Just put me out of my misery now, babe.

"So this Thursday night is... free." She
smiled. "I'm going to your game."

Jack thought his heart would explode—or maybe
his brain. He just didn’t know what to think, or feel, anymore.
"Good. It'll be fun."

Her soft blonde hair fell across her eyes as
she searched through her bag. He reached out to sweep it away, but
pulled his hand back before he touched her, still not sure where
they stood.

Sara looked up at him again, her eyes
sparkling. "I love watching you play."

"Really?"

"Oh yeah. I remember Jane dragging me to a
football game freshman year. You tried to get into the end zone,
but a huge pile of guys blocked your way. You leaped right over the
top of them and landed on your head. I thought you broke your neck,
but you got right up, grinning like an idiot and bleeding all
over."

"The scary thing is I don't remember that
play. People tell me what I did, but I don't remember any of
it."

"Ouch."

"Yeah." He massaged his head as if he still
felt the pain. "That's how I got this scar."

"Chicks dig scars. There's a good story
behind each one."

He put his hand over the scar above the
twitching muscle in his stomach. A story, yes, but not always a
good one.

"I thought you were either extremely brave or
that you'd landed on your head one too many times."

"The second one."

She laughed. "After that, I only pretended I
didn't want to go. I went just to see you play."

Jack smiled and moved closer. He knew she
didn't like football, so seeing her at every home game had puzzled
him. "I had no idea you were there just for me."

"No one did, not even Jane. I kept that crush
to myself—all this time." Her eyes challenged him to say the
same.

"I did too." He'd kept it secret far too
long.

She reached for him, stroking his arm with
her fingertips.

Jack didn't try to read her. He didn't know
where to start. Right now, she was touching him, smiling at him,
but yesterday.... "I'm sorry I tried to kiss you."

"I'm not." She slid her hand down his arm and
laced her fingers with his. "I'm sorry I didn't know how to react.
I'm used to keeping you on friendly terms—nothing more." She looked
down at their entwined hands.

"Me too." He pulled her close. "Do you want
that to change?"

"Yes, I do." Her blue eyes were troubled.
"But I—"

"Don't worry about graduation."

"That was just an excuse. After what I went
through with David and Austin and other guys, I have a hard time
trusting men."

"I understand. Do you trust me?"

"I want to."

"It takes time." Will I be able to trust
her with my secret... someday? She would be the first.

She giggled. "Are you always this
patient?"

"Not anymore." He dove in and kissed her with
all the passion and lust he'd held back for the last three years,
wrapping his arms around her so she couldn't push him away.

Her lips parted, drawing his tongue into her
mouth. One hand twisted in his long hair and the other gripped his
shoulder.

At that moment it didn't matter if she could
trust him; it didn't matter what happened after graduation. He
kissed her and she didn't stop him. He sighed and whispered "Sara"
against her lips before taking her mouth again.

To hell with patience. He'd reached
the goal line with her tucked in his arms. We deserve an
excessive celebration.

"Can't you wait until you get her someplace
private?"

He lifted his head. Sara gasped and pushed
away from him with both hands. He turned and growled at Austin.

"I told you not to say anything." Jane
slapped her boyfriend's shoulder.

Austin laughed. "You're drawing a crowd."

Jack looked around. People were staring,
whispering; some nodding their heads as if they weren't surprised
at all. He found Sara standing a few steps away from him.

"I'm sorry." He held out his hand. "I got
tired of waiting."

She let him pull her close. "I'm glad you
did."

"Well at least that's finally over." Austin
heaved a dramatic sigh. "I swear if it took you much longer to make
your move, I was gonna do it for you." Thump! "Ow." He
rubbed the back of his head where Jack had smacked him.

The girls laughed. "Do you guys want to go
out with us tonight?" Jane smiled at the new couple. "McGinley's
burgers, beer... and a Coke for Jack."

Jack nodded. "Yeah, sounds like fun."

"We gotta get to practice." Austin gave his
girlfriend a quick kiss. "Why don't you ladies meet us at our place
tonight?"

"Okay," Jane said.

Jack squeezed Sara's hand and slowly let her
go. He watched the two friends leave—smiling and laughing
together.

Austin clapped Jack on the shoulder. "I know
how you feel, man. Come on. We're gonna be late."

Jack took one last look at Sara and then
followed his roommate to the gym. How could Austin know how he felt
when he...? He should be happier. He finally had what he wanted,
the woman he'd desired for so long. Their future looked bright.

So why did he feel something dark looming on
the horizon?

***

"Is that what you're wearing?"

Sara stopped in the hallway and looked down
at herself. Flat sandals, cargo shorts, plain t-shirt—she hadn't
forgotten anything. Jane looked very cute in high-heeled sandals, a
short skirt, and a pretty blouse. She considered dressing up for
just a second, but Jack liked her this way and she did too.

"Yes, this is what I'm wearing."

"Okay." Jane grabbed her keys. "Let's
go."

"I'll drive." For some reason, she needed
that little bit of control. This thing with Jack hadn't been sudden
or unexpected by any means, but she still felt a little bit...
unstable. Nerves? No. Excitement? Could be.
Anticipation about to be realized? Yeah, that's definitely
it.

They got to the guys' apartment a little
early but no one complained. She'd been to their place before, but
tonight she was meeting Jack for a date, and that made everything
different. She'd never looked past the small living room before,
but this time she noticed the bathroom mirror still fogged up from
the shower. An image of Jack dripping wet, soapy and naked, flashed
through her mind, and she had to brace her hand on the couch to
keep her balance. Was he still in the bathroom... in nothing but a
towel? No, he was in his bedroom getting dressed.

Jack's bedroom. She'd never paid much
attention to it before. The door hung partially open providing a
peek at his cluttered desk, next to his headboard. Jack's bed. A
little tingle shot though her lower belly at the sight of it. She
definitely had to get a better look—up close and personal—but just
then he nudged the door open with his elbow, pulling his shirt over
his head.

She caught her breath. Mmm... I just love
broad bare shoulders on a man. The muscles in his chest flexed
and stretched as he pulled his shirt down, and she caught a glimpse
of a nasty scar on his tight abdomen. What's the story behind
that one?

"Hi Sara," Jack said.

Did he know she'd never seen him without his
shirt? If she had her way, she'd be seeing him like that much more
often. "Hi."

"You look beautiful." He lifted her face in
his hands, kissing her softly.

She slid her arms around his waist and pulled
him against her body, opening her mouth under his and giving him
just a taste of what she had to offer. It felt so good to kiss him,
to hold him after all this time. Why had they waited so long?

"Mmm... you feel so good," he whispered, his
tongue flicking her ear.

"So do you." She sighed and snuggled against
his strong chest. A normally skilled conversationalist no matter
what the circumstances, her brain had turned to mush tonight. She
couldn't think straight, but no matter; she just wanted to kiss
Jack again. Her hand slid into his hair and she tugged him down,
kissing him while he held her tight.

"Let's go, man." Austin punched Jack's
shoulder on his way to the front door. "Plenty of time for that
later."

He growled and Sara laughed, turning his face
back to her and giving him another quick but tempting kiss.
"Later," she whispered on his lips.

"I can't wait." He thrust his tongue in her
mouth, teasing her with his intentions—good and bad.

A ringing cell phone destroyed their moment.
"Damn it!" Sara reached into her bag. "I thought I turned it
off."

"Is it him again?" asked Jane.

"Ugh. Yes."

"Who?" said Jack.

"David. He's been calling me all day. I told
him I was going out tonight, but apparently he doesn't care."

"Ignore it." He pulled her toward the door.
"Let's go."

As soon as her phone stopped ringing, it
started again. "I gotta tell him to stop."

"Forget about him. Come with me."

She didn't want to talk to David. Not now.
She wanted to be with Jack. "If I don't answer, he'll keep
calling."

"Turn it off."

Sara let go of him and walked back into the
living room. "I'll just tell him—"

Jack grabbed her arm and his blue eyes
flashed. "Don't answer it."

 



Chapter 4

 


Sara pulled free and picked up her phone.
"Hi, David, what do you want?"

Jack shook his head at their friends standing
in the doorway. "You guys go ahead. We'll catch up with you."

"Okay." Austin pulled Jane out the door.

Jack watched Sara pace the living room,
arguing with her ex. Was David still her ex?

"I told you I have a date tonight."

He smiled through gritted teeth. That's
good to hear.

"No, he's an old friend."

Ugh, not so good. Did those kisses and
whispers mean nothing?

"I know you want to talk, but I don't know
what else to say." She made a wild gesture he couldn't interpret.
"Now is not the time to talk about getting back together."

His gut twisted. I do not like this
conversation.

"I don't know. I don't think there is
a good time."

At least we agree on something.

"Look, I have to go—"

Yes, you do.

"We'll talk later."

No, you won't. Not if I can help
it.

"What?" She pinched the bridge of her nose
and hung her head. "You can't keep doing this to me."

I'm gonna beat that guy for hurting her.

"David, please, I don't want to hurt you. I
understand you need to talk, and we will—"

"No." He snatched the phone from her hand.
This conversation couldn't continue—not now, not ever.

"What the hell are you doing? I'm not done
talking to him."

He pressed the end button and tossed the
phone across the room. "You are now."

Sara snarled and went after it, but he
grabbed her arm. "Let go of me." She tried to jerk free.

"Not until you let him go." He tightened his
grip, careful not to hurt her. "I thought you told me you were done
with this guy."

"I am, but he thinks—"

"I don't care what he thinks."

"Will you let me finish?" She wrenched her
arm free. "He thinks we can work it out, but I told him I needed to
learn to trust him again."

"Why bother? He cheated once. He'll do it
again. Guys like that don't change."

"Austin changed."

"Austin never cheated on you." He cut her off
before she could argue. "And you know it. Austin is a good guy, but
this David is a worthless piece of shit. He knows he'll never do
better than you, and that's the only reason he wants you back."

Her phone rang again and she dropped to her
knees to search for it, finding it on the floor of Jack's bedroom.
She grabbed it, but Jack snatched it away and turned it off,
throwing it under his bed. She turned to face him and hissed. "Why
won't you let me—"

"Because I care about you!" He took a deep
breath and lowered his voice. "I can't stand to see him hurt you.
Do you have any idea how long I've stood by and watched you go out
with all these losers? I saw what Austin did to you. I saw how much
he hurt you."

"Why didn't you do anything?"

"I tried, but you always kept me at arm's
length. Every time someone hurts you, you withdraw, you run away
and hide. You never let anyone take care of you." To prove his
point, Jack reached for her, holding out his hand for her to
take.

Sara crossed her arms over her chest and
backed away. "I don't need to be taken care of."

"Okay, I get that. You don't need it. But
don't you ever want it?"

"What?" She stared at him, eyes wide.

"Don't you ever want someone to... I don't
know...." What am I trying to say? He wanted the pain and
confusion in her eyes to go away. "Sometimes when you're hurting,
you have to let someone else in to help take care of you, whether
you need it, or want it, or not."

"Jack, I...."

He wanted to reach for her, to touch her and
hold her, but he didn't move. If he was the man she wanted to let
in, she would have to invite him. "What do you want from me, Sara?
From anyone?"

"I don't know." She turned away, looking
toward the front door. "What I want always comes second... if at
all."

"What do you need?"

"I need...." She covered her face with her
hands, her fingers splayed across her forehead as if to ease some
pounding pain. "I need to feel close to someone."

"I'm right here." He still didn't move. "I
always have been."

"I know." She turned to him. "I want to let
you in, Jack, but I.... Oh hell, I just want you. I have for a long
time. I know you're not what I need, but I don't care. Take me to
bed now and we'll sort the rest out later." With three determined
steps, she closed the distance between them and kissed him,
pressing her body against him and driving him back toward the
bed.

When Jack's legs hit the mattress, they
crumpled beneath him and he fell with Sara in his arms. He
shouldn't let her do this—shouldn't take advantage of her emotional
state—but he would ask forgiveness later. The woman he'd craved for
so many years was finally in his bed. Nothing would get in their
way tonight.

She pulled his shirt off and crawled on top
of him, kissing him until neither one could breathe. They rolled
over and he crushed her into the mattress, or maybe she pulled him
down. It didn't matter because they were both doing the same thing:
kissing, touching, nibbling, groping. Somehow, her shirt and bra
ended up on the floor. Then her shorts disappeared. They rolled
across the bed, tangled up in each other.

She sat up and he yanked his jeans down to
his knees, kicking them off while she caressed his hard cock, and
he pulled her back down beside him. Before he knew what had
happened, he was lying on his back with her kissing his chest,
slowly working her way down. She flicked her tongue on his stomach,
tasting his hot skin.

He moaned as her lips touched his cock. She
curled her tongue around it and he trembled at her mercy. She could
do anything she wanted to him—he couldn't resist if he wanted to.
He'd waited forever to do all these wicked things with her, and he
couldn't wait any longer. He grabbed her shoulders as they rolled
over. Her skin, her hair, her lips... softer than he'd imagined.
Now that he could touch her, he would never stop.

"Perfect breasts," he said as he caressed
them. She smiled and arched her back, offering herself to him. They
fit into his hands just right, with fat pink nipples practically
begging to be kissed. How could he refuse?

And then he kissed her—her lips, her neck,
her breasts, her thighs—unable to decide which he liked better,
kissing or touching. He did both. His hands caressed her breasts
while his mouth caressed her thighs, slow and gentle, but with a
nip or a pinch to make things interesting. He slid his hand between
her legs, sticking one finger inside her, then two, with a twist
and a stroke. She moaned his name and he knew right then he would
always love that sound. He held her nipple between his teeth and
flicked it with his tongue.

She gasped and grabbed his hair as if she
wanted to pull him off.

***

Not the best idea, but oh God, he feels so
good! This felt like exactly what she needed—exactly what she
wanted. Held prisoner under his hot, hard body and relentless
mouth, she gave no thought to escaping. Instead of confining her,
his grasp somehow comforted her. Comfort. She'd never had that with
David. Sara closed her eyes and banished her ex from her
thoughts.

When she opened her eyes again, Jack smiled
above her. He looked so happy that she nearly panicked.

What does he want from me? What does he
need? She closed her eyes again and focused on the moment. He
slid his hand down her thigh, igniting her long-neglected body.

God knows I don't get enough moments like
this.

He slowly moved away from her breasts and
kissed his way down to her thighs, teasing between her legs. He
took his time getting there, kissing her close but not close
enough.

Sara gasped as he kissed her in that perfect
spot... on his way to somewhere else. Damn it. She growled
and raised her hips, trying to redirect his path. He chuckled,
giving her what she wanted, and she draped her legs over his
shoulders so he couldn't escape. Thorough and single-minded, he
kissed, licked, and even gently bit her pulsing nub while she
moaned and squirmed. He slipped his tongue inside her, pointed and
firm, and she gasped and arched for more. His fingers entered,
curling and deep. Maybe he wanted to go slow, but she came in a
heated rush that lifted her off the bed. She flung her arms out and
clutched the comforter, riding out the tingling waves crashing
through her again and again.

Jack lifted his head and crawled on top of
her. "I'm done waiting." He claimed her mouth like a prize.

She breathed hard. "So am I."

He sank into her, taking her body with one
hot, slick, deep stroke. "Do you like it slow and gentle?" He
pulled out and sank back in, pushing her patience to the limit. "Or
do you like it hard and fast?" He suddenly changed pace, pounding
into her.

"Oh!" She ran her fingers through his long
dark hair. "I like it hard... and slow."

"Mmm... best of both worlds."

He pulled out so slow she thought she would
lose her mind. When he slammed back into her, she lost it. Helpless
and senseless, she held onto him, begging him to never stop.

He slid his fingertips down her spine,
lightly scratching her skin. She had no idea her back was an
erogenous zone, but it didn't seem to matter where he put his
hands, as long as they were on her body. Tiny shivers sparked along
her flesh, and she arched again.

***

Barely aware of his own actions—a dangerous
state for him—Jack held her tight. He had no idea where this might
lead, but it felt good—no, better than good. Better than...
anything. He closed his eyes and nuzzled her neck, her body soft
and hot beneath him—nibbling, kissing, wrapped around each
other.

Oh God, how can any woman feel this
amazing?

When he opened his eyes, she sat on top of
him, still moving slow and hard. He slid his hands over her
beautiful naked body, lifting her and pulling her back down. He sat
up, kissing her while she straddled him, and massaged her back,
still not able to touch her enough.

"Don't stop," she groaned.

"Never. I can't believe you're finally
mine."

"I'm not—oh God—we're not—" She gasped and
shuddered.

He felt her heat wash over him.
"Sara...."

He came right after her, unable and unwilling
to contain the fire that had been smoldering for so long. It burned
through him, leaving him sweaty and shaken. He caught her as they
fell back on the bed, holding her while she trembled on his chest.
He caressed her until they stopped shaking, keeping her close,
fearful she would run out the door at the first chance she got.

She rolled off him and turned her back,
pulling up her knees and crossing her arms over her breasts.

"Sara." He rolled on his side behind her,
kissing her shoulder. "I'm not gonna say I'm sorry." He would never
be sorry for taking this chance with her.

"I don't want you to." She turned toward him,
but didn't meet his eyes. "I enjoyed this."

"I did too." Like I never have with anyone
else.

"But I don't—"

His mouth closed over hers before she could
finish that awful sentence. "Don't say it." He wrapped his arms
around her, holding her close to his heart. "Go to sleep, and we'll
figure things out in the morning."

***

What did I just do? She wanted Jack—no
denying that—and had needed to get laid. Ooo boy—no denying that
either. She wasn't sorry she'd slept with him, but somehow it
just hadn't seemed right.

Unable to sleep, Sara waited until his hold
on her relaxed and his breathing turned deep and even. She slipped
away from him quietly, then searched for her clothes and pulled
them on. Where's my phone? It had to be somewhere.... In
the dark... under the bed, damn it.

She wasn't about to crawl under there, so she
decided to leave it. She wanted a good excuse to see him again,
anyway. Why did she need an excuse? Jack was her friend; she could
see him whenever she wanted, good reason or not. Of course, now
that she'd slept with him, things were bound to be different. She
looked back at the bed and a familiar wild thrill shot through her
body at the sight of him lying there naked, his chiseled body hers
for the taking—if she wanted it. He wouldn't say no.

Oh yeah... things are definitely
different.

She did want to see him again, didn't want
this to be over, not when it had just started. Jack sighed and
rolled toward the spot where she should have been, reaching for her
in his sleep. She fought the urge to get back in bed with him, but
no—she had to get out of there so she could think.

The air conditioner kicked in and she
shivered at the blast of cold air. She took one last look at him
lying naked and peaceful on the bed, and went to grab an extra
blanket from his closet to drape over him.

Sara leaned over to kiss Jack's cheek before
leaving. "We'll make this work... somehow."

***

Sara was gone when he woke up. He knew even
before opening his eyes, as the bed beside him felt as cold as the
room.

Where did the blanket come from? Still
dark outside—inside too. He pulled the blanket over his head,
wishing he could stay there, but he couldn't hide. He'd accused
Sara of doing that very thing. He had to find her and....

And what? He'd gotten what he wanted.
She had too, apparently. Was there more between them or was this
it?

The front door opened, and Austin and Jane
came in, laughing and talking, probably all over each other.

Oh God, I don't want to hear that all
night. He stuck his head under his pillow, but they suddenly
got quiet.

Don't knock. Please don't
knock. Please don't—

"Jack?" Austin rapped on the door.

Damn it.

He turned his back. Whatever he had to say
could wait until morning. Jack closed his eyes and re-lived his
encounter with Sara—her kiss, her touch, her body wrapped around
his like it a part of him. He couldn't give up now, not with his
goal in sight.

They would make this work... somehow.


Chapter 5

 


Jack waited until he heard Jane leave before
getting out of bed. He'd never gotten back to sleep, so it had been
a damn long night. It would have helped if he could've stopped
thinking about Sara for half a second.

Not gonna happen.

He groaned and fumbled around the room
looking for his clothes, but he had to laugh when he found his
shirt hanging from the bookshelf across the room. She'd ripped that
thing off and tossed it like a Frisbee. What he wouldn't give to
have her do that again.

"Good mornin', sunshine," Austin said as Jack
stumbled into the kitchen.

"Morning." God help me.

Austin hummed and sang his way through
breakfast. Jack didn't mind the humming so much, but Austin's
singing....

He poured a cup of coffee and shuffled back
to his room. While making his bed, he kicked something across the
floor. Sara's cell phone. He dropped to his knees to grab it, but
it slid up against the wall in a spot he couldn't reach from either
side.

"Hey Austin!"

"What?"

"See if you can reach that phone. Your arms
are longer than mine."

"Sure." Austin flattened himself on the floor
and stuck his arm all the way under the bed. "Got it."

"Thanks." Jack stuffed it in his backpack
without turning it on.

"Is that Sara's phone?"

"Yeah." He grabbed a towel from the closet
and headed for the shower.

"How did it get under your bed?"

"I don't want to talk about it." He closed
the bathroom door.

"You have to talk about it," Austin yelled.
"It's a rule, man."

Austin was still waiting outside the bathroom
when Jack got out of the shower.

"Seriously?" He tried to shut the door again
but his friend blocked it.

"You've been waiting for this for three
years. What happened?"

"I don't want to talk about it." He turned on
the sink, hoping the running water would drown out his annoying
roommate.

"That bad, huh?"

"No. It was... awesome. Even better than I
imagined."

"So why did you wake up alone?"

He picked up his razor, but the light plastic
tool weighed his hand down. "I don't know. She was talking to that
idiot... David? But I made her hang up the phone. She got really
pissed." He tossed the razor in a drawer and grabbed his comb.

"So how did you end up in bed with her?"

He shrugged. "I told her I was here for her,
and the next thing I knew she was throwing my clothes across the
room." A slightly guilty but more-than-a-little-satisfied smile
touched his lips.

"Nice."

"Yeah, but she wouldn't look at me afterward,
so I have no idea what she was thinking. She left in the middle of
the night." He grabbed his toothbrush and turned the water on
again.

"That sucks." Austin frowned sympathetically,
but then his eyes lit up and he smiled. "Good thing you still have
her phone."

"Yeah."

"I'm sure she wants it back—the sooner, the
better."

"Or maybe she was in such a hurry to get away
from me, she left it on purpose."

"No, if she wanted to get out so bad, she
would've done it sooner."

"She put a blanket on me before she left.
Weird." The slashed scar on his stomach caught his eye as he
reached for his shirt, and he wondered if she'd noticed it last
night. Had it horrified her so much she had to cover it up?

"That's Sara for you—always taking care of
everyone else."

"True. Maybe I dreamed it, but I think she
kissed my cheek too." He still felt her soft, warm lips on his
face.

"See? She does like you." Austin
punched Jack's shoulder and went to get his books.

Jack rolled his eyes. Of course, Sara liked
him. That wasn't the problem. She'd said last night that she wanted
him.

You're not what I need.

That statement had cut him to the bone, but
she'd pushed him down on the bed so fast he hadn't had time to let
it hurt. Things had gotten out of control after that, and when he'd
woken up alone, he'd wondered how they were supposed to sort it out
if she never stuck around long enough to try.

***

"You left early." Jane sat down beside Sara
at the courtyard picnic table. "Or did you make it home?"

She sighed and closed her book. "I came
home."

"Alone?"

"Yes, alone."

"Hmm. So what happened to you guys?"

"David called."

Jane drummed her fingers on the table. "I
already know that. I was there, remember?" Her persistent roommate
lingered.

"I tried to tell him we'd talk later, but
Jack took my phone away."

"I'm not surprised. He has no tolerance for
BS."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"He knows David's no good. He can see how
much David is hurting you, but you keep worrying about David's
feelings when the only person you should be worrying about is
you."

But David's feelings are important,
aren't they? "I don't like hurting people."

"How did you hurt him? He cheated on you. The
creep got what he deserved."

"I know. I'm just so sick of trusting a guy,
only to be played for a fool again... and again and again."

"Do you think Jack would do that to you?"

"No. Never. Last night—after he stole my
phone—he offered to help me, told me he'd always been there. He
didn't push me into anything. He let me make the first move."

"Did you?" A little smile lit Jane's
face.

"Did I what?" Playing dumb won't work with
her, dummy.

"Did you make the first move?"

"I don't kiss and tell."

"So forget about David and see what happens
with Jack."

"I want to."

"What's stopping you? David isn't worth the
trouble, and believe me, I know trouble when I see it."

Thunder rumbled in the distance, and dark
clouds gathered overhead. Sara looked over Jane's shoulder, and her
heart flipped. "There's Jack."

"Do you want me to leave?"

"Yes." Her friend stood up, but Sara grabbed
her and pulled her back down. "No. I don't know." She rearranged
her books, doing her best to pretend not to notice him. Jane's
laughter didn't help.

"Hi Sara." Jack smiled and his gorgeous blue
eyes stripped her naked.

"Hi Jack."

"Good morning." Jane scooted to the other
side of the table so he had to sit next to Sara.

"Morning." He handed Sara her phone as he
slid into the bench. "I found your phone under my... um... on the
floor."

"Thanks." She took it from him, but didn't
turn it on. "I didn't even miss it."

"That's good." His eyes shifted toward Jane
and she smiled.

He started to stand, but Sara couldn't let
him leave. "I missed you, though."

A slow grin lit up his face and he sat back
down. "I missed you too."

"Oh, there's Austin." Jane jumped up and ran
across the courtyard.

Suddenly alone with Jack, Sara wondered what
to do with him. He just smiled at her, his arm on the table,
stretching out his fingers like he wanted to touch her. Is he
waiting for me to make the first move again?

"I'm sorry—" They both spoke at once.

She laughed and he shook his head. "I told
you I wasn't going to say, 'I'm sorry.' I'm not—not for anything I
did last night. I'm not sorry for taking your phone away, not for
telling you to let him go, and especially not for calling you
mine."

"I'm sorry." She could almost hear his heart
stop. "I'm sorry it took me so long to figure out I'm done with
David."

He smiled and slid his arm across the table.
Their fingers laced together. "No apologies."

She squeezed his hand and felt the strength
and comfort she'd wanted last night. "I guess I needed to hear it
from someone else—from you, from Jane."

"It's hard to hear your own voice when you're
so close to the situation."

She smiled and stroked his arm with her free
hand. "How did you get to be so wise?"

"Some people call me a wiseass."

"I don't."

"I've learned a lot of hard lessons," he
said, gazing into the distance. "Wisdom—if you want to call it
that—comes with the territory."

"I still don't.... It's hard for me to...."
Did she want to do this again? Did she want to get involved with
another guy so soon after David? Jack wasn't just another guy—she
trusted him with her friendship. Could she trust him with her heart
too? She looked down at their interlocked fingers. Such a simple
touch, but it meant so much to her.

He curled his finger under her chin and
lifted her face. "Talk to me."

"I want to trust you."

"You can. I'll prove it to you—every
day."

Sara drew circles on his arm with her
fingertips. "What do we do now?"

"That's up to you. Do you want to go back to
being just friends?"

"I don't think we can do that after last
night." Heat rushed to her face.

"Good point." He caressed her cheek. "Can I
kiss you? I love kissing you."

"I noticed. And for future reference—you
don't ever have to ask."

He slid closer to her and pressed tiny kisses
on her lips, her cheeks, her closed eyes. "I'll remember that." He
pulled her against his chest and kissed her with parted lips.

She closed her eyes and melted into him.
Wow. Did I really do that? She never melted for anyone, but
Jack's kisses did things to her no one else could. His lips touched
hers with the softest caress, and his tongue chased after hers like
an elusive prize. Mmm... yes, melt. The only thing she could
do. The only thing she ever wanted to do.

"This is going to be good," she whispered on
his lips.

He beamed, his eyes bright and happy. "It
already is."

She couldn't argue with that, so she kissed
him instead, playing with the buttons on his shirt.

"Again? You guys really need to get a room."
Austin scooted in across from them.

She dragged herself away from Jack and
snarled. "You need to stop interrupting."

"I told you to leave them alone," Jane
scolded.

Jack laughed softly, pressing his lips on her
ear, his breath hot. "Getting a room isn't a bad idea."

She stared into Jack's playful face. "We've
already broken-in your room. Want to try mine next?"

"We could, but don't forget I promised you a
ride in my Mustang."

His naughty smile made her tingle down to her
toes, and shot tingles through her belly again. "Yes you did. Is
there enough room?"

"We'll have to be creative." He winked. "Or
we could borrow Austin's Jeep."

"You two aren't going anywhere near my Jeep.
Hey, are you girls coming to our game tonight?" Austin pulled Jane
close to him and nuzzled her neck.

"Yes we are," said Sara.

Someone's cell phone rang, and everybody
checked. "Mine," Jack said, frowning at the number. "It's my mom."
He hesitated for a moment before answering, a worried crease
forming on his forehead. "She never calls during the day."


Chapter 6

 


Jack strode away from the table, flipping
open his phone. His mother's nursing job only allowed personal
phone calls in an emergency. "Mom, what's wrong?"

"He's dead, Jack." Mary Wallace's voice was
calm, almost relieved.

His heart froze, and he held his breath. "Say
that again."

"He's dead."

He let out a slow breath, but his heart
remained cold. "Good. Are you sure?"

"Yes. Your grandmother called to tell me
about the funeral arrangements."

"You're not going—"

"I have to."

"Don't do that to yourself, Mom."

"I have to make sure he's really dead."

Jack sighed.

His mother cleared her throat. "I think you
should go too."

"No."

"He was your father."

"That asshole was never—" He lowered his
voice. "He's been dead to me for a very long time."

"I know, but I think it would be good for you
to go. You need closure."

He turned his back to his friends and growled
into the phone. "I got all the closure I needed when the prison
door slammed shut." Over the phone, he heard a loudspeaker
announcement. He couldn't make out the words, but the tone sounded
urgent.

"I have to get back to work. I'll call you
with the funeral information."

He said nothing.

"Think about it, okay, honey?"

"I don't have to."

"I love you, Jack."

"I love you too, Mom." He hung up the phone
and stood very still, breathing deep and even. The man who'd caused
him and his mother so much pain, so much fear, was finally out of
their lives forever.

"What happened?" asked Austin.

"Robert Prentiss is dead." His lips formed a
tight line.

Austin sat up, his jaw set. "Good. You've
waited a long time to hear those words."

"Yes I have."

"How'd it happen?"

"Mom didn't say, and I don't care. He's dead.
That's all I need to know."

"Why would you want this man dead?" Sara
asked, staring at Jack.

"Either of you." Jane looked from Austin to
Jack. "Who is he?"

"No one." Jack shook his head, turning away,
but Sara pulled him back to the table. He let her, but avoided her
eyes and stared at his phone as if it might come to life and bite
him. Why didn't he know how to feel? He should be happy, relieved,
even justified, but instead he felt... nothing.

"Jack?" Sara touched his leg and he jumped.
"He obviously meant something to you. Talk to me, please."

He finally looked at her. "Meant something to
me?"

Meant something? Is she crazy? He
opened his mouth, ready to spew out everything that monster had
ever meant to him, but when fear flashed in her eyes, his mouth
snapped shut and he willed his expression to soften, his body to
relax. That fight response ran deep.

He smiled and shook his head. "There's
nothing to talk about."

"Oh please. I know bullshit when I hear
it."

He turned his wrist and glanced at his watch.
"We gotta get ready for the game." He jumped up, grabbed his
backpack and headed for the gym.

Sara stared after him. When Austin started to
follow, she grabbed his arm. "What the hell just happened?"

He shook his head, looking over his shoulder
at Jack, jogging across the field. "I can't...."

Jack didn't have to look back; he could read
Sara's confusion from halfway to the gym. All of a sudden he knew
how to feel—angry. Prentiss might have been dead, but he was still
hurting the people Jack loved the most: his mother, Sara, Austin,
and even Jane.

No. This will not continue. That bastard is
dead and I'm gonna bury him. Forever.

***

"Who do you think Robert Prentiss is?" Jane
said, then waved at Austin, who stood stretching in Bayfield's
dugout.

That very question raced through Sara's mind,
spinning and circling, making her dizzy. She leaned forward in her
seat and gripped the bleachers with both hands. Why wouldn't Jack
talk to her? Last night he'd told her she needed to let someone in
to help with the pain. Why wouldn't he do the same? "It just
doesn't make any sense."

"No kidding. Do you think he's a close
relative? Not his father, though, because they don't have the same
name."

"Could be his stepfather." The only relatives
he ever talked about were his mother and his grandparents. He'd
never mentioned his father—not once. "Do you know anything about
his family?"

Jane shook her head. "He never talks about
his past, except about the pranks he and Austin used to pull as
kids. I've asked him about his family, but he changes the subject.
Austin's quiet about it too."

Sara sighed and watched Jack take his
position behind home plate. When he looked up at the sky, she
followed his gaze. Beyond the outfield fence, dark clouds rolled
and thundered, slowly moving closer.

"You could Google him."

"Oh. No, I don't want to do that. Jack told
me I could trust him. I want to give him the chance to prove
it."

She turned her attention back to the game,
which she actually knew little about. Somehow a runner made it all
the way to third base, shaking his body loose as he inched closer
to home. To the casual observer, Jack didn't seem to be paying
attention to the eager base runner, but she knew better. The batter
swung hard and hit the ball toward the outfield, but just as it
sailed over Austin's head, he leaped up and snagged it, then fired
it right back home.

Jack caught the ball and planted his legs
over the plate. The runner had no choice but to run him over. Bad
idea. Jack threw his shoulder into the guy's chest and knocked him
flat on his back. Tagged. The umpire called the runner out, and
Jack flashed him such a vicious smile that Sara sat back a
little.

Jane gasped. "I think Jack forgot he's not
playing football."

A strong gust of wind blew in from the
outfield and Sara shivered. That had gone beyond the ordinary play
of an aggressive athlete.

The next two batters struck out to end the
half inning, and the Bayfield Bears were about to step up to the
plate.

***

"Storm's coming." Jack watched the sky turn
black.

"No shit." Austin plunked down on the bench.
Thunder crashed right above his head and he jumped. "Oh, you mean
literally."

"What did you think I meant?"

"Seriously?" Austin pulled on his batting
gloves, shoving them down on his fingers. "You know you gotta tell
Sara about your past if you want to have a future with her."

He shrugged, still watching the sky. "What
she doesn't know won't hurt her." Especially now that Prentiss
is dead.

"But it might hurt you."

"I can take it."

Austin shook his head. He moved closer and
lowered his voice. "I know it's been a long time since your
father—"

Jack cut him off with just a look.

"Sorry. It's been a long time since he...
since it happened." He took a careful step forward. "But if Sara's
important to you, she should know."

"She doesn't need to know anything."

"You're gonna drive her away if you keep this
from her."

"Sinclair, you're on deck," the batting coach
shouted.

Austin picked up his bat. "Think about it,
man. You need her."

Jack scowled and kicked his glove off the
bench. The past is behind me. It had taken a long time to
let it go, and he refused to bring it all back now. Why did Sara
need to know about it? Austin only knew because he'd been there for
the whole horrible scene. What good could come from telling
Sara?

"Wheeler!"

He nodded and trotted to the on-deck circle,
where he took a few practice swings, trying to flex the ache out of
his shoulders. Why was he so stiff?

The crowd roared and when he looked up,
Austin hovered over second base. A shadow passed over Jack as he
stepped into the batter's box and waited for the pitch. I'm
gonna knock the stuffing right out of that ball.

Lightning split the sky and rain poured down
onto the field. He groaned and tipped his head back, shoving his
helmet off and letting the rain soak through him—but it couldn't
soften his hardened heart.

"Game's over, man." Austin smacked him on the
shoulder as he ran by.

In the bleachers, Sara and Jane scrambled for
cover. He felt the sudden need to protect Sara—from the rain, from
the cold. Maybe even from him.

No, I can't tell her. Not if I want
to keep her.

***

Sara ran all the way back to the parking lot,
but still, by the time she got to the car, her shirt stuck to her
skin, and her shorts dripped into her shoes. She turned the
defroster on high and waited for the windshield to clear. Jane had
ducked into Austin's car, and Sara wanted to give them a good head
start before following. The spot beside her was empty, which meant
Jack had already left. Should she try to find him or leave him
alone for a while? How would she find him? He didn't drink so he
probably wouldn't be at the bar. Maybe he'd gone straight home.

Not far from the school, she caught sight of
a familiar red Mustang on the side of the road. Jack bent under the
open hood, soaking wet.

Now that's a sight to behold.

His shirt was plastered to his body,
perfectly formed to every angle and plane, and rain dripped from
his long hair into his eyes as he examined the dead engine. He
flipped his hair out of the way, and she watched it flow down his
muscular back. His jeans clung to his ass.

Wow. What am I doing here again? Oh yeah,
help the man.

"Hi handsome. Want a ride?"

The scowl on his face disappeared. "That's my
line, beautiful."

"My car isn't as pretty as yours, but it
runs."

He rolled his eyes. "I'll take it." He
slammed the hood shut and jumped in her car. "Thank you."

"No problem." She looked back at the lonely
Mustang. "Will it be all right there?"

Jack huffed. "Good luck to anyone trying to
steal it."

At his apartment, they scurried across the
parking lot and slammed the door against the pouring rain. "I can't
believe this weather." She wrung out her hair, her rain-soaked
denim shorts so snug she couldn't get her car keys in her pocket.
She just dropped them on the coffee table.

"Let me get you a towel." He dripped across
the living room and pulled a fluffy towel from the closet. "I'm
gonna change clothes real quick. I'll try to find something dry for
you." His bedroom door closed.

"Thanks." Why the privacy? She knew
what he looked like naked, and she'd love to see that again. Maybe
he was still shy in this new relationship... or whatever they had
going on.

"I found this for you." He handed her a blue
long-sleeved button-down shirt. "It'll keep you covered. My pants
would fall right off you."

"Would that be a bad thing?"

"Not at all." His gaze wandered down her
body. "You can change in my room."

"Okay." She thought about leaving the door
open, but no, if she couldn't watch him take off his clothes, she
wasn't stripping for him either. She pushed it shut and looked
around.

Trophies, posters, and assorted memorabilia
showed her what Jack loved—football, baseball, and muscle cars—but
no family photos. In her tiny room, photos of her parents, her
sisters, her many nieces and nephews, and tons of friends cluttered
every surface. He only had one small framed snapshot of him and his
mother stuck in a back corner on his desk.

No clues to his past here.

She pulled off her wet clothes and bra and
draped them over a chair. Her panties remained relatively dry so
she kept them, and pulled on his huge shirt, buttoning it up to the
collar. After taking a look in the mirror, she decided to undo a
few buttons at the top and the bottom. That'll get his
attention.

"This is much better, thank you." She stood
in the living room barefoot, hair damp, and barely buttoned.

He looked up from the fridge and caught his
breath. "My shirt never looked so good." His gaze slid over her
body as he checked her out again, not the least bit shy about
it.

She leaned back against the couch, crossing
her legs to reveal a bit of thigh. Not fair, but maybe he would
talk more easily with his brain slightly off-kilter. "So where did
you get old reliable?"

He handed her a bottle of water, a puzzled
look on his face. "Oh, the car." He opened his own water and took a
drink. "My grandfather gave it to me when I went to college. Told
me it was a chick magnet."

"Really?"

"Yeah, he's a dirty old man." Jack grinned
affectionately. "He met my grandmother in it and they've been
together ever since."

"That's sweet."

"He's the original owner, and he made me
promise to treat it well."

"Is he your mother's father or your
father's?" she said casually.

"My mom's parents died before I was born. My
grandparents are... from the other side of the family." He
frowned.

Other side of the family? Interesting way
to put it. "Your father's side?"

His face darkened and his eyes narrowed. "I
don't have a father."

"Anymore," she said. He flinched and she put
her hand gently on his wrist. "Jack, was Robert Prentiss your
father?"


Chapter 7

 


So she figured that much out, Jack
thought. Not surprising. "He was never a father to me."

"All right. I get that." She patted the couch
cushion beside her. "What happened?"

He didn't move. "I don't want to talk about
it." Hadn't he just had this conversation with Austin? "The past is
best left alone."

"Sometimes when you're hurting, you have to
let someone else in to...." Her voice trailed off. "To help. Isn't
that what you told me last night?"

"I'm not hurting."

"Yeah, I believe you." She rolled her eyes.
"But you're still angry."

How did she know? He kept the anger buried
deep inside, well hidden, well controlled. Had he done something to
scare her? "I can handle it."

"I know. I've known you for three years, and
I've never seen you lose control."

Good.

"Until today."

What?

"I don't know much about baseball, but that
hit on the runner looked like a football tackle to me."

"He had it coming."

"Who did?"

Be careful. Don't lose control again—not
in front of Sara. She was just a little too perceptive. "You're
right. You don't know much about baseball."

She stood and moved close to him. "Let me
help you. This is why I'm going to grad school. Helping people is
what I'm good at."

He stiffened and crossed his arms over his
chest. "Don't psychoanalyze me."

"I'm not. We're just two friends
talking—"

"Friends?" That hurt. "I thought we were more
than friends." Why else would she be wearing his shirt half
unbuttoned, and gaping open in all the right places?

"We've been friends a lot longer than we've
been... anything else." She tried to pull him back to the couch.
"Come on, Jack. You need to—"

"I don't need anything." He snatched his hand
away.

Her eyes flashed. "Why won't you talk to
me?"

"There's nothing to talk about."

"Then listen to me. You have to let someone
else in—"

"Don't throw that back in my face!"

"Take your own advice for once! You're pretty
good at giving it out. Do you think it doesn't apply to you?"

"I don't need advice." Stay calm,
Jack. He crossed his arms over his chest and shoved the anger
down deep.

"Don't give me that BS. I know there's
something you've got to deal with. How can you expect me to trust
you when you won't trust me?"

"I never asked you to trust me."

"No, you told me you'd prove you could be
trusted." She stepped close to him and put her hands behind his
neck, forcing him to meet her eyes. "Prove it to me now."

"I have nothing to prove."

She pushed off him with both hands. "Damn it!
You are so stubborn. Don't you feel anything about this?"

"What am I supposed to feel?" He forced his
face into a neutral expression. "Do you want me to get pissed off
and out of control like you are?"

"Oh, so I'm out of control now. Nice.
Turn this against me."

"I'm not trying to turn this against you. I'm
trying to protect you."

"Protect me? From what?"

"You have no idea what I've been
through—"

"Then tell me."

"—or what I'm capable of." He hadn't meant to
let that slip, but he couldn't stop it.

"What you're...?" Her blue eyes widened.

He shook his head and turned away from her.
"I can't... just let it go. It's over now." Am I talking to
myself or to her?

"Please, I want to help you. I need to
help you."

"No."

"So that's it then? No explanation. No
apology. Just no."

"Sara...." He reached for her, but she backed
away. He wanted to tell her. Good God, I need to tell her. But
what will she think of me if she knows? Will she be afraid of
me? "I can't."

Sara held up her hand, then grabbed her car
keys and ran out the front door into the storm.

***

She was still wearing his shirt when she got
home. Oh God, I left my clothes in his bedroom. Well, she
had an excuse to see him again, but did she want to? Did he want to
see her? Maybe she should just let it go like he'd told her to. Or
had he been talking about himself? It was over now, he'd said. Did
that mean they were over?

Damn it! Too many questions.

She tossed her car keys and they landed
somewhere in the kitchen. She had to calm down so she could think
straight.

Pissed off and out of control. Jack
had been right about that, but no way would she tell him so. She
took off his wet shirt and hung it in the bathroom to drip dry.
That hadn't gone at all as planned; he should've been the one
taking it off her.

She crawled into bed and listened to the
thunder rumble softly as the storm moved away. The rain stopped and
the apartment turned quiet. In the silence she heard someone—either
Austin or Jane—get up and walk into the bathroom. Then she heard an
amused masculine chuckle. Austin.

Oh God. Jack's shirt was hanging over
the tub. That'll be fun to explain.

Sara stayed in bed and watched the room
lighten as sunlight crept across her wall, highlighting the many
photos she'd collected over the years. The one of her and Jane and
Austin and Jack had been taken last fall after a football game. The
guys wore their sweaty, dirty uniforms, big grins on their faces.
They must have won that game. Jane and Austin had their arms around
each other, and while Jack stood next to Austin, his eyes were
locked on Sara.

She got out of bed and took a closer look at
the photo, studying Jack's expression. His eyes touched her with
gentle affection and a hint of longing. She knew that look
well.

Tonight—last night—should have ended
differently. They should have been wrestling around in bed instead
of wrestling each other for control of their relationship—or
whatever was getting in the way of a relationship. Outside
conflicts used to keep them apart, but something deeper wedged
between them now. She took the picture off the wall and crawled
back into bed, slipping the frame under her pillow, and hiding
under the covers until the lovebirds left.

She decided to skip her morning class. Jack
would be there, and she couldn't deal with him yet. She wanted to
see him look at her like he had in the picture, but last night his
face had been hard and cold. She never wanted to see that
again.

The clock showed nearly noon when she finally
got out of bed. She took a quick shower and gathered her books,
focusing on what she needed to do to get through the day. She had
nestled into the couch, trying to study, when the front door
opened.

Jane walked in. "Did you just get up?"

"I've been awake for hours, but yeah, I just
got out of bed."

"Wow." Jane lowered herself into the
overstuffed chair next to the couch, her eyes hooded with concern.
"Was that Jack's shirt in the bathroom?"

"Yes." She flipped through her notes,
avoiding her friend's eyes.

Jane waited, but not for long. "Are you going
to make me ask?"

"Yes."

"Did Jack tell you?"

"Tell me what?" She finally looked up.
Does she know something? Maybe she could get it out of Jane
if she asked the right questions.

"Did he tell you... what happened... when
he...?" Her friend wrung her hands as if she couldn't decide which
was worse: keeping the secret to herself, or making Sara miserable
by telling her.

"He told me...." Not a damn thing. She
couldn't even think of a lie to convince Jane she already knew.
"Nothing."

"Oh." Jane stuck her hands between her
knees.

"What do you know?"

She sighed and chewed her lip. "Everything.
Austin told me last night."

"And?"

"And I think you should hear it from Jack."
She twisted her hands again.

"Yeah, you'd think so, but he's not
talking."

Jane shook her head. "Austin made me promise
not to tell you."

She slammed her book shut. "Why is everyone
keeping secrets from me?"

Her friend reached for her, but Sara
recoiled. "We're not...."

"Are you trying to protect me, too?"
She threw her books in her bag. "I'm a big girl. I can handle
whatever Jack's hiding from me." And that's what pissed her off the
most. She really didn't care what happened in the past. The fact
that he wouldn't trust her with it hurt more than anything
else.

"I wish I could tell you, but this is
something he needs to tell you himself."

Sara grabbed her bag. One of the handles
ripped loose and it tipped, spilling her books and notes all over
the floor. She groaned and chucked the useless bag across the room.
"I'm not even going to bother."

She grabbed the book she needed and slammed
out of the house, taking the long way to class to avoid any
possible encounter with Jack.

***

"Hey Jane!" Jack ran to catch up with her
before she disappeared into the library. "Is Sara all right? She
missed class this morning. I'm worried about her."

"Oh are you?" Her eyes narrowed.

An icy chill rattled his spine. He'd never
seen her this cold. "Yeah, we talked last night, but—"

"That's not what she said."

Oh. Right. Sara had done most of the
talking—or yelling. "I don't want to talk about it." Why won't
anyone listen to me?

"I think you should." She crossed her arms
over her chest, holding her book in front of her like battle armor.
He had to give her credit for standing her ground and facing him
down.

"Austin told you, didn't he?"

"He doesn't keep secrets from me."

"He doesn't keep secrets from anyone. Damn
it, I'm gonna...." He smashed his fist into his palm before he
realized what he'd done. Austin obviously trusted Jane with his
secret. Could Jack trust her too? "Please don't tell Sara."

"Oh, I won't. She needs to hear it from
you."

"Yeah, I knew you were gonna say that."

Her eyes softened and she touched his arm.
"I'm sorry you had to go through all that. I can't imagine how much
it hurt."

Jack didn't have to imagine. "Thank you."
Did Austin tell her everything?

"I think Sara should know."

"Why? Everyone keeps telling me what I should
do, but no one can give me a reason why."

"Jack, I care about you, but I'm not going to
coddle you like Austin does. I'll tell you things he won't."

"Like what?"

"You're an idiot."

Jack laughed. "He tells me that all the
time."

"You want to know why you should tell
Sara?"

"Give me one good reason." This ought to
be good. He smiled, confident nothing she could say would—

"Because you're hurting her."

What? Jack crumbled. No. I would
never hurt Sara.

"I know Sara. The tougher and bitchier she
is, the more she's in pain."

His hard heart suddenly ached, remembering
how tough Sara had been last night. "I didn't know."

"No, you probably didn't, because you're too
busy being stubborn. Austin thinks you're protecting her, and I'm
sure you do too, but when are you guys going to figure out we're
stronger than you think? You're both idiots."

What if he told Sara? What if he told her
everything and then—? "I don't want her to be afraid of me."

"I'm not afraid of you." Jane stood up
straight and looked him in the eye. "And yes, Austin told me how
you got that scar on your stomach. Trust her or she'll never trust
you. Is that what you want?"

"No." The need to tell her overwhelmed his
control again. Keeping his secret was hurting Sara. That thought
ripped him apart. "Where is she?"

Jane glanced at her watch. "She's in class
right now, but she'll be home in an hour or so."

"Don't go home tonight. Go see Austin and
stay there."

Sara couldn't run away from him at her own
house. That wouldn't stop her from kicking his ass out the door...
but he'd worry about that later.

"Jack," Jane called as he ran off.

He turned but kept moving.

"Let her in."

He nodded and took off, his heart pounding.
He could end Sara's pain, tell her what she needed to know. He just
hoped he would have the strength, and that it would be enough.


Chapter 8

 


Sara peered through the peephole after the
knock on the door. She breathed a heavy sigh and turned the knob.
"I went out of my way all day to avoid you, but here you are."

Jack smiled uncertainly. "There's no escaping
me."

She knew he was flirting, trying to make her
want him again, but it wouldn't work. "Get in here." Wait—don't
I mean get out?

His smiled brightened. "I found your clothes
in my room."

"Thanks." She took them and tossed them onto
the coffee table, debating whether she should ask him to sit down.
He looked so pathetic standing there with an awkward smile on his
face. She knew she couldn't force him to talk, but maybe she could
prompt him a little. "Is there something else you wanted?"

"Yeah. I uh...." He ran his hand through his
hair. "We need to talk."

"Oh. That can't be good."

"That's not what I meant." He sighed and
lowered himself onto the couch, resting his elbows on his knees and
hanging his head.

She sat down beside him, keeping a friendly
distance. He looked completely defeated, something she'd never seen
in him before. He was always so strong.

He lifted his head, the playful light that
normally danced in his eyes clouded by a rolling black storm.
"There are some things you need to know about me. Bad things I've
never told anyone about. Austin only knows because he witnessed it.
He helped me through it. I owe him my life."

Words failed her. What could she say... or
ask... or...? "I'm listening."

He gave her a small smile and tried to sit up
straight, but whatever he wanted to tell her pressed his shoulders
down. "He beat my mom and me. Mostly my mom. He drank too much and
he hit her. He hit me when I tried to protect her. I was too little
to help much. We finally got away from him when I was in the third
grade. He drove us out of our own home. My mom and I lived in fear
that he would find us, until...." He put a shaking hand over his
face. "Until she told me he was dead."

"Yesterday? When she called you?"

"Yeah. She's going to the funeral, and thinks
I should go too." His eyebrows drew together, and he pinched the
bridge of his nose. "Something about closure."

"Do you want closure?"

"No. I closed the door on him a long time
ago." His lips made a firm line and his jaw clenched, teeth
grinding.

"Can I ask you something?"

"Sure."

"Is that why you don't drink? Because your
father—" She stopped when Jack cringed at the word 'father.'
"Because he hit you when he was drinking?"

"When I was little, I blamed his drinking. He
was always drunk when he hurt us, so I thought if I took his beer
away, he wouldn't. Boy, was I wrong."

"Drinking is usually a symptom of a larger
problem."

"Yeah, like being an asshole. I choose
not to drink. I won't ever lose control like he did."

"Did he ever get treatment?"

"Not by choice."

That's an odd answer. Something about
Jack's story didn't make sense, but she couldn't put her finger on
it. "How did you get away from him?"

"My grandparents, his parents, snuck us out
of the hospital one night while he was locked up in detox. Took us
to a shelter."

"They knew?"

"Not at first, but when he claimed me and my
mom fell down the stairs on the same day, they couldn't deny it any
longer. It hurt them to know their son was a monster."

"He hurt a lot of people."

"Not anymore." His grim smile sent chills
down her spine.

"Are you sure?" She fought back a shiver of
fear and moved closer to him.

"What does that mean?"

"He's still hurting you."

His eyes flashed and his lip curled. "I'm
not—"

"Stop trying to deny it."

"The past is behind me."

"He's hurting us." She reached out and
touched his rigid arm.

Jack flinched, denial written on his face,
but when he looked at her, his controlled mask slipped back into
place. "I know." He laid his hand on hers and squeezed it. "I don't
ever want anything to hurt you. I'm sorry I didn't tell you last
night, but I just couldn't.... I wanted to protect you."

"I know." She laced her fingers with his,
holding him tight. "I know you need help, but I need to know
how."

"I don't need you...." He shook his head and
pulled away from her. "I don't need help." His body stiffened again
and his eyes narrowed, the scar through his eyebrow turning red and
jagged.

"And I don't need protection." She flung his
hand away so hard he nearly fell over.

Rage blinded her, and she found herself
grabbing the doorknob with shaking hands, having no memory of
crossing the room. Throw him out! She rattled the door, but
it wouldn't budge. She spun around, but Jack stood right behind
her, leaning against the door with both hands, pinning her between
his immovable arms, both of them breathing hard.

Her heart hammered in her chest. Her kind
gentleman Jack had disappeared. Through the cracks in his cool
façade, she glimpsed a seething storm, a peek at the mysterious
force driving him.

Fascinating. Could she use his pent-up
emotions against him? She squirmed in his arms, testing his hold.
She couldn't get away, but then, she didn't want to. "Let go of
me," she hissed.

"No." He crushed her against the door, his
slate blue eyes as hard as his body.

"You came here for a reason." She drew his
chest into hers as she gasped for breath. "You need my help."

"No, I don't."

"All you have to do is ask."

"Never."

The finality of that one word drove Sara into
a thundering fury. Her fists rained down on his solid chest, but he
wouldn't relent. Her eyes burned right through his—she knew he felt
it—but his face remained stoic. She wanted to shatter his cool
control into a billion pieces so he could never put it back
together again.

"Damn it, Jack, let me in."

"No!" He shoved off the door, cursing under
his breath. His eyes blazed and his control slipped. "Do you want
to see what's hiding inside me? Do you want to know what I lived
through?" The smallest tremble shook his voice, a hoarse whisper.
"What I've done?"

She stepped away from the door, holding her
hand out to him, suddenly needing to touch him. "I want all of you,
Jack, whoever you are."

He stared at her hand, his fingers curling as
if he wanted to reach out, but he wrenched himself away. "I can't
let you—"

"Then get out!" She flung open the door, and
the doorknob punched a hole in the wall.

"Is that what you want?"

She stayed silent, her eyes fixed on his
face.

He nodded, and looked down at the floor as if
he expected as much.

His arm brushed her breast as he walked by,
and that old familiar wild thrill shot through her body. Damn
it, why now? His irrational need for control drove her crazy,
but all she could think about was knocking his stubborn ass on the
floor and fucking him senseless. "Jack."

He stopped.

"Ask me again."

He didn't move. A deep sigh wracked his body,
and he turned and looked straight into her. "What do you want,
Sara?"

He knew as well as she did. Did she have to
say it? I want you. Now. She grabbed his shirt with both
hands, yanked him close, and kissed him hard.

Jack groaned and kicked the door shut, biting
at her mouth as they tumbled into the living room. His hands landed
on her ass and he tried to pick her up, but he slipped. His fingers
slid under her shorts and rubbed against her heated flesh.

She moaned and reflexively trapped his hand
between her thighs, and he laughed into her mouth. He thinks
he's won? Oh no. This little power struggle isn't over
yet. She broke their kiss and shoved him back, catching him off
guard. Her eyes swept over him with unsatisfied lust. They needed
something deeper than this, but why not take what she wanted for
once?

He stumbled back against the coffee table,
kicked it out of the way, then turned and sent the couch crashing
against the bookshelves with one massive push.

Her jaw dropped.

Breathing hard, he stared at her with fire in
his eyes. "Take off your clothes."

More than anything, she hated being told what
to do, so she decided to provoke him. She'd do what he asked—but on
her terms. "Do you think I'm that easy?" She crossed her arms,
staring him down.

"I know you are. Com'ere." He stalked her,
moving her toward the couch.

"No." She tried to dash around him, but he
grabbed her by the waist and tackled her. They fell on the couch,
Sara struggling while Jack tried to hold her still.

"You forgot I'm not just a good runner, but a
good blocker." He tried to pull her down to the floor, but she
slipped from his grasp.

"I didn't forget." She kissed him, throwing
her body against his so hard she knocked him flat on his back.

He wrapped his arms around her and rolled on
top, straddling her hips and pinning her down. She struggled under
him and he laughed. "Take off your clothes."

"No." She squirmed, beating on his rock hard
thighs with her fists, but he didn't budge.

The most devious smile twisted his lips. "If
you don't, I'll do it for you."

***

His heart stopped when he heard his own
words. Had he just threatened her? His smile faded and he searched
her eyes, but instead of fear, he saw excitement. She smiled and
arched beneath him.

"You can try." Her tone dared him to do
it.

Her muscles tensed, perhaps ready for another
football move, but instead he leaned over and took her face in his
hands, brushing her hair behind her ears. His lips touched
hers—barely—and he looked straight into her eyes and pulled her
shirt down off her shoulder, taking her bra strap with it. He did
the same thing to the other shoulder, leaving them exposed to his
touch, his kiss.

Her hot soft skin smelled like strawberries
and cream. He fought the urge to bite her and make her cry out his
name. Why? Why do I want to make her scream?

***

She sighed and melted into him. Oh, that
was too easy. "Oh, so good," she moaned as his tongue slipped
under her bra cup, teasing her nipple.

But this sweet, gentle Jack wasn't quite what
she wanted. She wanted to push him, test him, find out where his
patience ended. She wanted to make him give up the control he held
so tight. His breath warmed her skin, but she wanted it hot. She
wanted to feel all the heated rage he kept buried inside. He needed
to let it out and as much as he denied it, he needed her help to do
it.

I'm not afraid.

He slipped his hand down and unzipped her
shorts, and shoved them down her legs as she twisted and kicked.
She rolled under him and crawled away.

He grabbed at her ankle and missed. "Are you
trying to provoke me?"

She looked back over her shoulder, resting on
her hands and knees. "Come on, Jack. I know what you want." She
wiggled her ass. "Take it." Her eyes dared him.

His hand flew on its own, tearing her panties
off. He flipped her on her back and dropped on top of her.

"Oh!" Lace makes a nice ripping
sound.

She gasped as he threw her legs over his
shoulders and dove down between them, kissing and licking and even
biting her unprepared flesh. His sudden assault shocked her,
thrilling her to the core. She didn't have to wait for an orgasm,
coming now, hard and fast—hotter than any she'd ever experienced.
Her fingernails ripped his shoulders, but he didn't seem to
mind.

He sat back, triumph lighting up his
face.

Oh no... still too easy. She gave him
a good shove and rolled over, but just as she got to her knees, he
grabbed her from behind and yanked her back against his hot, hard
body.

"You can't escape me," he growled, his breath
hot in her ear.

Yes. This is what I want. His passion, his
heat. She struggled in his arms, not because she wanted to
escape, but because she wanted him to control her.

What? Yes. I want to let go and let him
take over, but why?

At the moment, she just wanted him to take
care of her needs. Oh hell, I just want him to take me.
She'd never wanted that from anyone before.

She lunged forward, but he caught her by the
waist, and they landed face down on the carpet. Jack held her tight
while he unzipped his jeans.

Yes, she wanted him to control her, but he
had to earn it. His hard cock jammed against her bare ass. She
squirmed and he slammed into her. "Oh Jack!"

***

Mmm.... He liked that sound. He
slammed in hard, pounding her into the floor again and again. Each
time, she called out his name. Grabbing a fistful of her hair, he
pulled her up on her knees and bit down on her shoulder. She
writhed in his arms. Am I hurting her? He would stop if she
told him to. If she told him it hurt.

"Oh yes, that's what I want," she gasped.
"Don't stop. Please don't stop."

Jack grabbed her shirt and pulled it all the
way down, ripping it apart. He flung her bra across the room,
groping both her breasts in one hand, pulling and pinching her hard
nipples. Driven by lust, his control a distant memory, he banished
any rational thoughts about what he was doing to her or why.

***

Stripped. Naked. I'm naked and he
isn't. Completely vulnerable to him, yet she'd never felt
stronger. Her entire body trembled and he held her tighter, driving
into her with such force he nearly lifted her off the floor. She
came without warning, her body ripping apart at the seams, her mind
spiraling down, down into blissful oblivion.

When she became aware of her surroundings
again, he lay on top of her, naked, planting soft kisses on her
face. Damn it, he has his control back.

She brushed his hair back from his neck and
nipped at him, biting harder as her mouth moved down his neck and
shoulders. Her tongue touched his nipple and he groaned. Her teeth
closed on it and he hissed.

He rose up on his elbows. "What are you doing
to me?"

She wrapped her legs tightly around his hips
and pulled him in hard so he couldn't move. "Taking you down with
me." She licked his nipple and bit down on it.

He shuddered. "Oh God." His eyes rolled back
in his head and he collapsed.

Pinned under his hard, sweaty body, she clung
to him while his explosion ripped through them. Somehow they
survived the rumbling inferno and he held her in his arms while the
fire burned itself out.

Sara sighed, her fingers floating through his
long dark hair. She'd gotten exactly what she wanted, and she'd
gotten it good.

Pushed to the limits of his control, he'd
proven he'd never hurt her. But still, something dark lurked inside
him.

"You're not telling me everything."

***

Jack groaned, his face still buried between
her neck and shoulder. He had no more strength to fight her. He
inhaled her strawberries and cream scent, letting it soothe him
while he debated how much more he could tell her about the story
behind his scar—dark and dangerous and... definitely not good.

He wracked his brain for something else he
could tell her. Something safe.

Jack hoisted himself up with aching
shoulders, and leaned on his elbow, looking down into her
questioning eyes. He brushed her hair back with his fingers, hoping
his gentle touch would make her trust him even more. "When we ran
away from him, we changed our names for protection. My real name is
Jonathan Prentiss. No one but my mom knows that."

"Austin doesn't know?"

"Nope. We moved next door to him and his
family when I was eight. I was already Jack Wheeler then."

She frowned, her blue eyes searching his.
"You said 'Austin witnessed it.'"

"Did I?" The woman picks up every
detail. "I meant he witnessed what I went through after we
ran."

Doubt flickered in her eyes, but she didn't
question him further.

She slid her fingers across his chest,
drawing circles around his heart. "Thank you for trusting me with
your real name."

"You're welcome." He kissed her, pulling her
close and nuzzling against her neck.

"I think...." She lifted her head and looked
at the trashed room.

"Don't think, just enjoy." He tightened his
hold on her. Is she pulling away already?

Her head hit the floor with a hard thud. "I
think the couch would be more comfortable."

"Uh-huh." He nibbled her ear. "Do you want to
get up?" He kept his arms tucked tightly around her.

"Nope." She sighed and cuddled closer to him.
"I don't want to move."

"Good. I don't either."

For the first time in days, his hard heart
warmed a bit. Did having her in his arms soften his resolve? Or did
sharing some of his past with her take the edge off his pain? It
had taken a lot of control and effort to keep his secret. Sometimes
the weight drained him so much he could barely keep a smile on his
face. Telling Sara about it had been hard, but not as hard as he'd
expected, and it seemed to ease the burden somehow.

Should I tell her the rest? An icy
chill ran through his veins, turning his heart cold again.
No. The truth could ruin everything. Keeping the rest of his
secret was the only way to keep them together.

Tired and too happy, he held on to this
exhausted bliss as long as he could. If Jack had his way, he'd
spend all his time and effort making sure this happened more
often—for Sara's sake as well as his own.


Chapter 9

 


Sara's eyes snapped open. Afraid that Jane
could come home at any moment, she grabbed a blanket off the couch
and draped it over their tangled naked bodies, which relaxed her
enough to settle back in to sleep. She had no desire to
leave Jack this time.

Oh wait... we're at my place. She no
longer felt the urge to throw him out. Why had she wanted to in the
first place? She couldn't remember and she didn't want to. He'd
come to her and told her his story. He'd trusted her—not an easy
thing for him. She just wished he would let her help him.

That's right. He'd said he didn't need
help; didn't need her. That's why she'd wanted to throw his ass out
the door. Damn it, stop thinking so much.

Jack sighed and mumbled something, pulling
her closer. She looked at him—his eyes closed tight, a satisfied
smile on his face—and couldn't help smiling too. No confusion or
doubt this time. It felt good. Better than good.

She'd tested his control. Why had she
provoked him? Why had she enjoyed it? Why had she needed to let him
control her? Weird. Fun—oh God, so much fun—but
letting someone else take over bothered her. Almost as much as
anything he'd revealed—or hadn't revealed.

A missing piece of his puzzle still dangled
tauntingly out of reach. He still wouldn't trust her, but what
could be worse than what he'd already admitted? What kind of a
future could they have if he wouldn't trust her completely? Damn
it, thinking too much again. She wanted to know where they were
going after graduation, not wanting another long-distance
relationship. The last one had gone down in flames, and it still
burned.

Her head ached and so did her back. The hard
floor made a lousy mattress, so she gently nudged Jack awake.
"Let's go to my bedroom."

"Hmm?" He yawned. "Oh, yeah, a bed would feel
pretty good right now." He sat up and stretched, rubbing the
shoulder he'd been lying on.

She pointed him down the hall toward her
room, bending to pick up their scattered clothes. Her bra was
nowhere in sight. A lightning flash outside lit the room; the
blanket lay in a tangled heap on the floor, so she grabbed it and
shook it, her shredded panties landing on her feet. Heat shot
through her when she remembered how that had happened.

Why am I still in the living room?

Jack lay asleep in her bed when she got
there, lying on his side with his back to her and the blanket
draped over his hip. Thunder rumbled in the distance. She snuggled
up behind him, rested her head on the back of his strong shoulder,
and slid her arm around his waist. Her fingers brushed the hard
line on his stomach.

She'd seen that scar the other night, a long
slash that ran from his ribs to his navel, but had avoided asking
him about it. Had his father given it to him?

His hand closed on hers, stilling it. He
rolled over. "What are you doing?"

He would never tell her if she didn't ask.
"Wondering how you got that scar."

Anger drew his eyebrows together for a
moment, and then it disappeared, replaced by a false smile. "Oh no.
Your hand was all the way down to my...." His smile turned wicked.
"I think you're looking for trouble."

He slid close and kissed her as lightning lit
the dark room and thunder cracked, closer together this time.

But this time, she didn't plan to play along.
"I think you're avoiding my question."

"What question?" He closed his eyes and
nibbled her shoulder. When she didn't respond, he relaxed back on
the pillow, his hold on her loosening as he drifted off to sleep
again.

Damn stubborn man. As he snored, she
fought the temptation to smack him awake and make him tell her
everything. That battle would wait for another day.

Sleep now. Gather strength for the argument
to come.

***

Something isn't right. Not my bed.
Not my home. Am I safe here?

Jack opened his eyes and looked around
without moving a muscle. Sunlight filtered in through closed
curtains, lighting a neat, carefully decorated dresser against the
opposite wall. The mirror and the walls around it were covered with
photos of faces that looked vaguely familiar. The bed enveloped him
like a mother's hug, and the woman sleeping next to him held his
heart in his hands. Almost literally.

He smiled. Sara's palm rested on his chest,
his heart beating under it. Images of the night before chased sleep
from his brain. Wow. How did things get so out of control?
He'd meant to be gentle with her, but seemed to remember ripping
her clothes off. A guilty smile found its way to his lips. He
shouldn't have enjoyed roughing her up, but she sure seemed to.
She'd provoked him.

Sara moaned, and her fingers curled
involuntarily, digging into his chest. He winced and lifted her
hand.

"Oh sorry." She blinked at him. "I thought
you were my pillow."

"I am. I'll be your pillow anytime you
like."

"Mmm... nice." She closed her eyes again.

He touched her face, brushing her hair off
her cheek. So beautiful. "I love the way you look first
thing in the morning."

She arched a skeptical eyebrow. "You've never
seen me first thing in the morning."

"Yeah, but I love it already. Your hair is
all tangled and curled, your eyes are sleepy, and your body has a
few bite marks and scratches left from the things I did to
you."

She moaned and pressed her lips to his neck,
nibbling up to his ear. "Do you have any idea how hot you make
me?"

He kissed her wandering mouth. "Show me."

She smiled wickedly, then took his hand and
put it between her legs.

"You're wet," he whispered.

Her hand slid down his stomach. "You're
hard."

"We should do something about that. Come on."
He threw back the covers and pulled her toward the bedroom
door.

They stopped to make sure no one lurked in
the hallway, then scurried to the bathroom.

"What do you have in mind?"

"I thought a nice hot shower would feel
good." He waited for it to get warm before pulling her in with
him.

"Mmm... I like." She kissed him, pressing her
wet, slick body against his. "We need to wake up like this more
often."

"Mm-hmm." He moaned as her fingers tangled in
his wet hair, pulling it back from his face while he held her under
the warm water, kissing, kissing....

She gasped when her back touched the cold
tile wall.

"Relax. Let me warm you."

Jack stroked her wet body with his hands,
exploring and tasting. He hadn't fully enjoyed her during last
night's heated rush, so he took his time—nibbling her ears, nipping
her neck, tugging her nipples with his teeth. She squealed so he
kept tugging, directing the showerhead at one breast while fondling
the other, pulling her nipple into his mouth, circling it with his
tongue.

***

Her legs turned to jelly, but Jack held her
up. His mouth moved down her stomach, and she held on to his
shoulders as his tongue slipped between her thighs. "Ohh...."

He stood up and pointed the shower spray
lower.

The water tickled her pink flesh, relentless,
insistent, and she giggled. Must get away. Turn off water.
Ooo... wait. What's he doing to me?

On his knees, tasting her, he slid the tip of
his finger inside her, making circles right at the edge. Completely
at his mercy and loving every minute of it, she groaned and sighed.
"You're such a tease."

He chuckled. "Is this what you want?" He slid
his finger in deep, stroking and thrusting. "Or do you want
something else?"

Does he really expect an answer? She
didn't want to choose. He could do anything he wanted and she would
enjoy it. "Don't ask me what I want, tell me." She moaned when his
tongue replaced his finger. "Don't even tell me. Just fuck me."

***

She's doing it again. Pushing him
beyond control, begging him for something frightening. It should
have scared her too, but she didn't give up.

He stood up, dragging his wet body against
her, rubbing his hard cock between her thighs. "Do you know what
you're telling me to do?"

She looked into his eyes. "Yes. I'm not
afraid." She slid her hands into his wet hair as she kissed him,
holding him tight.

In one fluid motion, he picked up her legs
and wrapped them around his hips, burying his cock inside her.
"This is what you want."

"Yes." She smiled victoriously, gasping as he
took her against the shower wall, pounding her against the hard
tile. "Oh God yes." She dug into his shoulders, unable to move.

Why is she doing this to me? She knew
he needed to stay in control of his actions, but she'd pushed him
past his limits twice now. How could she say she wasn't afraid when
she didn't know everything? She had no idea how dangerous he could
be.

The water turned cold, but their bodies
stayed hot. She grabbed the back of his neck and pulled his head
back, taking his mouth with hers. She came, but he refused to break
their kiss. Even when his body rocked so hard he stumbled back
against the opposite wall, he wouldn't put her down.

She panted into his mouth, riding the shock
waves as the cold shower sprayed icy needles on her hot skin. Then,
just as the cold became unbearable, he turned off the water and
wrapped Sara in a towel, rubbing her dry, lingering in places she
liked.

"Mmm... that's nice. Right there. Keep doing
that."

"As you wish." He chuckled and did everything
she asked, while attempting to wrestle the towel from between them
and drag her to the bedroom.

"Hey!" She clutched the towel to her breasts
while he tried to pull it down. "Help me find my bra."

"No." He grinned and gave the towel another
yank, but she held on and laughed, struggling to keep her grip.

"You threw it, you go look for it."

"Oh all right. But that doesn't mean I'm
gonna give it back to you." He let go of the towel and began
searching the living room, tossing pillows and kicking the blanket
aside. Where'd the damn thing go? Something out of place
caught his eye, and he strolled into her bedroom with her bra
dangling from his fingers.

"Where did you find it?"

"Hanging from a cabinet in the kitchen."

She whistled. "Good arm. Why aren't you the
quarterback?"

"Because once I get my hands on something, I
don't let go." To demonstrate, he scooped her up in his arms and
carried her to the bed, holding tight as they tumbled onto the
mattress.

"Mmm... you're very good with your hands."
She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.

The towel came loose, and he took advantage
of the opportunity, wrestling it away and kissing her bare skin.
His cell phone rang as she tried to pull his shirt off.

"Damn it." Jack looked at the number. "It's
just Austin." He hit the ignore button and fell on top of her,
kissing her all over while she giggled.

The phone rang again.

She groaned. "Damn, he's persistent."

"I'll make him go away." He grabbed his phone
and sat up. "What?" he growled.

Jack only heard half Austin's answer because
he was so distracted by Sara clinging to his back, her soft naked
breasts and hard perky nipples pressing against his skin. "Sorry.
What did you say?"

She nibbled on his neck, her tongue flicking
his ear while her hands slid down his chest and rubbed between his
thighs, making his cock jump in response.

Damn woman. He reached around behind
her and pulled her down onto his lap. She squealed and he leaned
over to kiss her quiet.

Finally Austin said something that got his
attention. "Oh, sorry, I forgot." He gave Sara an uncomfortable
smile. "I'll call you right back."

"What did you forget?"

"Austin and I are playing football in the
park with the guys today. Wanna come?"

Her eyes looked uncertain, but she smiled.
"Yeah, sounds like fun. Let me get dressed." She stood up, glanced
around the room, and picked up the discarded towel. "Where's my
bra?"

"I have no idea." He grabbed her around the
waist and they fell back on the bed, laughing in each other's
arms.


Chapter 10

 


Sara spotted her friend at the picnic tables,
unpacking sandwiches and chips.

"Hi." Jane smiled knowingly. "Don't you look
happy this morning?"

She looked at her watch. "Afternoon." Wow.
Where did the morning go? Hot steamy sex in the shower, then
fooling around in her bed, making out at every red light on the way
over....

From the corner of her eye, she caught Austin
and Jack grinning at each other. She pretended to pay attention to
Jane while eavesdropping on the guys.

"So?" Austin said.

"So... what?"

"I haven't seen you this happy in a long
time."

"Nope."

"You didn't wake up alone this morning, did
you?"

"No, but if I start singing like you, punch
me."

"I do not sing," Austin snapped. "Did you
talk to her?"

"I always talk to her."

"Did you talk to her?"

Jack nodded. "We talked."

"And then?"

"And then we argued."

"Uh-oh."

"Oh no." A sly smile twisted Jack's lips.
"Arguing is great foreplay."

"You've got that right." Austin laughed. "So
you made up."

"Oh yeah."

"Good. I like seeing you happy."

"I like it too."

Sara wanted to be happy, but the things Jack
had left unsaid last night loomed on the horizon. She knew that
sooner or later, something would overshadow the happiness they were
just starting to build. But until then, she would make a point of
enjoying the day.

Jane called everyone over to the table.
"Lunch is ready."

"Did you make the salami and cream cheese
sandwich?" Jack searched the table full of food.

"This one's just for you." Jane handed him a
sandwich.

Austin grabbed a bottle of water from the
cooler and tossed it at Jack. "Where's mine?"

"Right here." Jane held up a roast beef and
cheddar. "What do you want, Sara?"

"Ham and Swiss. Did Austin bring you along to
feed everyone?"

"What else is she good for?" Austin
winked.

Jane slapped his arm. "No. I play too."

"Really?"

"She's a pretty good kicker," said Jack.
"Good arm too."

"I'm not surprised. She's the leading scorer
on the soccer team and starting pitcher for the softball team."
Sara winked at Jane. "I suppose Austin likes to tackle you."

Austin laughed. "It's touch football. I only
tackle her off the field."

"Wanna play?" Jack asked.

Sara shook her head. "I don't know anything
about football."

"No problem." Austin grinned. "We can use you
as a decoy."

"Yeah, you've kept me distracted for the last
three years." Jack winked.

Sara laughed. "Seriously, I'm not athletic at
all."

Jack's gaze roamed her body. "But you have
stamina. I learned that last night."

If any other man had said that to her, she
would've slapped him, but the wicked gleam in his eyes made his
arrogant smile so damn appealing. She moved closer to him and
lowered her voice. "Think you can handle me?"

"Baby, you have no idea."

His husky tone sent delicious shivers down
her spine. Play football with him? Oh hell yes. She could
think of a few other things she'd like to play with him too.

"Sara," Austin said, "you and Greg will be on
my team. Jack, you're with Jane and Aaron."

"Can't I play on Jack's team?"

"Trust me. It's a lot more fun when you play
on opposite sides."

"Oh... I get it." That made sense, even if
she didn't quite get how to play the game.

"Hey!" Aaron whistled. "Let's go."

"Come on." Jack dragged her out onto the
field and passed her over to Austin, who stood ready to give
instructions.

"Sara, you run right and then head for the
end zone. Greg, get open. I'm gonna fake to Sara, but it's coming
to you. Everybody else be ready for it."

Ah, so that's the decoy. Sara lined up
across from Jack.

"I'm comin' for ya," he snarled, but his eyes
danced.

"You don't scare me." Just the opposite—his
mischievous scowl turned her on to no end.

Austin darted backward, and before she could
even move, Jack lunged and pulled her to the ground.

She lay flat on her back in his arms, gasping
for breath. "You call this touch football?"

"Sorry. I guess I like to touch you too
much."

"Can't blame you for that." Two can play
that game.

Austin shook his head. "Sara, you're supposed
to run when I take the snap."

Take the snap? "Right."

Austin called the same play, but this time
when he ran backward, Sara plowed forward into Jack, catching him
by surprise and driving him back a couple of feet before he
wrestled her down.

"Nice move." Jack leaned down and breathed
hot in her ear. "It won't work twice."

"We'll see." As long as he tackled her again,
she didn't care.

Austin clapped. "Great block."

"Did it work?"

"Yeah, we scored."

"Oh cool. Now what?"

"They get the ball. Throw another block like
that and you'll do just fine."

"Okay." Throw it where?

She lined up across from Jack, expecting him
to come for her again, but with one quick move, he dashed around
her and took off down the field. Sara scrambled after him, catching
up just as he caught the ball. She stretched out and touched his
arm, stopping him just short of the goal line.

"Damn girl, you are fast," Jack said.

"I was motivated."

"Oh yeah?"

"I like to touch you too."

Jack slid his arm around her waist and pulled
her close to kiss her. "You can do more than touch me."

"I'll remember that."

Austin gathered his team and told them his
plan.

Sara nodded as if she understood, but before
she could ask for clarification, he ran backward with the ball, and
Jack charged her again. She mimicked the move he'd used to dodge
her—a step left, and then a quick spin to the right—and sprinted
down the field. When she looked back, the ball was spinning toward
her head. She closed her eyes, threw her arms up and felt the ball
crash into her hands. What now?

"Go!" Austin shouted.

Jack tore down the field so she turned around
and ran. Where is that damn goal line? She sprinted hard
until she heard Austin and Greg cheering, and noticed that Jack had
stopped chasing her. Guess I found it.

"Nice catch." Jane laughed.

"Lucky catch," said Austin.

"Doesn't matter as long as she gets it in the
end zone." Jack grinned and swatted her ass. "Nice job."

"Hey!" Oh.... An ass slap meant
"congratulations" in football. She smiled at the compliment and
rubbed her stinging butt. "Thanks." She tossed the ball to Jack.
"This is more fun than I expected."

"Yeah, it's addictive, but don't think you're
gonna get past me again."

"Ha! I so had you fooled."

"I let you by."

"I don't think so."

For the first time since getting involved
with Jack, she felt genuinely happy. So what if he wouldn't tell
her everything? Maybe he wasn't ready. Maybe she just needed to
trust him. Maybe she shouldn't worry about the future. Maybe....
Ugh. She hated that word. Happy. Focus on that.

Jane jogged over, out of breath. "Let's get
something to drink."

"Time out" called Austin, but the girls were
already digging through the cooler. Sara passed cold bottles of
water to everyone, and headed back to the picnic table where her
friends sat munching leftover chips. She glanced to the far end of
the picnic area, and saw a memorable car parked under a tree.

A familiar face appeared as the window slid
down and a dark-haired man scanned her with dangerous eyes. His
smooth smile—a look she knew all too well—sent chills down her
spine.

"Hi gorgeous. How are you?"

She scolded her fickle heart for doing
flip-flops, a meaningless physical reaction to a warm body that had
once made her toes curl. I don't really want him anymore. Get
rid of him. She glanced over her shoulder at the picnic table,
then trotted toward his car.

"David, what are you doing here?" Why him?
Why now? The last thing she wanted was to think about her
unfaithful ex, let alone see him.

He got out of the car. "I'm in town on
business. Happened to drive by and see you here." He smiled and
reached for her. "I missed you."

His sensual tone and reassuring hand drew her
near him, but his words sounded too practiced, his smile too
perfect, and she stepped back. "You just happened to see me?"

"Yeah, well, okay... I hoped I'd find you. I
remembered you liked to hang out in this park."

"You realize we're not together anymore,
right?"

"We still need to talk about that. You left
without giving me a chance to explain."

This was starting to be a pattern. She knew
they had left lots unsaid, which was the same problem she seemed to
be having with Jack. She may not have wanted to see David again,
but at least she owed him a chance to tell his side of the
story.

"Okay. I'll listen."

***

"Who is that?" Jack wrenched open another
bottle of water, staring across the park.

That guy's sleek, black, brand new Mustang
looked like it never left him stranded in the rain. He was doing
all the talking; Sara, the listening. Her arms were crossed tight
over her chest as she leaned away from him. She didn't want to be
there.

"Oh, that's David," said Jane.

The worried tone in her voice bothered him.
"David... her ex?"

"How'd he find her?" Austin asked.

Jane shrugged. "He used to come visit her a
lot, but it's been awhile. He travels a lot for business."

"What business?"

"Sales." Jane shrugged. "Sara used to say
that he's a really good salesman because he's so persuasive."

"Uh-huh." Jack sat up straighter, his eyes
locked on the guy with the black mustang. If that asshole got any
closer to his girl....

"She dumped him, right?" said Austin.

"That's what she said, but I guess he didn't
get the message." Jack crushed the plastic bottle with one hand.
"Maybe I should make things clearer for him." His hands clenched
into fists, and he stood up, but Austin grabbed his arm and pulled
him back down.

"Give Sara a chance." He jerked Jack's arm,
shaking him. "Wait and see what she does."

"I don't like it."

"I know, but she can take care of herself."
He glanced over to the other side of the park. "He won't hurt her,
not in front of all these people."

Jack knew that, but the protective instinct
overwhelmed him—second nature. His muscles coiled, ready to spring
into action if she needed him. He stayed quiet and watched, just
waiting for that moment.

***

"It was a one-time thing. She invited me in
for a drink and.... I never wanted it to go that far." David's
smooth brown eyes pleaded with her. "I haven't seen Megan since,
and I don't want to."

"That's good." She may have moved on, but
still felt slightly vindicated knowing Megan wasn't a permanent
fixture in his life.

"I only want you," he said in a rush.
"Remember how good we were together? I want to start over. Let me
take you back to the cheap Chinese restaurant you loved so we can
talk some more."

"We were good together." But was good enough?
What she had with Jack was frustrating, challenging, passionate,
intense—so much more than good. With David she never knew where she
stood. She felt some uncertainty with Jack too, but.... Damn it!
Am I running from one unstable relationship to another?

"I wanted to give us another chance, but you
left without trying to work it out."

"Maybe I should've tried harder. I was angry.
I didn't know what to do."

"I was hurt when you left. You were so far
away, and you wouldn't talk to me when I called."

Why is this all about me? Is he screwing
with me again? "I wanted to talk...." But Jack had taken the
phone away. He wouldn't let Sara go, and said he wanted to take
care of her. "I couldn't talk then."

"You can talk to me now."

"What do you want me to say?" She promised
she'd listen, but after hearing his lame excuses, she really didn't
have anything to say. He hadn't apologized; hadn't said it would
never happen again.

"Say you'll come back to me. We can make it
work if you just try."

"If I try?" Seriously? "You
cheated on me. That's why I left."

"But you didn't—"

"I didn't have to do anything. You screwed
up. You're the one who needed to fix it, but as far as I'm
concerned, there's nothing you can do." She held up her hand and
walked away.

"Sara, please." He grabbed her arm, but she
jerked free.

"Don't touch me."


Chapter 11

 


"That's it." Jack leaped up and thundered
toward the jerk, with Austin jogging close behind. "I don't need
help."

"Yeah, but he might."

Jack grabbed David's shoulder and spun him
around, his fist inches from the guy's face.

Austin grabbed his arm. "Don't do it,
man."

"Jack! What the hell are you doing?" Sara
shoved him away.

He blinked and stared at her, then at his
clenched fist. How did I get this far? "I won't let him
touch you."

"That makes two of us," she snapped.

David ducked behind her. "We weren't
finished."

"You are now," Jack snarled.

"We're finished when I say so. David—" Sara
spun and he shrank back. "We're finished." She turned back around
to face Jack, but he stood his ground. "Jack—"

"Don't say those words to me."

"Oh, I've got words for you."

"Sara." David reached out to touch her arm,
and Jack's fist struck him square on the nose. He staggered back,
his hand clamped over his bleeding nose. "What the hell?"

"You had it coming."

David glared at him. "Sara, this guy is
dangerous."

"To you," Jack snarled.

David flinched. "I'll be in town until
Tuesday. Come see me when you can get away from him. You know where
I'm staying."

Jack turned to Sara. "You know where he's
staying?" He clenched his fists and glared back at David. "Go.
Now."

The idiot nearly fell over himself running
back to his car.

Sara turned on Jack. "What was that all
about?"

His hands uncurled and he reached for her.
She's safe now. We're safe. "I was trying to protect
you."

"What is it with you and protection?"

My duty? My role in life? "He was
hurting you. I could see it in your eyes."

"From all the way over there?" She flung her
arm at the picnic tables, just missing his head. "You're seeing
what you want to see."

"I do not want to see him touch
you."

"Are you jealous?"

"No." Not jealous—pissed off—but now that
she mentioned it.... "Is there some reason I should be?"

"I told you it was over with him."

"Then what the hell is he doing here?"

"How should I know? I didn't ask him to show
up."

"Good. Don't see him again."

Her eyes flew wide and she gasped, struggling
to speak. "Just who do you think...? Are you kidding me? I will see
him if I want to."

What? She isn't done with that
asshole? "Do you want to?"

"No, but that's my choice."

"So who are you gonna choose? Him or me?"
Oh God, don't answer that.

"I already told you I don't want him."

"Do you want me?"

"Yes! I want you, Jack. Haven't I told you
that?"

At the moment, he couldn't remember her
saying those words. "I'm not sure."

"I'm not either."

"What?"

"Not about you. I know I want you, but
everything else about us is so uncertain."

The pain in her eyes shattered his hardened
heart. Why am I always hurting her? "I'm sorry I make you
feel that way."

"It's not you." Sara sighed, rubbing her hand
over her eyes. "It's not just you. It's everything—the future, the
past."

"Why the past?" He didn't want to interpret
the frustrated look on her face.

"Because you won't trust me with it," she
said, her voice just above a whisper. Pain filled her eyes, nearly
spilling over into tears.

He'd never seen her this upset before, and
God help him, he never wanted to again. "There are some things I
can't trust anyone with."

"Maybe you should."

No. "Sara, I want you to know—to be
certain—that I need you."

A heavy sigh escaped her as she relented.

He'd won—but at what cost?

She looked up at him and smiled weakly, no
more pain in her eyes, only determination. "That's not what you
said last night."

He smiled, relieved. "Last night was...
incredible, amazing.... I don't have the words." She let him pull
her close. "I'm sorry I hurt you. I never want to do that
again."

"I know." She rested her head on his
chest.

"And I'm sorry I got angry. I should
have...." Trusted you. That's what she wanted, what she
needed. "I shouldn't have.... No, I'm not sorry I hit him."

"He had it coming."

"Damn right." Do I dare to kiss her?
What's the worst she could do to me?

Not wanting to think of the answer to that,
he closed his eyes and took the chance. She purred in his arms,
pressing her body into his as he held her tight and devoured her
sweet mouth like a starving man.

"Come on, guys!" Austin yelled. "We have a
game to finish."

Jack groaned and she pushed away from him.
"Think you can take me?" A wicked sparkle lit her eyes.

"I already have."

"Ooo...."

He saw her body tremble before she turned and
ran toward the field, her sweet peach-shaped ass bouncing in her
shorts, her blonde hair shimmering in the sun, and those gorgeous
breasts.... He shook himself, and ran a hand through his hair,
promising to explore those thoughts later.

Mmm yeah... lots of exploring to do.

She looked back and beckoned for him.

"Oh don't worry, sweetheart. I'm already
there."

***

Sara grabbed a handful of Jack's sweaty,
dirty shirt and pulled him close. He smelled like fresh grass and
hot muscle. Mmm... we need to play touch football more
often. "Take me home, lover." Storm clouds built on the horizon
again, but she refused to let them darken her mood.

"Happy to. And then you can make dinner for
me."

"No problem." She smiled, a little relieved
she'd lost that bet. She'd heard some pretty scary rumors about his
cooking. "Mind if I order a pizza? I don't feel like cooking."

"Works for me."

"Hey Jack!" Austin yelled from his Jeep. "I'm
taking Janie to my place." He flipped on the windshield wipers.
"Jesus, it's raining again?"

"Good. See you later."



"Don't wait up." Sara added. She tugged on
his shirt and nuzzled his chest. "We'll have my apartment to
ourselves."

"Mmm... I like that." He curled his finger
under her chin and kissed the tip of her nose. "Let's go."

They picked up a pizza on the way back, and
as she carried it into the kitchen, she considered her options. If
they had dinner in the living room, maybe the casual atmosphere
would help open him up a little— especially if he relaxed and got a
little buzzed.

Oh wait... damn it. Jack didn't drink,
so she took the beer back to the fridge and brought him a Coke.

"So tell me," she said, sitting cross-legged
on the couch next to him. "What were you like as a kid?" Thunder
rumbled in the distance.

"Just as stubborn as I am now." He picked up
a piece of pizza.

"I believe that." Did he guess my
intentions? "What did you do for fun?"

"Played football, baseball—any game with a
ball."

"Who were your friends?" She slid closer to
him, leaning back against the couch.

"Austin, mostly. We hung out with kids at
school too, but Austin and I were like brothers. Still are."

"What about before Austin?"

The window behind him lit up, and rain
pattered the glass. "What about it?"

Ugh. The man wasn't kidding about
being stubborn. "Who were your friends before you met Austin?"

"No one I really remember."

Probably true. He said he'd met Austin when
he was eight, so he might have been too young to remember anyone
before that. "What about your grandparents?"

"What about them?"

Okay, rephrase that question. "Did you
have fun with them?"

"Yes." His eyes twinkled.

No more 'yes or no' questions. And is he
laughing at me? "What did you do with them?"

He finished his pizza slowly, as if he needed
time to come up with an answer. "My grandma was always feeding
us."

"Us?"

"Me and Austin. She'd always say, 'I don't
have any food in the house,' but pretty soon the table was full of
cookies, cake, and berries from their garden. We never went home
hungry." He put his hand on her thigh, stroking up and down the
length of it.

She laid her hand on top of his. "What
about.... What did you do with your grandpa?"

"He took us fishing."

"You and Austin?"

"Uh-huh. He took us to ball games. He went to
all our high school games." His smile faded and he got quiet. A
sudden gust of wind rattled the window panes.

Well, that's something. Still, he
guarded the door to his life before Austin, so she decided to go
the other direction. "You and Austin played football in high
school?"

"Huh? Oh, yeah. I was his star running
back."

"You still are."

"Yes I am."

She imagined him as a charming jock, smiling
for all the girls. "I'll bet you were a popular guy in high
school."

His hand tightened on her leg. "Not
really."

"Why not?"

His fingers dug in to her thigh. "I was...
different then."

Thunder crashed above their heads, and she
jumped. He didn't move. "Really? How?" Does he know how hard
he's gripping my leg?

He shrugged. "Guys are jerks at that
age."

"No kidding." She rolled her eyes. "Some of
the guys I went out with were awful, especially the guy who took me
to prom."

"What made him such a jerk?"

"We stayed about fifteen minutes, and then he
wanted to get a hotel room. He said he knew he wasn't my first so
he expected a sure thing. I said hell no, so he got pissed and told
all his buddies I was a tease."

Jack smiled. "Were you?"

"Not at all. I was... experienced. I lost my
virginity at sixteen with my boyfriend, my first love. We had a lot
of fun together."

His grip eased up. "What happened to
him?"

"He moved away. After that I dated the
science club president."

"Science club?" He laughed.

"Yeah, I was a nerd in high school." How
did we end up talking about me?

"I can see that."

"Hey—"

"No, no. I mean you're smart, funny, pretty.
I would've liked you."

"Most guys did. I think it's my boobs."

His gaze slid down and he nodded. "That's
what I was thinking."

"Now you're just begging for trouble." She
shoved him back and he caught her, laughing as he lifted her onto
his lap. She straddled his thighs, facing him, deliberately
shifting forward so he could take a good look at her breasts. "What
do you think now?"

His hands slid under her hair, holding her
face so she met his eyes. "You are so beautiful."

"Mmm... nice try, but I'm still gonna punish
you."

"You are, trust me."

He sucked in his breath as she wiggled on top
of him, taking full advantage of her position—letting her hair fall
in his face as she leaned down to kiss him, long and deep. "You
know what I miss about high school?"

He tensed for just a moment. "What could you
possibly miss?"

"Making out. No one does that anymore. We all
get naked too soon."

"I like naked." He grinned, lightning
reflecting in his devilish eyes.

"I do too, but I enjoy the journey as much as
the destination."

"Good point, but I'm not convinced."

"Let me show you what I mean." She kissed him
again, lips parted, tongue exploring, savoring the taste and feel
of his mouth on hers. His hands slid under her shirt, but she
pulled them out, holding them away from her body.

"I don't know how you made out in high
school, but I fondly remember lots of hands-on experience." He
struggled to pull his hands free.

"Hmm... you're right." She let go, and his
fingers immediately latched onto her buttons. "How could I
forget?"

Still determined to find out as much about
him as possible, she leaned down and kissed him as lightning struck
close by, shaking the building.

"How old were you when you lost your
virginity?" She wrapped her fingers in his hair and pulled his head
back, nibbling at the base of his throat while he opened up her
shirt.

"Mmm...." He seemed to be having a hard time
talking. "Eighteen. She was... a little older."

"How old?" She kissed him, her tongue playing
with his.

"Twenty-seven."

"Wow. Cougar, huh?"

He leaned forward and wrapped his arms around
her waist, pressing his lips against the bare skin above her bra.
"Something like that. Her husband traveled a lot."

"She was married?"

"Yeah." He winced. "I was young and
easy."

He pulled her head down and captured her
mouth with his, holding her hair in his fist, restraining her. For
some reason she couldn't explain, she loved feeling powerless in
his arms.

She hated to pull away, and he didn't make it
easy, chasing her lips when she tried to talk, but she had to hear
the rest of the story. "Did the husband ever find out?"

"Not about me." He caught her mouth again.
"Austin wasn't so fortunate."

"Did you enjoy sleeping with her?" she
whispered on his lips.

"Yeah, she taught me a lot." He shifted under
her, fitting them closer together so their bodies kissed. He bit
her lower lip as she slid down, sucking it into his mouth. His
hands stroked her back over her shirt, then under, caressing her
hot skin.

She felt him smile when she moaned. "Mmm... I
can tell you were a good student."

"I learned a few tricks."

"Such as?"

He unhooked her bra with one hand.

"Very nice. You get an A." She arched back
and let his hands slide under her bra, moaning while he teased her
nipples with his thumbs. "Make that A-plus." She couldn't think of
a better way to end the day. "I had fun today."

"Good," he mumbled from between her breasts.
He tilted his face toward her. "What did you enjoy the most?"

"Football was more fun than I expected."

"Mm-hmm."

His lips sent heated vibrations over her
skin. "Especially when you tackled me." She shivered when he tugged
on her nipples with his teeth. Forget football. "But I like
this better, don't you?"

"Better than football? Tough choice."

"I haven't convinced you yet?"

"Almost." He worked his way up to her throat,
where he gently bit down, and held her still while he caressed her
soft breasts, her hard nipples.

Her entire body tingled, bolts of electricity
shooting down between her thighs. "Did you learn this in high
school too?"

"Why are you still talking?" He lifted her
off his lap and laid her back across the coffee table, then knelt
between her thighs and kissed her bare stomach. "I must be doing
something wrong."

Her fingers tangled in his long hair. The
rain fell harder, pounding on the roof, keeping time with her
pounding heart. "Oh no, you're doing everything right."

And then his cell phone rang.

"If that's Austin, I'm gonna hurt him," she
growled, her body throbbing.

He picked up his phone. "It's my mom."

"You need to answer." She sat up and buttoned
her shirt. She didn't feel right being half-naked and laid-out on
the coffee table while Jack talked to his mother.

"Hi Mom." He stood up and moved behind the
couch.

She watched his face. At first, he showed no
emotion, but that changed quickly.

"Tuesday?" He pinched the bridge of his nose
as if thinking pained him. "I can't go. I have classes. Yeah, I
could probably get excused, but I don't want to go. I already told
you that." He sighed. His eyebrows drew together and he shook his
head.

"Mom... no. I can't talk about this right
now." His body stiffened and he turned his back to Sara, lowering
his voice. "I'm not alone. I'll call you later, okay?" He glanced
back over his shoulder and gave her an unconvincing smile. "I love
you, too. Bye."

Sara sat on the coffee table, waiting for him
to say something, but he just stared into space, his body rigid as
if bracing for something. Lightning lit his frame, casting dark
flickering shadows on the opposite wall.

Finally, she couldn't wait anymore. "Why
can't you talk about it now?"

His shoulders slumped. "Not you too," he
muttered.

"Yes, me too," she snapped. "It's obvious you
need to talk to someone."

He clamped his lips tight.

"Your mom wants you to go to the funeral on
Tuesday." His jaw twitched, and he refused to look at her, so she
spoke to the back of his head. "But you don't want to."

"I don't even want her to go. But she
wants to make sure he's dead."

Morbid, but reasonable under the
circumstances. "Don't you need to be sure?"

He looked at her then, his eyes filled with
anguish she couldn't measure and anger he couldn't seem to find the
words to express.

She got up and moved around one end of the
couch, trying to get close to him, but he backed around the
opposite end, keeping the couch between them. "I understand that
you're hurt, but he was your father—"

"Don't you get it?" He forced the words
through his clenched jaw, his voice low and calm. "He brutalized
me."

"I know—"

"No. You don't know. How could you possibly
understand what he did to me? What I did—"

"How can I understand if you don't tell me?"
Her fists hit the couch, and he backed up as she advanced on him,
the damn couch still a barrier between them. "I know you're still
hiding something. I tried to be patient. I tried to wait until you
were ready to tell me. I can deal with that. But I can't deal with
it if you won't trust me!"

"It's not about trust, Sara!" He yelled back
at her. "It's about protecting—"

"I've had it with that excuse! Tell me what
you're protecting me from."

"From me!"

"What?" But he would never.... "Jack,
that makes no sense."

"It does to me." He leaned on the couch as if
something suddenly weighed him down.

"I deliberately provoked you last night,
testing you. You had the chance to hurt me and you didn't take it.
But the past will hurt us—"

"I won't let it."

"—if you keep it a secret. How can I trust
you if you keep this hidden from me?"

"You don't understand." He collapsed on the
armrest, rubbing his temples with both hands.

"Then help me understand." She closed the gap
between them, laying her hands on his trembling shoulders. "Please,
Jack, if we're ever going to have a future together, we have got to
overcome the past."

"I have overcome it." His head snapped up and
he snarled. "It's dead, and on Tuesday it'll be buried for
good."

His vicious words drove her back a step, but
she took a deep breath and plowed on. "You haven't, or you'd be
able to tell me about it now. It happened so long ago, but you
haven't kept it buried." The wind roared so loud, she barely heard
his next words.

"It wasn't that long ago," he whispered, his
eyes haunted.

"When?"

"I was sixteen when he...." His voice was so
low she could barely hear him.

The shadow of a dark memory crossed his face,
and pieces of the puzzle slid into place in her brain. Something
else had happened to him, something so terrible he couldn't....
What could possibly...?

"When he what?"

Jack's jaw twitched and his eyes went
cold.

Oh God. "What happened when he found
you, Jack?"


Chapter 12

 


How does she know? Did Austin tell her?
Did Jane? Jack looked at Sara's wide eyes, her lips trying to
form words that would make sense of the discovery she'd just made.
She didn't know. A lucky guess.

He gathered his strength and forced himself
to stay calm and focused. "He never found us."

"I see." Her voice trembled. "Why are you
lying to me? You told me I could trust you, that you would prove
it, but with one stupid lie you've violated any trust you
earned."

"I...." Oh God.

She had tears in her eyes again as she picked
up her car keys. "I can't be with you right now. I don't know if I
can ever be...." Her voice trailed off and she turned toward the
door, rain still pouring outside.

He couldn't let her run again. "Sara,
wait."

She stopped, not looking at him.

He had no idea what to say to her, no idea
how to make her stay. "Tell me what to do."

When she met his eyes, he could see exactly
what was on her mind. "I already have."

No. "I can't do that. There has to be
something else—anything else."

She shook her head. "I'm done fighting with
you. Goodbye, Jack."

No no no. "Don't go." He reached for
her, but she pulled away.

"I have to. I can't do this anymore."

She wanted the truth. Maybe if he told her
the truth about his feelings for her.... "I love you. I've loved
you for so long."

A bitter laugh made her tears spill over.
"You expect me to believe that after you just lied to me?"

"I hoped...." For what? That she would
fall into my arms and say she loved me too? No. She's too strong
for that.

"This is why I need to trust you, but I can't
trust you if you won't...." She sobbed and ran out the door.

Her footsteps echoed down the stairwell as he
stared after her. "What have I done?"

He sank down on the couch, holding his
throbbing head in his hands. The pain knifed through his heart,
ripping open old wounds, but he knew he didn't hurt as much as she
did. Why couldn't he just take the risk and tell her?

Yeah, take a risk—that worked so well
before.

Memories hit him like a speeding landslide,
crushing him under their weight. Bad memories, memories no one
should ever know about, especially not someone as loving and caring
as Sara. He couldn't put that burden on her. Jack had to carry it
alone. Maybe if he explained she would understand. He must be able
to earn her trust some other way. He couldn't let her go without
trying again.

Or could he? Other women complained that he
wouldn't open up, that they couldn't get close to him. His hard
heart always drove them away.

Spend your life alone. It's safer that
way. He wouldn't make the same mistakes as Prentiss if he had
no one in his life to hurt.

A phone rang, but not his. Austin's?
Realization set in; he was sitting on Sara's couch. "What have I
done?" He'd driven her away from her own home. I truly am Robert
Prentiss's son.

Sara's phone chimed and he picked it up.
'New voicemail from David,' the screen lit up. His
fingers tightened. Why won't that guy stop calling? The
phone snapped, and he dropped it on the coffee table where Sara had
lain half-naked only a few minutes ago. But now she'd left and he
sat alone.

In her empty apartment.

Empty like his life. He had to do something
to fill the hole in his heart. A dark, dangerous thought crept into
his mind. He tried to shake it off, but it wouldn't let go. He
didn't have the strength to fight anymore.

"I need a drink."

Lightning struck the building, plunging him
into darkness.

***

On her way out of the building, Sara spotted
the mailbox. The last few days had been so chaotic that checking
the mail felt good, natural, normal. She really needed some normal.
She opened her box and found only one envelope inside: an
acceptance letter from Greenwood University, her top choice for
grad school.

Well, at least one thing's certain.

Everything else raged out of control. Her car
keys slipped from her hand and clattered to the floor. She picked
them up and stuffed them in her pocket, then folded the letter. She
considered taking the letter upstairs, but Jack hadn't come down,
so he must still be waiting for her.

After shoving the letter back in the mailbox,
she yanked her keys from her pocket and ran out the front door.

She drove without thinking—not planning her
route. The storm moved off into the distance with fading flashes of
lightning following it. She turned off the wipers, then turned on
the radio and flipped through the stations—only annoying
commercials and sappy love songs at this time of night.

Yuck. She'd hated those even when
she'd been happily in love. When had she been happy? Just a few
hours ago... playing football with Jack. When had she been in love?
Let's not go there yet. Too many other issues wrestled for
her attention.

She turned off the radio and stopped at a red
light, drumming her fingers on the steering wheel while she waited
for it to turn green. Wait a minute... I'm the only one at this
damn intersection. What the hell am I waiting for?

She stepped on the gas and drove through the
red light, a satisfied smile touching her lips at seizing that
little bit of control. In just a few days, Jack Wheeler had sent
her life on a roller coaster ride, and while she loved the thrill,
the jarring twists and jerks had nearly flung her loose when she
should've been strapped in and safe. Where is this ride
going?

Sara's head spun with endless looping
questions. Where am I? Where am I going? No, really,
where the hell...? She turned right and pulled into a parking
lot before she got completely lost. The building in front of her
looked familiar—The Harbor Master's Inn—the hotel where David
stayed whenever he came to visit her. She spotted his car in the
parking lot and frowned. Odd. He should be out hitting the college
bars looking for some action.

Maybe he has changed.

Guys like that don't change.

"Shut up, Jack." She turned off the car,
knowing exactly where to find David's room.

Had something—some fate—brought her here? No.
She didn't believe in fate. Force of habit—something familiar in
the midst of uncertainty. She turned away from the door and started
back toward the lobby.

But I'm here now. At the moment, she
needed something familiar. Aside from David's cheating, their
relationship had been as comfortable as it could get—even a little
on the dull side—but she wasn't here to reconcile. Why are you
here?

Certainly not for sex. She closed her
eyes and relived her last sexual encounter—with Jack—not David. A
dizzy spiral threw her off balance, and she braced her hand against
the wall. God, I love roller coasters.

No, she wouldn't let David touch her. She
just needed someone to talk to, and her ex knew how to talk.
Listening, not so much. She'd rather talk to Jane, but her friend
was spending the night at Austin's apartment, and Jack would be
there too. Besides, Jane would cloud her mind with gushy love talk,
and that was the last thing Sara needed.

Stop arguing with yourself and do
something!

She knocked on the door.

"Sara?" David blinked and finished off his
drink.

"Hi." She rubbed her knuckles, still not
believing she'd actually knocked. "Can I come in?"

He smiled like a toothy Jack-o-lantern.
"Sure. Please, come right in."

She stepped through the door of the
all-too-familiar room and looked for a safe place to sit. The
king-sized bed filled almost the whole room. Do not sit on the
bed! A harmless-looking chair had been pushed into the desk,
but she had to walk around the bed to get to it. A coffee table and
a small sofa offered the only other options.

Ooo... coffee table... definitely not
going there. Has the room always been this small?

David grabbed a tiny bottle of vodka from the
mini-bar. "Do you want a drink?"

God, do I ever! "No thanks." She
leaned back against the dresser, trying to look casual.

He poured the vodka into his glass and leaned
back next to her—too comfortable and not at all safe. Concern
filled his eyes. "How are you?"

Angry, hurt, confused, exhausted. On
top of all that, she wanted to bolt out of the room, run back to
Jack, and either kill him or kiss him. She couldn't decide which.
"I'm fine."

"Sure you are." He rubbed his swollen nose.
"How's the guy who punched me?"

"I don't know," she whispered. "He won't talk
to me."

"You can talk to me." He slid closer.

That's why I'm here, right? She sighed
and ran her hand through her hair, not really wanting to rehash the
whole story, especially not to someone who didn't know Jack or care
about him.

She decided to keep it simple. "Jack's hiding
something from me."

David leaned against her shoulder, sliding
his hand down her cheek as he turned her face to meet his—a perfect
picture of concerned compassion. "Do you think he's seeing someone
else?"

Why is that his first question?
"No," she said sharply, jerking away from his touch. "He was...."
No details. Jack had trusted her with his painful past, and she
wouldn't violate that trust no matter how angry she felt at the
moment. "He had a difficult childhood. He told me about some of it,
but he's still holding something back."

"So?" He picked up his drink and sipped it,
as if dismissing the subject.

"So it's obviously still hurting him and I
want to help." Over the years, she'd watched Jack direct his buried
anger into his athletic abilities. He was a mystery, an enigma she
couldn't resist, and knowing part of the truth only fueled her
desire to know it all.

"You can't take care of everyone." He put
down his drink and moved close again.

"Why not? It's what I do." But Jack resisted
her help, keeping his needs to himself—too stubborn to let her
in.

"I know you think you need to. You do it so
much, people expect it from you, but this guy doesn't want your
help or he would've asked for it."

"He keeps telling me I need to let him in,
but he won't do the same for me. I can't get close to him, and
every time I think he's opening up, he shuts me out again."

"Whoa. TMI." David moved away and picked up
his drink again. Apparently he didn't care that much.

"I'm sorry, but I need to talk to someone and
you're here so...."

"I'm here for whatever you need." He reached
over and touched her face again, sliding his hand into her hair. He
tipped her head back and his lips came down toward hers, but she
braced her hand on his chest and stared at him.

For a brief moment, all the good times and
good sex came flooding back—David's hand on her skin, his lips on
her neck, his body on hers. They'd been happy together, once. Maybe
she'd let him go too easily. Could they get it back? Did she want
it back? She looked into his eyes and stopped. Where she'd once
seen warm affection, she now saw cold calculation. He didn't give a
damn about her or Jack. He just wanted her back and would do
whatever it took—even pretending to care.

Jack never pretended. He actually listened to
her.

She stepped away from him, moving toward the
door. "I have what I need."

"Then let the past go."

"I can't let it go." Not yet. "I need
to trust him."

"But you can't."

"Yes I can." She hated acting defensive, but
hearing him say she couldn't trust Jack made her want to lash out.
"He'll never hurt me—not like you did."

"That was cold."

"But it's true." Still no apology.

"That affair was a one-time thing. I never
wanted it to go that far." Panic filled his eyes.

More excuses—the same excuses. "I've heard
that before."

"It's over with Michelle."

Michelle? "Wasn't her name Megan?"

"Um...." He swallowed his drink in a hurry,
hiding behind the upturned glass.

It was never a one-time thing.
"She wasn't the only one." He'd played her for a fool, taking
advantage of their long-distance relationship. Now the extent of
her foolishness became painfully clear.

"Michelle was just a friend, I swear."

"You are such a liar."

"All men lie, even your precious Jack."

"He never—only once—but he did it to protect
me." Do I really believe that or am I protecting Jack?

"That's the biggest lie of all."


Chapter 13

 


"You're home early." Austin sat up, shielding
his eyes as Jack walked in and flipped on the light. Jane buried
her face in her boyfriend's shoulder.

"It's early?" Jack looked at his watch but
the numbers didn't register. He hadn't seen his friends sprawled
out on the couch watching a movie. Didn't matter. The less he
noticed, the better. He kind of liked being in a haze—numb and
dull. Yeah, that's it. Feel nothing and stay that way.

Somehow, he wandered into the kitchen. He
opened the fridge and grabbed a bottle of beer, then shuffled back
to the living room and dropped down onto the recliner. The bottle
let out a warning hiss when he broke the seal.

"Jack, no!" Jane jumped up and tried to
snatch the bottle from him.

"What are you doing?" Austin eyed the
beer.

"What does it look like?" You'd think
they'd never seen me drink before. Oh... right.

"Jack, don't," Jane pleaded. "You've been
sober all this time. Don't give up now."

"Sober? Oh, sweet Janie." He laughed. "Thank
you for caring, but I'm not an alcoholic. I've never had a drop of
alcohol in my life." He raised the bottle to her. "Until now."

He drank half the bottle in one swallow, and
it left a bitter taste in his mouth. How appropriate. "I
could get used to this."

"What happened?" Austin said.

"Nothing."

"Yeah right. If my dad couldn't drive you to
drink, then yours must have." Austin watched his face, but Jack
revealed nothing. "One way or another."

"Nope."

"Sara then."

He finished off his beer and got another one.
"I hope you have more of this stuff."

"I have plenty."

"Good. I need it."

"Why?" Jane asked.

"Because I am going to get hammered."

She moved in front of the fridge. "You
shouldn't—"

He pulled her aside. "Don't tell me what I
should or shouldn't do. I don't have to tell you anything I don't
want to." Wait... who am I talking to?

She looked at Austin, who'd followed him into
the kitchen. "So you want to get drunk, huh?"

"Isn't that what I just said?"

"Then you're gonna need something stronger."
He opened up a cabinet and took down a couple of shot glasses and a
bottle of scotch.

"What are you doing?" Jane hissed.

He poured a shot for Jack and then one for
him. "Here's to—"

"Nothing." Jack picked up the glass and
tossed it back. The liquor went down smooth, burning slow and
strong. He reached for the bottle and wobbled, catching himself on
the kitchen table. Whoa. Nice kick. That's what his lousy
excuse for a father had lived for. "I like this. What is it?"

"Glen Livet 21. My dad bought it for me when
I turned twenty-one. Told me to save it for a special
occasion."

"This is a special occasion?" Jane raised an
eyebrow.

"I think he needs it more than I do."

"Damn straight. Pour me another."

"You got it."

"Pour some for me too." Jane reached for the
bottle.

"Really?" Her boyfriend pulled it back.

"Give the girl what she wants." Jack found
another shot glass and slapped it on the table.

She huffed. "If the alcohol virgin can handle
it, I'm sure I can."

"Okay." Austin poured three shots and they
all drank together.

Jane shuddered. "Eww."

"More."

Austin shook his head but he poured his
friend another round with a steady hand. "Talk to me, man."

"No." Jack downed his scotch. "I've had it
with talking."

"What did she say when you told her?"

"Told who what?"

"You didn't tell her?"

He downed another shot, his head swimming.
"Who told what to who... whom? Huh?"

Austin took the glass away. "You were
supposed to tell Sara everything."

"Really?"

Austin rolled his eyes. "You didn't tell
her."

"How am I supposed to tell anyone anything
when I don't know what the hell you're talking about?" He tapped
the table in front of him. "Keep it coming."

"If you say so." Austin poured another
round.

"Ooo... I'm dizzy." Jane stumbled to the
couch and lay down. "Goodnight, boys."

"Who's the alcohol virgin now?" Jack
laughed.

"Okay, let me guess. Sara thinks you should
go to the funeral on Tuesday, and she got pissed when you wouldn't
tell her why you won't go."

Jack blinked and rubbed his hand over his
eyes, but his roommate still looked blurry. "How did you know
that?"

"Your mom called me. She's worried about
you."

He scowled and snatched the bottle from
Austin's hand. "Why are all these women worried about me? Mom,
Sara, even Jane." He took a swig straight from the bottle,
obviously not drunk enough if he could still feel angry. "Why do
any of them give a shit about me?"

Austin counted on his fingers. "One, she's
your mother. Two, Janie's your friend. And Sara—"

"Don't talk about her."

"Sara would love you if you'd let her."

"Why? Why would anyone love me?"

Austin opened his mouth to argue, but Jack
kept ranting, drinking and stumbling. "The men in my family—all
they do is hurt people. Hurt women. My father—" He spit the
word out like a vile, disgusting thing. "—hurt my mother so bad she
ran away from him. Afraid. And I couldn't protect—"

He took a big drink from the bottle, swaying
as he tipped his head back. "I drove Sara away. I made her cry.
Have you ever seen her cry?" He looked up, but he didn't wait for
an answer. "She's the strongest person I know and I... made her
cry."

He staggered to the recliner and fell into
it.

Austin sat on the couch, picking up Jane's
feet and draping them over his legs. "If she's that strong,
couldn't she handle knowing everything?"

"Everything except what I did."

Jack's stomach turned over. Damn it, I'm
not supposed to feel that. He started to take another swig, but
Austin grabbed the bottle.

"Hey."

"I'm cutting you off."

"Ashshole."

"You're gonna hate yourself in the
morning."

"I already do." He dropped his head in his
hands and almost fell out of the chair. "She said she couldn't be
with me. Not ever."

"I'm sorry."

"Yeah, well, I'm a sorry shonofabitch. Give
me that shcotch."

His pain-in-the-ass roommate kicked the
bottle under the couch.

"That was unnecshesshary."

"You're pathetic."

"Thanks." He groaned. "I needed that."

"Yeah you do. If I had a girl like Sara—"

"You did have her."

"Okay, forget that. When I met Janie, I
almost lost her because I was too stupid to see through my pathetic
excuses and stop being afraid of my past. You're not that much
different from me—"

"I am nothing like you."

"You're an idiot just like I was."

"Wow. Jane said you wouldn't call me an
idiot."

"I call you an idiot all the time."

"Yeah, but you never mean it."

"Well, this time you deserve it. Stop being
stupid and tell Sara what she needs to hear."

"I told her I love her."

Austin shook his head. "That's not it."

"She didn't believe me anyway." Her rejection
had driven him to drink.

"You have to be honest with her."

He tried to focus on his friend's blurry
face. "I was."

"Really? I'm done having this conversation.
You know what you need to do to get her back, so I'm not gonna tell
you again."

"I can't—"

"Bullshit. But you won't listen to me—or the
girls. I think you need to hear it from someone else, but I don't
know who."

He blinked hard, fighting back memories that
threatened to knock him on his ass. "I can't tell her what I did.
It's too—"

"I think Sara can handle it."

He shook his head. Whoa. Don't do that
again. "I don't know, man."

"There's one way to find out."

"I don't want to risk losing her."

"Haven't you already?"

"What?" Have I already lost her? The
whole night blurred into one big fat mistake.

"Think about that." Austin picked Jane up off
the couch and carried her to his bedroom.

Think? "I don't want to think." He
didn't want to listen either. "You all need to listen to me for
oncshe. It'sh my turn to talk." But the silence of the empty room
mocked him.

The only person who really wanted to listen
had walked away from him. "She can't run from a texsht." He picked
up his phone and tried to type a message, but his drunken thumbs
mashed the keys, fumbling his words.

"Fuck it," he mumbled as he pressed the
buttons to call her. "Damn voishe mail." But he didn't know what
he'd say if she answered.

"Hey Sharra. It's Jack. Yeah, you know that.
I needa...." Think. "I need to tell you.... Don't tell her
on the phone, dumbass." He slapped his hand over his swimming eyes,
wondering why the hell he'd called her. "Austin told me I need to
think about that. Everything. But I don't want to. Remember...
hurts too much." Bile rose in his throat, but he choked it back. "I
can't. I need...."

Something. Her? Good God. He needed
her so much he couldn't stand it. Could he say that? A beep sounded
in his ear, cutting him off. Piece of shit phone.

Jack sat alone in the spinning room, holding
his head while his stomach churned. He thought about fishing the
bottle out from under the couch, but when he tried to get up, he
stumbled forward and fell face first on the floor, just missing the
coffee table.

Damn. How did Prentiss ever manage
to land a punch in this condition? He didn't even consider
trying to get up. The hard stable floor felt oddly comforting, and
stability had eluded him so often he took it where he could find
it.

Think about that, Austin had said, but
he couldn't remember what he was supposed to think. Something to do
with Sara. Something to do with what he'd once done.

No. Don't think about that.

His brain went black.

***

I was trying to protect you.

Sara's heart dropped, plummeting down, down,
down....

When would she hit bottom? When would she
start the slow, arduous climb back up—

I'm trying to protect you, Sara.

—only to plunge again?

How many times had she heard those words from
Jack? She sat in her car, silent except for the engine hum. The
dashboard lights cast an eerie glow on her arms as she stared into
the parking lot in front of her apartment building.

Believing him would be so easy. He wanted to
protect her from whatever caused him so much pain. How noble, how
heroic....

"That's the biggest lie of all."

"What?"

"He's protecting his own ass. Whatever his
secret is, telling you the truth will hurt him more than it'll hurt
you."

"I don't believe you."

"Doesn't matter. When I lied to you about
Michelle, Megan, and all the others, I was just looking out for
me."

"Jack isn't that selfish."

"Even I can tell this is hurting you. If he
really cared about you, he'd come clean."

"He does care."

"He knows you know he's lying?"

"Yes."

"What does that tell you?"

David's words had rung in her ears as she
drove home. She couldn't answer. From the moment they'd met, she'd
known he wanted her. Aside from Jane, he'd been her closest friend
for the past three years. She'd never had to wonder if he
cared.

So why did she wonder now? Could one lie
destroy three years of friendship? Had he only been interested in
protecting himself all this time?

No. The first time they'd made love he'd told
her he would never hurt her like the other guys had. "I care
about you." Had that been just a few days ago? It felt like
forever. She'd believed him then. She wanted to believe him
now.

She groaned and laid her head on the steering
wheel, ignoring the sputtering engine. Jack's car was gone from the
parking lot. Figures. The one time she needed the thing to
break down and leave him stranded, it had started up and taken him
away.

She considered going out and finding him, but
what good would that do? He still flat-out refused to talk about
the terrible thing that had happened. Maybe he would talk to
someone else, but whom? Maybe Austin. Oh, that would be
interesting. They'd been friendlier since getting over their
relationship's bad end, but she wouldn't exactly call him a
friend.

A car pulled into the parking lot—one of her
neighbors. She checked the time, but found her wrist bare. What had
she done with her watch? Oh, that's right. She'd taken it
off before their football game, and Jack had put it in his pocket.
She couldn't live without her watch. If she went looking for him,
would he want to see her?

Oh, right. She'd told him she couldn't
be with him.

He'd said he loved her.

She'd said she didn't believe him—but she'd
lied.

God, what am I going to do? She beat
her head against the steering wheel. Something had to lift this
funk; dwelling in despair didn't suit her. Instead, she usually
just got mad and flew off the handle, venting her rage at any
convenient target—whether they deserved it or not.

So who's a good target? She'd already
let Jack have it, and the poor guy hadn't been there to defend
himself. She'd beat herself up enough already. Now she was going to
involve someone else in this mess?

She recalled the events of the day: waking up
with Jack, football, pizza, making out, the phone call, then
fighting. Everything had gone to hell after the phone call from his
mother. Was she the problem? No, just a messenger. Sara couldn't be
mad at her. What had happened next?

Running away. Running to....

David. He'd told her to come to him,
that she knew where to find him. He'd tossed out the bait, and
she'd swallowed it, running straight to him and letting him reel
her in. That bastard.

He'd never said the word selfish—she had—but
he'd wanted her to believe Jack only looked out for himself. That
had been his mistake. Jack didn't know how to be selfish.

She turned off the engine and opened the car
door, but the urge to run hit her out of nowhere. She fought it. No
more running. She'd run away from Austin and it had taken years to
resolve the conflict between them. She'd run away from David, and
look what that had gotten her into. And Jack....

She wanted to run to Jack.

Why him? Why not Austin or any of the other
guys she'd dated before Jack? Why not someone she might date after
him? A determined smile curled her lips as the answer came to her.
She wanted Jack because she was just as stubborn as he was.

She could've tried harder with David. He'd
made her feel good—until he cheated—but even before that, she'd
craved a man who challenged her, a man who made her feel strong
when things got out of control and life got stormy, a man who put
his needs before hers whether she wanted him to or not.

She laughed. "Oh, Jack, you have no idea what
you've gotten yourself in to."

Fighting for him—or with him, more
likely—would take a lot of strength, but she would conquer her fear
by refusing to run and hide anymore. She wanted to be happy. Jack
did too. They could make each other happy. This afternoon had
proved it. She would make that man happy whether he needed it or
wanted it or not.

Inside, she found her cell phone on the
coffee table. Mmm... coffee table.... We definitely need to
finish what we started there. She turned off her phone without
checking for messages; no one she wanted to talk to yet. Needing
something to take the edge off her nerves, she grabbed a toffee bar
and poured a glass of wine. Thankfully, Jane hadn't totally
depleted her chocolate stash.

On a whim, she lit a short pillar candle,
letting its soft, steady flame calm her while she sipped the wine.
She finished the glass and poured another, feeling much better
now.

A sudden gust of wind rattled the windows and
Sara jumped, shivering as a cold draft blew over her skin. The
candle sputtered and went out. Is that an omen?

She laughed at herself for being so silly.
Suddenly drained, she crawled into bed, resolved not to give up on
Jack. He'd waited three years to be with her; she'd make it worth
the wait.

Now she just needed to make a decision about
grad school.


Chapter 14

 


Something sat on Jack's head, pounding with a
hammer. His mouth was stuffed with cotton and his stomach—oh
God—his stomach lurched into his throat. He opened his eyes
and, when they finally uncrossed, focused on the carpet. He sat up
slowly, holding his head together with both hands.

"Good morning, sunshine." Austin shoved a
bottle of water and two aspirin in his face.

Jack grunted. If his arm weren't so heavy, he
would've smacked his pesky roommate upside the head.

"Did you think about what I said last night?"
The persistent, cheery voice made his stomach churn up into his
throat.

Think? Who can think with all this
hammering going on? "I can't even remember last night."
Although he did remember hearing the words idiot and
stupid a few times.

"I'm not surprised. That was some good
scotch."

Good going down, but not good coming
up. "Don't ever let me do that again."

"That was the idea."

"You did this to me on purpose?"

"Uh-huh."

"If I could see straight, I'd knock that
stupid grin right off your face."

"I know."

"Do you want something to eat, Jack?" Jane
poked her head out the kitchen doorway, a plateful of scrambled
eggs in her hand.

Jack gagged as she and Austin helped him move
to the couch. "No. Thanks." The thought of food made his stomach
roil. Suddenly, he remembered why he'd woken up on the floor with a
pounding head. "Have you heard from Sara? She ran off last night
and I don't know where...."

"I tried calling her, but she didn't
answer."

"That's not good." He groaned. Sara's phone
had cracked when he'd dropped it. She wouldn't be able to call if
she needed him. Would she call him anyway? Or would she call that
other guy?

"I'm sure she's fine," Jane said, but her
small frown gave him doubts.

"I've got to find her." He tried to stand up,
but his legs wouldn't cooperate. He wobbled and fell back down on
the couch.

His roommate helped him sit upright. "You're
not going anywhere."

"I need to know she's all right." Anything
could've happened to her, and it would be his fault. He'd never
forgive himself if he couldn't save her.

Jane stood up and pulled her boyfriend to one
side, leaving Jack on the couch holding his head. "Go look for
her."

"Me?" Austin's eyes widened. "Sara doesn't
want to see me." He glanced over at Jack and lowered his
voice. "She's scary when she's angry."

"Please? She needs someone to talk to. Maybe
you're the person who can help her."

He sighed and pressed his lips together.
"I'll see what I can do." He turned to Jack. "I'm going to look for
Sara. I'll call you when I find her."

"Thanks, man, I owe you." He lay back on the
couch, closing his eyes against the glaring sunlight that flooded
over him when Austin opened the front door, and holding his
throbbing head when the door slammed shut.

He'd always gotten endless enjoyment from
mocking his friend the morning after one of his many wild nights,
but he'd had no idea Austin felt like his head would implode and
his body had aged a hundred years overnight. As soon as he came
back, Jack swore he would apologize for every wisecrack he'd ever
made at his expense... if the pounding pain would just stop. Austin
always recovered, so Jack knew the pain in his head would go away
eventually. Unfortunately, the pain in his heart might take up
permanent residence.

God, it hasn't hurt this much
since.... He thought nothing could ever hurt worse than the
night Prentiss had found them, but losing Sara made his heart ache
even more. His stomach churned at the thought of— Nope. That's
the scotch.

Through his hung-over haze he felt a gentle
hand touch his shoulder, long fingers stroking his hair. She cared
about him, wanted to help. "Sara?" He opened his bleary eyes and
saw Jane carefully brushing his hair off his face.

"It's me." She smiled. "Is there anything I
can do for you?"

"There's nothing anyone can do."

"I'm sorry."

I said that out loud? He laid his hand
over his burning eyes, mildly surprised he had the strength to do
that. Even the smallest move took a huge effort. He wanted to go to
bed, but just thinking about getting up and walking all the way to
his bedroom wore him out.

"Get some sleep." Jane stood and disappeared
into the fog.

Sleep. Yeah, that sounds good. Maybe
when he woke up, this nightmare would be over. Maybe he wouldn't
wake up at all.

Holy shit. When did I become so
morose? No wonder Austin had left; Jack got on his own
nerves. He'd survived worse things than this. Not even Prentiss had
made him want to die. The scotch must be to blame. He renewed his
vow to never drink again, then sat up. Rising from the couch took a
lot of effort, but he did it.

Now if I can just make it to my
bedroom. He stood, wobbled and regained his balance, walking
with careful steps to his bed—soft, comforting, welcoming and...
lonely. But not for long. Somehow he would get Sara back and
then....

He barely remembered Jane closing his bedroom
door before he fell asleep.

***

Sara yanked open her front door before the
timid knocking stopped. "Jack?"

Austin grinned. "Sorry, sweetheart, it's just
me."

A few months ago, she would've slammed the
door on that annoying grin, but right now she was glad to see it.
"I'll take what I can get." She stepped back to let him in, and he
hesitated a moment before smiling and stepping through the doorway.
"I wanted to call you."

"Uh-oh." His eyes got big, maybe even a
little scared. "Why?"

"I need to talk to you. Do you want something
to drink?"

"No thanks, I'm good." He followed her to the
kitchen. "How are you?"

She gulped down an entire bottle of water.
"Fine," she said, gasping for air. "Forget about me. Why are you
here?"

Austin leaned back against the counter and
kept talking. "I was sent to find you."

"Who sent you?"

"Who do you think?"

Of course, Jack would be worried about her.
"How is he?"

"Hung-over."

"Jack got drunk? How could you let him do
that?"

"I helped him."

"Austin! What were you thinking?"

He laughed. "I learned that trick from my
mother. When we were kids, she caught us smoking her cigarettes.
She didn't get mad. She sat there and made us smoke the whole
carton until we were so sick we swore we'd never do it again. I
thought I'd see if it worked on Jack."

Sara smiled. "I like your mom. Did you drink
with him?"

"Not as much as he did. I stayed sober enough
to make sure he didn't do anything stupid."

"So he's hurting this morning?"

"In more ways than one."

She slapped the bottle down on the counter.
"Good." Where did that come from? Last night she'd wanted to
fight for him, but now she just felt like fighting. "I want him to
hurt."

"Then you got what you wanted. Why?"

"Do you know what it feels like to be lied
to?"

He rolled his eyes. "You have met my
father."

She narrowed her eyes. "Then you know why I
need to know everything Jack's not telling me."

He crossed his arms and planted his feet.
"He's keeping his past secret for good reason."

"What reason?" She threw her hands up and
turned away from him. How many reasons could he have? She spun and
pointed her index finger at Austin. "And don't tell me he's
protecting me!"

"He's protecting himself."

Her hand dropped and she stumbled back
against the stove. Oh God. Was David right? "What do you
mean?"

He leaned back against the counter, bracing
himself on his hands, squeezing his eyes shut as if he didn't want
her to see the pictures flashing across his brain. "What happened
to Jack... so horrible." He opened his eyes and looked at her. "I
don't know how he survived it. I helped him as much as I could. We
haven't talked about it since. We put it behind us, but when his
mom called, it all came back." Austin shuddered.

"It's hard for you to deal with too." She
reached for him, trying to offer some sort of comfort, but he
withdrew.

"I'm okay."

She threw her hands up. "Damn it! Why are you
two so stubborn? There's a wall around you and him and... both of
you! It's like this dysfunctional, co-dependent... thing I
can't break through."

He shrugged. "It's what we need to do to make
it through the day. We have no offensive line to protect us—no
pads, no facemasks—only ourselves to deal with whatever shit life
throws our way."

She turned to face him. "But you're not
alone. You have Jane in your life now."

He smiled. "Yes, I have Janie. I got
lucky."

"Jack has me. Well, he could have me
if he would just trust me." She began pacing again.

"I agree, but he doesn't trust easily."

Sara stopped cold, slapping her hand over her
eyes. Oh my God, I am such an idiot. She'd spent so much
time worrying about her trust issues that she'd never considered
his. "How do I get him to trust me?"

"I don't know. He trusts me because I went
through it with him." He crossed his arms again, Jack's loyal
defender. "He needs to know you're strong enough to be there when
things get ugly."

"I am." She stood up straight, ready to face
whatever storm lurked on the horizon.

"Are you sure? Because believe me... things
can get very ugly."

"How ugly?"

"He would never hurt you," Austin said
quickly.

"I know."

"But if anyone else ever hurt you...." He
closed his eyes and shuddered, and when he spoke again, his voice
dropped. "I know what he would do to them."

Her imagination reached its limit. "What
happened?"

He shook his head. "I can't tell you. He
needs—"

"I know. He needs to do it himself."

"That's what I've been saying, but he won't
listen to me."

"He won't listen to me either." She leaned
back against the counter next to him. Talking to him hadn't given
her any new information. "So what do we do now?"

"I don't know, babe." He sighed. "Don't give
up on him."

"I won't. I... I need to think."

"He needs to know you're okay."

"Yes, tell Jack I'm all right. Tell him....
No, I need to tell him the rest." Once she figured it out
herself.

"I will. Can I do anything for you?"

"Take care of Jack, if he'll let you."

"Already done. What can I do for you?"
He put his hands on her shoulders and looked into her eyes.

"Nothing. You've done enough. I need to...."
What? Sort through all of this—somehow. But where to start? Too
many questions and no real answers. Her shoulders sagged. She
suddenly felt weary and completely drained. She needed to take care
of herself so she could help Jack, but she didn't have the strength
to do either. "I don't... I don't know how."

Austin put his arms around her, holding her
close while she broke down and cried.

"I'm sorry." She sobbed into his shirt,
unable to stop her tears.

"I gotcha, girl. Just let it all out."

Oh dear God, I'm crying in Austin's
arms... about a man! But she wasn't crying over him, she was
crying for him and maybe even with him.

She still didn't know exactly what he'd
suffered, but it was obvious that his pain ran deep. She couldn't
share it with Jack right then, but she could share it with his
friend—her friend now—and that had to be enough for the
moment.

***

After Austin left, she poured a bowl of
cereal and sank into the couch. She put her feet on the coffee
table and kicked her phone. "There it is." The screen lit when she
picked it up. One text message. One voicemail.

She read the text message first. Jack:
'needs to takl. pleassse.'

What the hell? Had he left the
voicemail too?

"Damn voishe mail. Hey, Sharra. It's Jack.
Yeah, you know that. I needa.... I need to tell you.... Don't tell
her on the phone, dumbass. Austin told me I need to think about
that. Everything. But I don't want to. Remember... hurts too much.
I can't. I need...."

Long pause. She held her breath, waiting for
his next words.

"...you, baby. Help me. I can't. Without you,
Sara."

He needs me? He needs me! "Yes!" She
jumped up off the couch, spinning with the phone in her hand. She
played the message again and listened closer. Slurring his words,
saying things that made no sense. "No."

He's drunk. He won't remember this.
Desperate words said in questionable circumstances—just like his 'I
love you' declaration.

But drunk or not, he'd said he needed her,
and maybe, eventually, he'd understand what that meant.

***

No sooner had the pounding in his head
subsided than it started ringing. Over and over. Why won't it
stop? Oh... the phone.

Jack rolled over and flopped his hand around
the nightstand until he found his cell. The screen read 'Ben
Prentiss calling.'

"Hi," his voice cracked, his mouth still dry.
He swallowed and tried again. "Hi Grandpa."

"Your mom told me you're not going to the
funeral."

Not him too. "That's right." Ben
didn't waste time or words. He cut straight through the BS and got
to the point, so arguing with him wouldn't help.

"I don't blame you. I didn't want to go
either, but your grandmother needs me, so I'm going for her."

He hadn't thought of that. "That's good."

"Your mom needs you."

"She never said anything." His mom worried
more about what he needed.

"She shouldn't have to. You know Mary never
asks for help, especially when she needs it."

"Yeah, I know." He sat up, groaning with the
effort.

"Are you all right, Johnnie? You sound like
you're sick." No one else got away with calling Jack by his
childhood nickname.

"I'm hung-over."

"That's what I thought. Was this about
Robert?"

"Yes. No." He didn't feel like explaining,
but Grandpa would get it out of him one way or another. "Yeah, it
was about him... and a girl."

"Yep, that would drive any man to drink." Ben
chuckled. "What did she do?" he asked, getting serious.

What had Sara done? She'd cared about him,
wanted to help him, but he wouldn't let her. She'd asked him to
trust her, to tell her the truth, but he....

"She didn't do anything. I lied to her."

"Never lie to a woman, Johnnie. She'll find
out anyway, and then you'll be in deeper shit."

"No kidding." He fell back on his pillow,
settling in for a long conversation.

"What did you lie about?"

"She wanted to know what happened the night
he found mom and me. I told her he never did."

"Oh." Ben paused, as if searching for his
next words. "I can understand why you wouldn't want to tell her
about it."

Finally, someone understands!

"But if you love this girl, you need to tell
her the truth."

So much for understanding. "Why?"

"Because you need help, and you're just like
your mother. You won't ask until it's too late."

"She was afraid to ask." Prentiss had
threatened her—both of them—and they'd known all too well he would
follow through.

"Yes, she had good reasons, but if she'd
asked sooner—no—if I'd done something sooner, I might have
been able to save you both from a lot of pain."

"You can't blame yourself, Grandpa. He made
his own choices."

Ben sighed. "I realize that, but a father
always blames himself when his son turns out to be a monster. My
father...." He paused, and Jack waited for him to finish. "My
father made his own choices too. He was a bad example for my
son."

Jack reached over to his desk and picked up
the picture of him and his mom taken in happier days... before that
night. "How did you know Robert was hurting us?" His mom had told
him her side of the story, but he wanted to hear it from Ben.

"I saw it early on, when you were still a
baby. I talked to him—over and over." His tone turned heavy, as if
talking weighed him down. "I tried to teach him how a man should
treat his family, but he thought he had it all under control,
thought he didn't need help. He just pushed me away."

I don't need help. How many times had
he said that to Sara and Austin while pushing them away? How often
had he struggled to maintain control only to lose it? Prentiss
couldn't do it. Is it too late for me? Am I beyond help?
"When did you decide to do something?"

"When I saw the anger in you. You were only
eight years old, but you had the shortest temper I'd ever seen.
Violent too. I had to get you away from him before he turned you
into a monster, too."

He breathed a silent sigh of relief. He
hadn't turned into a monster. His grandpa had rescued him just in
time. "I never thanked you." But the monster still lurked inside
him, and he struggled to keep it at bay.

"You don't need to thank me, son. I love you.
I'd do anything for you."

"I know. I love you, too."

"Tell me more about your girl. What's her
name?"

The subject had been officially changed—too
bad this one sucked almost as much. "Sara."

"Ah. I knew a Sara once. She had these big
beautiful tits—"

"Dirty old man." He slapped his palm over his
face and shook his head.

"Ha. I wonder what ever happened to her.
Anyway, your Sara, do you love her?"

"Yeah." Without a doubt.

"Have you told her?"

"I tried." She hadn't believed him. That
knowledge made him sicker than the scotch had.

"Actions speak louder than words, son. You
have to show her you mean it."

"How?" He sat up, energized by a sliver of
hope, a wisp of an idea.

"How the hell should I know? She's
your girl."

He sighed and flopped back down, hope
slipping away. "Not anymore. She said she couldn't be with me."

"That's bullshit. She's just playing hard to
get."

"I don't think she's playing."

"Bah. When I met your grandmother, she didn't
want anything to do with me. She was going steady with some other
guy—a smooth-talking salesman with a fancy car—but I took charge
and showed her that she really wanted a man who would take care of
her."

Oh, that sounds a little too familiar.
"Uh-huh."

"See, women like to be spoiled...."

Jack gritted his teeth and imagined his
grandpa meeting Sara. She'd rip him to shreds, but Ben would take
it like a man and enjoy every minute of it. That would be fun to
watch.

"...and that's why you need to go to the
funeral. It's your responsibility to take care of your mom."

Jack smiled. "I see how you came back to
that."

"Pretty clever trick, huh?"

"Are you sure you're not the smooth talker?"
As long as he could remember, his grandfather had always had a way
with words.

Ben laughed. "I learned that from your
grandmother."

"I'm not surprised." His grandmother had a
way with people—the perfect pair. Could he have that too?

"Johnnie, I'm not gonna tell you what to do."
Ben said it with such conviction, Jack almost believed it.

"You mean you're not gonna tell me
again."

"Caught that, did you? Okay, I won't tell you
again. Just promise me you'll think about what I said."

"I promise."

"Good. How's the Mustang?"

"It runs when it wants to."

"That sounds about right. Get your hair cut
yet?"

"Nope."

"Well, you're your own man, I'll give you
that."

"Damn right."

"Call your mother."

He sighed. "I will."

"All right. My work is done here."

"Give Grandma a kiss for me."

"You bet. Take care of yourself, son."

"I will. Thanks, Gramp."

"Bye."

He hung up the phone and tossed it on his
desk. 'Think about what I said.'

Austin had made the same point. Too much
thinking. He'd rather be doing. He needed to do something, but
what? And when? He didn't want to see Sara today—not like this. She
couldn't know he'd lost control and broken his vow not to
drink.

Oh shit. Austin better not have told
her.

He rubbed his eyes and decided he'd moped
around long enough. He crawled out of bed and took a long shower.
Even ate some of the breakfast Jane made for him. Feeling somewhat
human again, he flipped through the channels and found a baseball
game. He settled in to watch it before remembering he had a reading
assignment due for tomorrow.

God, what a dull chapter. But he could
use a little dull right now. Maybe a quiet, peaceful day would be
good for him. He picked up the heavy book and flipped it open.
Ugh. More than a little dull. Read it, Jack. Enjoy the
quiet.

He had a feeling the peace and quiet wouldn't
last long.


Chapter 15

 


Sara stood outside Jack's apartment,
presumably to get her watch back, trying to force herself to knock
on the front door. There was more to it than that, of course. She
wanted to see him, to tell him she didn't care how ugly things once
were or might be, but a nagging fear lingered in her heart.

Am I strong enough to face his rejection
again? Don't think. Just do.

He opened the door before she even realized
she'd knocked. "Hi Jack."

"I didn't expect to see you today... or
ever." His eyes grew wide, but then he smiled and her heart started
again. He stepped back and held the door open. "Come in."

"Thanks." She walked into the living room but
didn't sit down.

His books lay open on the coffee table and a
baseball game played on the TV. He picked up the remote and turned
it off. "Study break. Can I get you something to drink?"

Is he offering alcohol? She couldn't
smell it on him, thankfully, and he looked good—really good—for a
guy recovering from his first hangover. He wore jeans and a slate
blue t-shirt that stretched across his broad shoulders, clinging to
his muscular chest. His still-damp hair stuck to his neck, and he
smelled like a warm soapy shower.

"No, thanks. You said you needed to
talk."

"I did?"

Damn it, he doesn't remember. She
wrung her hands, trying to find the right words. "I can't find my
watch." That's not it, idiot. "I think I gave it to you
yesterday. Do you still have it?"

"Yeah, I think I do." He patted his
pockets.

If he can't find it, I might have to
search him myself. She imagined stripping him, sliding her
hands over his hard, naked—

Stop that!

"It should be... um... in the jeans I wore
yesterday." He looked around the room. "In the laundry basket." He
went to his bedroom and came back with her watch.

"Thanks."

His fingers touched her palm as he dropped it
into her hand. A casual touch, meaningless, really, but they both
felt it. Her skin tingled and when she looked up, the same spark
reflected in his eyes.

He slowly pulled his hand away, stroking her
palm with his fingertips. "How are you?" Those deep blue eyes
seemed to look straight into her soul.

"Okay." She turned away, catching sight of
his open bedroom door. Bad idea. "I um...." Why is it so
hard to talk to him? "I finally got an acceptance letter from
Greenwood University, so that's where I'm going next year."

"Good." He smiled. "That's where you wanted
to go, right?"

"Yeah. My first choice and I got in." She
smiled weakly. "Whew." Why is this conversation so
awkward?

"Where is it again?"

"Forest Glen."

Jack's smile faded. "That's a long
drive."

"Yeah, four hours so... I guess I'll have to
move." The thought of leaving here, leaving him, suddenly tied her
stomach in knots.

"I'm sorry to hear that. I mean... it's good
you got into the school you wanted, but...." He ran his hand
through his hair, and when he finally spoke, the words struck her.
"What does this mean for us?"

"I don't know." She swallowed the lump in her
throat. She had to be honest with him now. No reason to give him
any false hope. "I don't want a long-distance relationship."

"Four hours is not that far. I could come
every weekend."

He seemed to have forgotten her saying she
couldn't be with him. Honestly, she wanted to forget that too.
"I've tried that before. David and I started out with great plans
to see each other often, but eventually we just...."

"I am not David," he growled.

"I know. I wasn't comparing you to him. I
just don't want to go through that again, especially since I don't
know if we—I mean—you and I...." Dear God, what am I trying to
say? "I don't know what's going to happen to us."

His eyes turned dark, his face hard. "Why
not?"

Seriously? "Where have you been all
weekend?" she snapped. "Jack, we can't go on like this—"

"Like what?" He crossed his arms over his
chest and stared her down.

"Not communicating! Not trusting! If we can't
make this work face-to-face, a long-distance relationship will be
impossible."

"Then tell me what I need to do—"

"Do I really need to spell it out for you
again? All right—for the last time—tell me why you won't go to the
funeral so I can help you deal with it."

Jack just stood there, closed off and
unreachable. "I dealt with it a long time ago. I don't need
anyone's help."

That nagging fear of rejection ripped through
her heart, the pain nearly sending Sara to her knees, but she stood
strong, sure it could never get uglier than this. Don't give up
on him.

"You do. You told me last night."

"What?"

"You called me last night when you were
drunk, left a message."

"I don't remember that."

"I figured. You said you needed me. You asked
me to help you."

"I'm sorry. I never...." He shook his head,
his eyebrows drawn together.

She cast out one last lifeline in the vain
hope that he might reach for it.

"When you finally decide to let me in, you
know where to find me." She turned and opened the front door, then
looked back at him. "I'm not running away anymore." She walked out,
but left the door open between them, an unspoken invitation she
hoped he would one day accept.

***

"Don't go," he said to the empty doorway. "I
need you. I need... help?"

He let her walk out again. Why? He
considered looking for the bottle of scotch under the couch.

No, he wouldn't drink again. Fog still
enveloped his brain, and he desperately fought his way through,
recalling his conversation with Austin..

"You have to be honest with her. About
everything."

"I don't want to risk losing her."

"Haven't you already? Think about that."

She'd walked out on him twice in as many
days. She'd said she wouldn't run away anymore, but could he risk
not telling her, hoping she stayed?

If you love this girl, you need to tell her
the truth.

He loved Sara—no question about that—but she
didn't believe him.

Show her you mean it.

But how?

His phone chirped and a reminder popped up on
the screen. He had a second interview at Woodlawn High School
tomorrow for a position as a guidance counselor and assistant
football coach. The first step toward the job of his dreams. All
the other jobs he'd interviewed for wanted baseball coaches—not
what he wanted—so being accepted here would get him on the right
path from the start.

The high school was four hours away so he
planned on leaving tonight, missing his Monday classes, and driving
home in time for baseball practice.

When he typed the address in to his GPS app,
the destination jumped out at him: Forest Glen. Holy shit!
That's where Sara's going! He'd been so wrapped up in his own
plans that he didn't even realize he and Sara were headed toward
the same place. If he got this job, they could be together. What
better way to show her he loved her?

He ran to his bedroom and pulled a duffle bag
from his closet, throwing in any clean clothes he could find. He
grabbed his one and only suit and hung it on the doorknob.
Where's my damn tie? He only owned one and had only ever
worn it to interviews... and the funeral he'd gone to in high
school.

He shuddered. Don't think about that
now.

What else did he need? Belt, shoes,
shirt—ah—his tie. He ran to the bathroom and grabbed
everything he needed there, threw it in the bag, and snatched his
keys off his desk. Looking around the room to make sure he hadn't
missed anything, he felt a little glimmer of hope lighten his
heart.

He would make this work—somehow.

***

"Come on, come on! You worthless piece of
shit. Start, damn it!" Jack pounded his fist on the steering wheel,
turning the key so hard it nearly snapped. The Mustang's engine
sputtered and coughed, but wouldn't turn over. "No no no!"

He jumped out of the car and raised the hood,
checking all the connections, but he couldn't find anything wrong.
He climbed back in the driver's seat and tried again, but the car
still wouldn't start. He smacked his head on the steering wheel and
took a deep breath, then another, slowly counting to ten...
twenty.... He closed his eyes and turned the key. Click. Silence.
He let loose every swear word he knew—and a few he made up on the
spot—blasting the horn across the parking lot. Yeah that
helped.

"Hey, Jack, what's going on?" Austin and Jane
pulled up in the parking space next to him.

"I'm going to hurt someone," he growled under
his breath. No! Pull yourself together. He raised his head
and, if he weren't so furious, might have laughed at the panic on
his friend's face. "Damn thing won't start and I have to go to an
interview."

"Oh yeah, the one in Forest Glen, right?"

"Right." He got out and popped the hood
again.

"That's where Sara's going to grad school,"
Jane said.

"Yeah. It took me a while to make that
connection."

Austin laughed. "Dumbass."

"Tell me about it. So if I get this job, I
can go with her." He pulled out a plug and jammed it back in. "But
this goddamned car decided to fail me when I needed it most."

He slammed the hood shut and took a step back
from the engine, away from anyone he might hit. Rage boiled inside
him, fighting for escape. He jammed his fists into his eyes, trying
to push the anger back and focus on what he needed to do. He needed
to... breathe... find a way... breathe deeper... to
be with Sara.

"Are you okay, man?" His friend put a hand on
his shoulder.

He felt the anger fade—not gone, but captive
for now. He blinked in the glaring sunlight. "I need to borrow your
Jeep."

Austin handed the keys to him. "Is there
anything else I can do?"

He grabbed his bag and his suit and tossed
them in the Jeep, which started on the first try. He looked back at
the motionless Mustang. "If you can get that thing running, it's
yours. I'm done with it." He backed out of the parking space and
stopped. "Don't tell Sara where I'm going. If this doesn't work
out, I gotta come up with something else."

"You got it. Good luck."

"Thanks." He tore out of the parking lot,
sorry to leave the Mustang behind. He almost missed it. Still
registered in his real name, the car was the only thing he had left
from his former life. Something bothered him about letting it go.
He shook that thought out of his mind and turned on the radio,
leaned back in his seat, and let the wind blow through his
hair.

For a moment, he wanted to keep on driving
and never turn back. He never ran away from obstacles; he plowed
into them head-on, running them over if they didn't get out of his
way. An angry runner, his coaches called him. Anger had served him
well during his football playing days, but the season was over.
What good would it do him now? Anger was exhausting. Maybe he
should let that go too, but how?

He looked at his watch. Three hours and fifty
minutes to go—a damn long drive.

***

A good night's sleep usually improved Sara's
mood. Unfortunately, she'd lain awake for hours, wondering if she'd
done the right thing. What else could she do? Jack wouldn't talk.
She could only wait and hope he turned to her when he finally
realized he needed help. In the meantime, she would remain his
friend.

Easier said than done, especially when he
didn't show up for class.

She left the academic building and spotted
Austin and Jane alone in the courtyard under a tree. "Austin!" She
ran to catch up with them. "Where's Jack? He missed class this
morning and his car isn't here."

"Wouldn't be the first time his car didn't
make it to school." Austin laughed and put his arm around Jane,
walking with her toward the library.

If he doesn't stop smiling at me with his
stupid face, I'm gonna.... "It's not like him to miss class
without an excuse. Oh God." She grabbed Austin's arm, jerking him
to a sudden stop. "He isn't hung-over again, is he?"

"No, he's fine, last I heard."

"What does that mean?"

"I'm sure he's fine."

"When was the last time you talked to
him?"

"Yesterday afternoon."

"And you haven't seen him since?"

"Nope."

She scowled, searching his devious eyes. He
knew something, and was covering for his friend. What could Jack be
doing? Oh God. Did he spend the night with another woman?
Her heart plummeted, twisting and turning until her stomach tied in
knots and she wanted to throw up. Why should that bother her?
Either one of them could sleep with someone else if they wanted to,
so what was the big deal?

He wasn't supposed to find someone else so
quickly, damn it.

She fixed her most intimidating glare on
Austin and he stepped back. "Tell me why he wasn't in class."

"He went to an intervi— Ow!" He rubbed his
ribs where Jane had elbowed him. "I didn't tell her where."

"Where?"

"Um... it's in Oak Grove."

"You're a terrible liar."

Jane laughed and Austin smiled. "Thank
you."

Sara frowned at her roommate. "Do you know
about this too?"

"Uh-huh."

"Why is everyone keeping secrets from me
again?"

"It's not a secret," Austin said. "He'll tell
you when he gets back."

"Yeah right, because he's so good at telling
me things." She rolled her eyes. Why did she even bother? Obviously
Jack didn't think she was important enough to tell her when he left
town. Well that's just fine.

Austin put his hand on her shaking shoulder.
"You gotta trust him on this one."

"Trust him? Didn't we already have this
conversation?" All these talks had started to blend together.

"All right then, trust me."

She shot him a glare that should've made him
cower, but he just grinned.

"Jack is headed toward the right path. It
might take him a while to find it, but he'll get there
eventually."

"So I'm just supposed to wait until he
figures out where he's going?" She'd decided last night to do just
that, but now she had doubts.

"Pretty much, yeah."

"I don't know if I have that much
patience."

"Do you love him?" Jane said.

"I can't even think about love right
now."

"Maybe you should."

Jane put a hand on her arm, looking so
concerned that Sara wanted to puke. Her compliant boyfriend nodded
with the same sickening look.

She jerked her arm away. "I knew this was
going to happen. You two have turned into one of those annoying
couples who think they know everything about love and
relationships. Well you can spare me your expert advice. I'll
handle this on my own."

She turned on her heel and stomped off. They
must have gotten on Jack's nerves too. Maybe that's why he'd taken
off.

Why didn't she just run away too? A couple of
days ago, she would've split without a second thought, but she'd
promised Jack she'd be there for him, and had to stay where he
would find her.

But is he worth it? Do I love him?

She stopped in her tracks and looked back at
the tree where she'd found the cooing lovebirds, but they'd left.
Just beyond the tree sat the picnic table where she and Jack had
held each other's hands and decided they were more than friends. A
few feet past the table stood the shady tree where he'd first
kissed her. They'd flirted with the desire to kiss for years, and
when Jack finally took the plunge, he'd done it without hesitation
or reservation. One kiss filled with passion and longing and so
much promise....

She sighed and wondered if they could get
that back. She doubted things would ever be the same between them,
but maybe if—really big if—they could resolve their trust
issues, they might have something better.

Is it worth the effort?

"Maybe."

Do I love him?

"I think I do." Saying it out loud
strengthened her resolve—even if no one heard it.

She wouldn't give up. She would stay and
wait. Besides, she had no idea where he'd gone, so she couldn't go
after him anyway. A new idea for her—running to something
instead of running away. If he kept her waiting too long, she would
track him down.

She chuckled. Good luck to him if that
happens.

***

During last week's phone interview, Jack had
talked with the HR person and the school principal. This time he
met with the football team's head coach. He liked Coach Sherman
right away, and could tell by his easy smile and relaxed posture
that the coach liked him too. Sherman had been a quarterback in
high school and college, so Jack felt comfortable when the coach
grilled him about his skills on offense.

"I watched one of your games at Bayfield last
fall," Coach said. "You're a strong runner and a natural leader.
What makes you think you'll be a good coach?"

He didn't have to think about the answer. "I
like to strategize, and I do it well. I can read a defense and I
can read an offense. I know how to read people and understand their
needs. My friends, other players, and even some of my coaches come
to me for advice."

Sherman nodded. "A good coach needs to know
how to take advice as well as give it. You can't be afraid to ask
for help. That's why we have an entire coaching staff. Sometimes
other people can see things you can't, especially when you're too
close to the problem."

Jack's tie suddenly shrunk two sizes. "I
agree."

"Can you ask for help when you need it,
Jack?"

He pulled at his tie, trying to loosen its
stranglehold. "I'll do my best."

"I know you will." Coach Sherman smiled and
shook his hand. "It's a pleasure meeting you. I'm sure you'll hear
from us soon."

"Thank you."

He scurried out of the coach's stuffy,
shrinking office, untying that damn tie and ripping open three
buttons on his shirt. He tore off his suit jacket and tossed it in
the Jeep, which started without a struggle.

He drove back to Bayfield with the coach's
words echoing in his head; even turning the radio up loud couldn't
drown out that last question.

Can you ask for help when you need it,
Jack?

He'd lied, of course—he couldn't ask for
help. Even when everyone else knew he desperately needed it. Sara
knew. Austin knew. Even Jane and his entire family knew he couldn't
deal with his past alone.

He'd told Sara that he'd put it behind him,
but the threat of that funeral had ripped open the old wound. If he
didn't stop the bleeding, he'd have no choice but to wait for
someone else to save him. Sara and Austin had spent the last few
days telling him that, but one simple question from a complete
stranger finally made it clear: the past still haunted him, and he
needed help—Sara's help.

Is it too late? Have I lost her already?

Without thinking, he rubbed the scar on his
stomach. It hurt as much now as it did then, but the pain cut
through his heart this time—and Sara's eyes.

"God, Sara, what have I done to you?" All
she'd ever wanted from him was the truth, but he couldn't let go of
his irrational need to protect himself. He'd pushed her away over
and over, while she refused to give up on him. No one but his
family—and Austin was family—put up with him like Sara did. She
ran, but she kept coming back. He didn't know if she could help
him, but he knew he couldn't do it alone anymore. He had to tell
her everything. Now. He looked at his watch and stepped on
the gas. Forget baseball practice. Finding Sara was more
important.

He picked up his cell phone and called her,
but her phone kept ringing. "Sara," he said into her voicemail.
"I'm coming home. I need you.... You were right... about
everything. Please be there—"

The voicemail cut him off. Jack tossed his
phone onto the passenger seat and pushed the gas pedal harder. All
of a sudden he remembered his grandpa's words.

Show her you mean it.

"I am such an idiot."

Getting a job across the country or across
the street from her wouldn't prove anything.

She'd offered him the solution so many times,
and he'd thrown it back in her face. He knew she wouldn't offer
again. He had to ask for her help, without fear. Asking for help
would make him a better coach and a better man.

Jack smiled, and then noticed the red and
blue lights flashing behind him.


Chapter 16

 


Sara looked at her watch—only three minutes
later than the last time she'd checked. She paced circles around
the couch, feeling Jane's eyes on her the whole time. "He called
over four hours ago. Where the hell is he? Why is he taking so long
to get back?"

Her roommate shrugged. "I can't tell.
Sorry."

"I know. Just go spend the night with Austin.
I don't know what's going to happen with Jack and me when he gets
home, but we'll need time alone... lots of time."

"I understand." Jane zipped up her backpack
and slung it over her shoulder. "There's some leftover cake in the
fridge. Oh, and you're out of toffee bars."

She nodded, waving her off. "I know.
Thanks."

Almost at the front door, Jane ran back and
gave Sara a big hug. "Breathe."

She exhaled in her best friend's arms,
allowing herself this bit of comfort.

"It'll be all right." Jane stepped back and
looked at her with worried but hopeful eyes. "He'll be here... as
soon as he can."

"But then what?"

Jane gave her another quick hug and walked
out.

Thunder rumbled outside, and she glanced at
her wrist again. Two minutes this time. She pulled off her watch
and threw it across the room, wincing as she heard something break.
Oh well. She dropped down on the couch, but as soon as her butt hit
the cushion, a knock sounded.

She bounced back up, sprinted to the door and
yanked it open. "Jack?"

His deep blue eyes were tortured and torn,
and he held his suit jacket limp at his side, his tie draped
loosely around his neck. Water dripped down his hair to his sagging
shoulders, his crisp white shirt speckled with raindrops. The storm
was just about to break.

"Sara..." His voice cracked. "I need your
help."

She threw her arms around him and kissed him,
pulling him close, promising herself she'd never let go. Did she
love this man? The answer looked more and more like yes, but first
she had to face whatever he needed from her.

***

Her heated kiss surprised him, but Jack
stepped into it, swearing he'd never push her away again. The wall
he'd built around his heart all those years ago started to crumble
as he pulled Sara close, kissing her like he had the first
time—with passion and lust and pure need.

She pulled away, but only enough to talk.
"Tell me everything—no—tell me what you need." Her lips brushed
his. "I'll help any way I can."

"I know." Why did it take me so long to
figure this out?

She took his hand and led him to the couch.
They sat close together.

He couldn't look at her yet, so he stared at
their entwined fingers, rubbing her soft fingertips. So
delicate. When he squeezed her hand, she squeezed back with a
strength he hadn't expected. He looked into her beautiful eyes and
found unexpected strength there too. He could tell her
everything. Lightning flashed close by, and thunder cracked in the
same instant, but they didn't flinch.

"I need to tell you what happened the night
he found us." He clenched her hand again. "Obviously you know he
did."

She nodded.

"It won't be easy to hear." He closed his
eyes. In order to tell her about it, he'd have to relive it all
again. "It won't be easy to talk about."

"Take as much time as you need."

He nodded, and as the rain poured down, a
flood of memories filled his head. He started with the good ones.
"Austin and I were hanging out at my house, watching a movie with
our girlfriends. Taylor, my girl, so pretty—blonde curls, big blue
eyes, smart and sassy. We were only sixteen but I wanted to marry
her someday. I've always fallen hard and fast. Austin's girlfriend
at the time was Taylor's best friend. I don't remember her name. He
probably doesn't either."

The good times tempted him to keep talking,
but he couldn't let himself get sidetracked. "My mom was in the
kitchen doing dishes when I heard someone pound on the door. Then
she screamed."

He shuddered and held Sara's hand tight. "I'd
heard that scream so many times that I knew exactly what was
happening. I ran into the kitchen. Austin and the girls must have
followed me. Prentiss was kicking the door in. I tried to block it
with a chair, but he got through, laughing at me and calling me a
wimpy little boy. My mom stood at the sink, so shocked she couldn't
move. I grabbed her and Austin and tried to get them out, but no
one listened to me. They all stood staring at him. I turned around
and...."

He stopped and raised a shaking hand to his
eyes. The wind grabbed something and slammed it against the
building, pounding as if it wanted to get in—get to him.

"Prentiss was pointing a gun at my
mother."

He wrapped his hands around both of hers,
seeking comfort and strength. "I didn't have time to think. I just
reacted. I punched him and he dropped the gun. Austin grabbed it
and threw it... somewhere. I told him to get out and take Taylor
with him, but he wouldn't leave me. The girls must have stayed with
Austin. I don't remember exactly how it all happened. I guess I
turned my back on Prentiss while I tried to get Austin out. He hit
me across the shoulders with something. I turned around but before
I could hit him, he grabbed my mom and pulled a knife from the dish
rack and held it to her throat."

"My God," Sara gasped. Lightning flickered in
her eyes but he saw no signs of fear.

"It gets worse."

She nodded. "I'm okay."

"I didn't have a weapon, just my bare hands,
but I told him to let go of my mom and face me like a man.
That pissed him off. He pushed Mom to the floor and swung at me
with the knife, but missed. I remember hearing Taylor scream... and
then she grabbed my shoulder. I stood in front of her, putting my
arm across her body to protect her. Prentiss backed us into a
corner. He looked over my shoulder at her and then he looked at
me—right in my eye—with this evil smile. And then he plunged the
knife into Taylor's stomach, twisted it and ripped it out again.
I'd never seen so much blood."

Sara gasped and thunder crashed on top of
them.

Jack's breath caught in his throat; his heart
stopped and his head sank. "I thought if I stood in front of her, I
could protect her."

"It wasn't your fault, Jack." She lifted his
chin. "He did it to hurt you."

"I know. I understand that now." He slid his
hand across her cheek and stroked her face, her hair. "If it hadn't
been Taylor, he would've killed someone else I loved."

"She died?" Sara blinked back tears.

"She bled to death in my arms. I saw the
light in her eyes go out. Have you ever watched someone you love
die?" He didn't wait for an answer. "No one should ever have to see
that."

Jack closed his eyes, breathing deep and
trying to gather his strength. "I've thought about that moment
every single day since we buried her."

She wiped her eyes.

He spoke again with a stronger voice. "I
asked Austin to hold her, and then I got up and approached
Prentiss. He was holding the knife to my mom and laughing, gloating
at me. Austin tried to hold me back, but I attacked my father. I
punched him in the face, broke his nose and a couple of his teeth.
Somehow he slashed me across the gut."

He pulled up his shirt and sat up straight so
she could see his scar. "Not every scar has a good story."

"Oh, Jack, I'm so sorry." She sobbed.

"You didn't know. While I was down, he went
after my mom. I wrestled the knife away from him—I don't remember
how. I know I hit him, kicked him. His ribs snapped under my fists.
The rest is pretty much a blur. Austin said I was still beating on
Prentiss when the police got there. They couldn't tell his blood
from mine. My mom and I went to the hospital in an ambulance and my
grandpa never left my side. I recovered in time to go to Taylor's
funeral. Her mother said she'd never forgive me."

His strength faded and he swayed on the
couch, leaning against Sara to stay upright.

She brushed his damp hair from his eyes, her
fingers warm on his cold skin. "Have you forgiven yourself?"

***

He continued talking as if he hadn't heard
her. "Mom, Austin, and I testified at his trial. Prentiss was
sentenced to life in prison. His life ended there."

Sara's heart pounded in her ears and her face
burned hot. How could a man—a husband and father—destroy his own
family? Sheer horror had pushed her to the edge of the couch.

His pain had reached out and touched her,
pulling her back to him. He'd lived through it and somehow found a
way to survive. But telling her about it had taken its toll. His
grip on her hands weakened and his haunted eyes filled with guilt.
He blamed himself.

"You didn't answer my question."

"I don't understand."

"Have you forgiven yourself?"

Lightning lit his face, but his eyes remained
dark and empty. "No."

"None of it was your fault, but you still
hold yourself responsible. You still feel guilty, and you won't be
able to get past that until you forgive yourself for what you think
you did wrong, for the mistakes you think you made."

"My mom and I went to counseling—together,
separately—but no one ever said I needed to forgive myself. They
all wanted me to forgive him." He spit out that sentence
like something disgusting.

Sara chose her words carefully. Studying
psychology for the last four years had taught her just enough to be
dangerous. She wasn't qualified to counsel anyone yet, especially
someone who'd faced so much violence and pain, but she needed to
care for him somehow. "I think it's too soon. I think you need to
learn how to let go of your anger first."

"I have the anger under control." Rolling
thunder, dark and dangerous, underlined his words.

"That's not what I said."

He looked at her, confusion in his troubled
eyes. "What do you mean?"

"You can't control your anger forever. You've
done very well as long as I've known you, but if you don't let it
go, it's always going to be inside you. You may face a situation
where controlling it won't be enough."

"I get so tired...." His head dropped again,
and she put her arm around him, rubbing his shoulders. "How do I
let it go?"

Her education hadn't gone that far. "I don't
know. Maybe you should see a counselor again."

"Aren't you going to be a counselor?"

"Yes, but anger management isn't my area of
study."

"What are you studying?"

"Grief counseling."

He laughed without humor. "I suppose you're
going to tell me I need to go to the funeral."

"I've been telling you that from the
beginning."

He shook her arm off and stood up, his body
tense and rigid. "I do not need to grieve for him."

She reached for him. "No, you don't. You need
to mourn the things he took from you."

***

Somewhere in the dark depths of Jack's hurt
and angry heart, a light went on. Finally, he could see the way out
even if the path hadn't yet been lit. "What things?"

"Your safe home, your happy childhood, your
happy family... the father he should've been."

All the beatings, all the cruel words, all
the pain—none of it had ever made him cry, but with a few simple
words from Sara, he finally understood how much he'd lost. The wall
around his heart shattered and, with it no longer supporting him,
he dropped to his knees in front of her. He laid his head down in
her lap and stroked his hair as his shoulders shook. He couldn't
stop them.

The man he should've called his father, the
man who should've raised him with love and security, had taken away
everything he loved. Even though Prentiss was dead, Jack still
mourned the loss of the girl he'd once loved, and feared losing the
woman he loved now.

He wiped his eyes. "Sara, I—" But when he
looked up, her eyes sparkled with tears, her lashes wet and spiky.
His mother always cried alone while he hid in his room in the dark
and buried the anger in his heart. No one had ever shared his pain,
cried with him, until now. "I need you," he whispered.

"I'm here." She wiped a tear from his cheek
with her soft, warm hand.

He laid his head in her lap again, suddenly
drained. He couldn't remember ever feeling so exhausted, not even
after a tough game. "I can't talk about this anymore tonight."

"I understand."

Rain hammered the window and the wind howled,
but the secret storm that had overshadowed his life was finally
blowing itself out. "I came home to tell you I'm sorry I lied to
you. I should've trusted you from the beginning, but I was just too
stupid—"

"Shh...." She put her finger on his lips.
"You're not stupid. You were hurt and confused. I was too."

"I would've been here sooner, but I got
pulled over for speeding."

She smiled. "How fast were you going?"

He grunted. "You don't want to know. Let's
just say they slapped me with a really big ticket." He lifted
himself off his knees, his body aching with the effort, and sat
next to her again, holding her close. "I needed to get back here
and apologize—for everything."

"I'm sorry too."

"For what?"

She laid her head on his chest and sighed. "I
should've been more patient. I should've trusted you." She sat up
and looked into his eyes. "I know you, Jack. You've never given me
a reason not to trust you. David's cheating really hurt and then
you lied to me.... I was trying to protect myself."

He pulled her back down and kissed her hair.
"I'll never hurt you again."

"I know."

He wanted to tell her he loved her, but he
feared her response. With their future still uncertain, he didn't
want to take the chance. He'd searched for love for so long,
clinging to whatever affection he could find, but Sara was the only
woman he'd ever let into his heart. Now that he'd found her, he
didn't want to risk losing her, so instead of saying the words, he
lifted her face and kissed her, letting them echo in his heart
until he felt safe enough to say them aloud again someday.

She grabbed his collar and slid closer.
Breaking their kiss, she fiddled with his buttons and tugged on his
tie. "I've never seen you in one of these before. I like it."

"You probably never will again. I only wear
it for interviews and funerals." Oh shit, I shouldn't have
mentioned funerals. He braced himself. Now she's gonna bring
up that subject again.

"How did your interview go?" She kissed him,
lingering on his lips.

"Good." He smiled, relieved. "Really good.
They said I'd probably hear from them soon."

"Is this the job with the football coaching
position?"

"Yeah. I really hope I get it. It's
everything I want." Ideal location too. He leaned down and
touched his lips to hers.

"Where is it?"

"Woodlawn High School." He parted her lips
with his tongue, hoping she would give up the interrogation if he
kept her mouth occupied.

"And where is that?"

'Never lie to a woman, Johnnie. She'll
find out anyway.' "If I get the job, I'll tell you all about
it." He kissed her before she could argue, bracing for a fight when
they came up for air.

She smiled, slightly breathless. "Okay."

That was easy.

She wrapped his tie around her hand and used
it to pull him close. "I missed you." She opened her mouth,
inviting his tongue in.

This time he kissed her with no ulterior
motives, savoring the pure pleasure of her lips on his. "I missed
you, too. I don't ever want to be away from you again." She's
leaving after graduation, dumbass. "Not like that... not when
we're fighting."

Another rumble of thunder echoed in the
distance, but he couldn't tell if it was coming or going. "Is the
past behind us?"

"I think so, but the future...."

"Screw the future. Let's enjoy the
present."

"I am." She smiled and pulled him down for
another kiss, sliding her free hand up his back, her fingernails
raking his shoulders.

He shuddered, a little thrill of pleasure
mixed with the lingering pain. Remembering how much she liked to
make out, he slipped his tongue back in her mouth, slowly
exploring... but she had other ideas.

"I want you to stay with me tonight," she
whispered, a breath away from his lips.

His heart pounded.

"The only question is...."

Damn it. The storm is definitely moving
closer.

"Bedroom or coffee table?"


Chapter 17

 


"Easy." Jack's eyes lit up and a slow,
relieved smile curled his lips. "I liked having you on the coffee
table."

"Mm-hmm." She nibbled his throat just inside
his collar. Heat shot through her veins at the thought of having
him in her bed again. "Oh!" She squealed and threw her arms around
him as he scooped her up and carried her to the bedroom.

"But I wanna take you to bed."

"Mmm yes." She opened the buttons on his
shirt and slid her fingertips down his hard chest. "You can take me
anywhere you want."

He laughed on her lips as he laid her across
her bed, standing between her knees, her legs dangling over the
edge as he stripped off his dress shirt.

She sat up and kissed his chest, circling his
nipples with her tongue. The wind picked up again, rattling the
windows.

He twisted his hands in her hair and let her
explore, gently guiding her mouth away from his scar.

She leaned back on her elbows and admired his
naked upper body. The man is a fine, fine specimen. Broad
shoulders, well-defined muscles, strong arms.... The suit pants
were a nice touch—a different look for him—but they definitely had
to go. "Don't stop now."

"Stop? You're the one who stopped."

She laughed. "Lose the pants."

***

Jack raised an eyebrow. He'd always been the
one to give directions—to every other woman he'd dated. But she
watched and waited as if expecting her own private strip show. "All
right, I'll indulge your little fantasy for now, but only because
you're so cute." He kicked off his shoes and socks and reached for
his belt.

"Now that's more like it."

"Are you enjoying this?" He slowly pulled his
belt through the loops.

"Baby, you have no idea." She grinned,
lightning dancing in her eyes.

He gave her a lopsided smile and slid his
zipper down, hoping it would satisfy her little whim, but she
settled into the pillows, the tip of her tongue circling her lips.
Does she know she's doing that? Driving me nuts.

"Get naked," she said.

"You're enjoying this a little too much."

"Yes I am."

He shook his head at her giddy smile, her
sassy blue eyes sparkling with anticipation. She licked her lips
again, and he felt like a holiday feast about to be devoured. He
might enjoy it, if only she would take her clothes off, too. The
thought of standing naked in front of her, while she had her shirt
buttoned up to the collar, freaked the hell out of him. He couldn't
be so vulnerable.

"Take your shirt off." That would make them
even.

"Oh, I will." But she made no effort to do
so. "When I'm damn good and ready."

"I'm ready."

"I can see that." She smiled and her gaze
touched the bulge in his pants.

He gritted his teeth, still holding his pants
up. Is she punishing me? She had him at her mercy, locked in
a power struggle he couldn't afford to lose. No way in hell he'd
walk away, and she knew it.

"Jack." She sat up and slid her hand behind
his neck, pulling him down for a kiss. Her lips ignited his body
like a lightning strike.

"Sara, please." His tongue invaded her mouth,
as he struggled to regain control. He couldn't touch her. If he let
go of his pants, he'd be left vulnerable and exposed.

Finally she made a move, touching his abs,
sliding her fingers along his scar. Jack flinched; Sara didn't. Her
fingertips gently traced the old wound, then she bent down and
pressed soft kisses from one end of it to the other.

He closed his eyes, bracing himself against
the flood of anger and bad memories he expected. But it didn't
come. A brief flash of sorrow shot through him and disappeared,
then lust filled his body as her mouth moved closer to his hard
cock. He buried one hand in her hair, his pants slipping down to
his hips as she teased him.

My God, she isn't punishing me. She's
teaching me to let go. Does she know she's doing that?

He let go of his pants and they hit the
floor, leaving him naked in front of her. Love for this woman who'd
taught him so much, who'd refused to give up on him, filled his
cold, hard heart, melting it from the inside out.

She took him in her mouth, circling his hard
shaft with her tongue.

He groaned and dropped to his knees, catching
her mouth with his. "Get naked," he whispered.

She laughed and unbuttoned her shirt while he
pulled her shorts off, taking her panties with them. She tossed her
bra across the room as he pushed her down on the bed, sliding
inside her as their hips joined on the cool white sheets.

"Oh God, you're so wet," he moaned on her
mouth, thrusting into her again.

"Oh Jack, you're—" She gasped as he filled
her. "What are you doing?"

He slid down her body and kneeled on the
floor, parting her thighs and nibbling at her flesh. "Devouring
you."

He made a feast out of her, and damn if she
wasn't the most delicious thing he'd ever tasted. He draped her
legs over his shoulders and got comfortable on top of his discarded
clothes, intending to stay there for a while.

***

Her toes curled. She reached down and grabbed
a fistful of his hair, rubbing her aching mound against his tongue.
Lightning flickered outside her window and she felt the electricity
light up her body, but not from the storm—from the spot where his
mouth met her flesh. It sparked along her spine, sending tingling
tongues of flame through her limbs. He moaned on her hot pink
flesh, vibrating one perfect spot.

Oh God! Her entire body curled and her
nipples hardened into throbbing little nubs, begging to be touched.
His hands were occupied so she stroked and pinched her own breasts
until the throbbing stopped, only to be replaced by a heated rush
that swept through her, consuming everything in its path.

While she caught her breath, she gazed at his
perfect body. Even knowing how he'd gotten that terrible scar
didn't diminish her desire for him. She touched it again, hoping he
wouldn't push her away. He'd flinched the first time, but since
then hadn't seemed to mind. She wanted him to know she didn't fear
it. She heard a groan from between her thighs and looked down.

Jack smiled, watching her.

***

"You got your show, and I got mine." He stood
up and wrapped her legs around his hips, sliding in deep.

Damn that felt good. Her body fit him
hot and snug like a glove—made just for him—but he needed a little
adjustment.

He reached over and grabbed a pillow,
slipping it under her ass and raising her hips to a better
angle.

"Oh perfect," she moaned as he entered her,
rubbing against her hot nub each time he pushed in and pulled
out.

He laughed and dropped his head back over his
shoulders. Her body got tighter with every stroke, forcing him to
slow his thrusts, but that just prolonged his pleasure. He groaned.
"Ah Sara, I don't think I can ever get enough."

"Fine by me." She tightened her thighs and
pulled him in deeper, but let him maintain their slow pace. She
lifted her head and watched his cock slide into her, his long lean
muscles flexing with every thrust. "I like this show too."

"Do you now?" He laughed. "I've got something
else to show you, sweetheart." He grabbed her arms and yanked her
up against his chest so she sat in front of him, the swift motion
driving him in deep.

***

"Ohh, don't stop." She gasped and writhed in
his arms, each stroke pushing her closer and closer to that fire
again. Her brain quickly turned to mush.

"Never." He lifted her off the bed, holding
her body up while he kissed her.

She wrapped her legs around his waist,
clinging to his neck and fearing for a moment he might drop her.
But his grip held sure. He shifted, stroking her body with
his—inside and out—sending lightning bolts streaking down her
spine. She groaned and her head dropped back, lifting her breasts
close to his mouth. He leaned over and captured a nipple, pushing
her back until they lay on the bed again, Jack thrusting inside
her, Sara rising up to take him.

"Need... you," he said between breaths,
touching his nose to hers and looking into her eyes.

"Want you," she managed to respond.

His mouth caught hers and their tongues
mated. She flung her arms out, arching into him as his hands slid
along her arms and their fingers intertwined, their bodies joined
together all the way to their toes.

***

He sighed and pressed his lips over her
pounding heart. "Love you," he whispered, knowing she couldn't hear
him.

"Harder!" Her breath sputtered and popped.
"Please."

He planted his knees and slammed into her
body. "Like that?"

She whimpered, but he understood her plea for
more. He pounded her body, watching her eyes darken, feeling her
skin flush and grow hotter. He closed his eyes, fearing if she
looked too deep, she would see everything he felt for her. While he
wanted her to know, he still struggled with taking that risk.

She wrenched her hands from his and threw her
arms around his back, digging into his shoulders with her
fingernails. Her touch stung him and he hissed. Blocking out the
pain, he focused on the searing pleasure. He wrapped his arms
around her and held her tight, moving against her, inside her, all
over her with slow deliberate friction that melted their bodies and
fused them together.

"Jack," she moaned, helpless beneath him.

"I'm here," he said, riding along with her,
still holding her close when they finally came to rest.

"I know." Her fingers floated over his skin,
and he winced when she touched the scratches on his shoulders.

"That's gonna leave a mark." He smiled. "But
I'm not complaining."

"I didn't know you were into pain."

"Neither did I." He shrugged. "For some
reason, I wanted you to hurt me tonight." Did he want to be
punished? She'd said Taylor's death wasn't his fault, but maybe
some part of him couldn't believe her.

Her eyes lit up as her fingers raked across
his chest. "Have you been bad?"

"No more than usual." He shivered as her
nails scratched his flesh. Maybe he liked playful pain... nothing
more than that. He felt her heart beat with his. "Do you still want
me to stay?" His arms tightened around her.

She smiled and stretched. "Hmm... let's see.
I kinda like you. You're pretty cute, and you're not a bad kisser,
so yes, you can stay."

"Not bad? I'll show you not bad." He touched
his lips to hers—slowly, softly—parting her lips with his tongue,
touching and exploring her mouth, tasting her like a sweet treat
meant to be enjoyed leisurely.

"Wow, that was...." She breathed heavily.
"Um... yeah."

"Having trouble finishing your sentences
again?"

"Yeah, that was... mmm.... My brain is mush.
Must rest now." She covered up a yawn and closed her eyes,
snuggling against him.

"But I'm not tired." After all he'd gone
through the past few days, he should have been exhausted, but his
heart felt light and alive. No more dark clouds hung over him. The
storm had ended and tomorrow looked bright and sunny. Had telling
her the truth done all that for him? Why hadn't he done it
sooner?

A surge of ecstatic energy hit him and he
hugged Sara close, nibbling her neck and shoulders, kissing her
cheeks and her eyes. "Don't go to sleep yet."

She stretched against him. "What time is
it?"

"Not a clue, but I haven't felt this happy
since the first time I kissed you, and I'm afraid if we go to sleep
now, we'll miss out on something."

Her eyes blinked open. "Like what?"

"I don't know." He slid his hand up her ribs
to her soft breast. "We wasted so much time fighting and being
stubborn. I feel like I need to make up for that."

"We will make up for it." She smiled and
kissed him. "After I get some sleep." She yawned and rolled onto
her side, tucking her hands under the pillow. "We definitely need
to finish what we started on the coffee table."

Coffee table? Oh yeah... our first
make-out session. "Why wait?" He threw back the bed covers and
she gasped. "After all we've been through, all this time we've
waited for each other, we deserve to have a little fun."

"Just a little?" She giggled as he took her
hand and led her to the living room.

He pulled her into his arms and kissed her,
the laid her across the coffee table. "As much as you want," he
whispered on her belly. He inhaled the sweet strawberry scent of
her. "I am going to taste every delicious inch of you, and I'm
going to start right here." His tongue flickered on her hip bone
and she laughed.

"Stop! That tickles."

"Hmmm... does it tickle here?" His tongue
wiggled inside her thigh.

She sucked in her breath. "Not at all. I like
it."

He slipped his fingers between her legs,
sliding inside her and stroking her hot wet flesh. "I can tell."
She flinched and giggled as he leaned over and nibbled inside her
thigh. His tongue tickled her skin—first here, then there—licking a
random pattern and hoping to drive her crazy trying to guess where
his mouth would land next.

His tongue teased her sweet pink flesh.
"You," he whispered on her quivering skin, "are a tasty slut."

Her eyes flared but then she laughed. "Do you
remember our first conversation?"

"How could I forget?" He grinned and his
tongue circled her hot nub. "Sweet...." His mouth suckled her.
"Luscious...." His tongue tasted her. "Unfairly...." He nipped her
bottom and she squealed. "Tempting."

Her breath came short and quick, waiting for
him to give in to temptation, but he laid his chin on her thigh and
smiled.

"You've been tempting me ever since." He
kissed her leg. "And now that you're finally mine, I'm going to
make you pay for it." He winked and plunged his tongue inside
her.

***

Sara gasped. Mine. The first time
she'd heard that word from him, she'd tried to deny it, but now she
could deny him nothing.

She sighed. "Yes, I am yours." Her back
arched off the coffee table and she threw her legs over his
shoulders. Hot sweat warmed the cold table beneath her, but she
shivered when she came, the storm-cooled night air sticking to her
damp skin.

Jack pressed his lips on her soft belly,
kissing his way toward her breasts.

"Oh... I have been imagining that for days."
She sat up and shoved him onto the couch, crawling onto his lap and
spreading her legs over his thighs.

"Have you?" He slid his hands up her body,
cupping her full breasts while she leaned over and kissed him. He
teased her nipples with his thumbs, and she squirmed in his lap,
making him hard again. "I thought you couldn't be with me."

***

Why the hell did I bring that up?

"Doesn't mean I didn't want to." She rubbed
her soft wet flesh on his hard shaft.

"I wanted you too." His eyes rolled back in
his head and he settled back against the couch, letting her take
over. He didn't mind not being in control, especially with her
naked on his lap doing things that melted his brain. "I'm so sorry
I drove you away."

She pressed a finger to his lips. "No more
apologies. Just kiss me."

He obeyed, letting her make love to his
mouth, following instead of leading. He couldn't wait to see where
she'd go.

She rewarded his trust by lifting her hips
and sliding down on his cock. She moaned as he fit into her, her
motion slow but insistent, taking him on a wild ride he couldn't
control—and didn't want to.

He pressed his mouth to her throat. "Please
don't stop." Oh God. Am I begging? He felt her
chuckle, and an unfamiliar thrill of fear shot through him.
What's she going to do to me now?

She sat back and trailed her fingers down his
chest. "I do enjoy looking at your body." She bent over and kissed
the base of his throat, teasing with her tongue.

Eager to see where this would lead, he played
along. "I thought you didn't like naked."

She sat up and frowned. "Where'd you get that
idea?"

"You said, 'people get naked too much'."

"No, I said, 'people get naked too soon'. Not
many appreciate the fine art of the slow tease." She smiled and
shifted forward, her breasts tempting his lips. "I can still tease
you when you're naked."

"I noticed."

He could change all that with one quick move,
but decided to let her have her way with him awhile longer.

***

She'd mastered the slow tease a long time
ago, but had never enjoyed it this much before, especially knowing
she was only getting away with it because he let her. Still, she
felt powerful when his body responded beneath her.

His skin grew hot, his breath turned shallow,
and his eyes darkened and danced. How much more could he take? A
devious thought struck her and she leaned down and pressed her
mouth to his ear, describing in vulgar and explicit detail what she
wanted to do to him.

He grabbed her by the waist and thrust up
into her. "Baby, you can only tease a man so long before he takes
what he wants."

Her laugh turned into a long moan and she
arched back. "That's the idea."

"You know how to get what you want."

"Yes I do."

"Do you know what I want?" He grunted and
slammed into her.

"Looks pretty obvious."

He slid his hand into her hair. "I want you
to be happy."

She met his gaze, not sure where this would
lead.

"No matter what happens to us, where we end
up, what the future holds... as long as you're happy, that's all
that matters to me."

She loved him—no more maybe, no more
possibly, no more worrying about the past. She would deal with the
future when it happened. She loved Jack, and that's all that
mattered. "I am happy—right here, right now."

Jack smiled. "That's all I want."

She leaned forward and teased his lips with
her tongue. "You're easy to please."

"So are you." He pulled her close, nuzzling
between her breasts, then tugging on her nipples with his teeth
while she rode him.

Oh God, if that's all he ever does to
me.... Completely blissed-out and suddenly energized, she
decided to do a few wicked things to him. She squirmed in his lap,
grinding and twisting her hips, smiling when he groaned.

He gasped. "What are you doing?"

"Driving you crazy."

"Short trip. Wanna come along?" He grabbed
her ass and pulled her in tight, leaving no space between them.

She trembled on top of him. "I'm right there
with you, lover." Her mouth closed on his and their tongues
mimicked their bodies' motion, thrusting and probing.

His hold on her tightened as her body got
hot, and he started to sweat. Wave after wave of heat crashed over
them, breaking with a rush that nearly swept them away, but they
held each other tight and rode it out together.

***

"Damn, woman," he panted. "I can't move. Can
you?"

"I don't want to."

Telling her he wanted her heart should have
been easy, but he couldn't think of any other way to say 'I love
you' than saying he wanted her to be happy—the only thing he found
important. He nuzzled her neck, using the last of his energy to
make that simple move.

It had been a long damn day, starting with
the interview, then rushing back home to tell her everything. The
drive had taken a lot out of him, but he'd still had the strength
to make love to her—twice. The night hadn't ended yet. He could do
it twice more if he got a little rest and a bottle of water
and....

"I just figured out why I'm so tired."

"Did I wear you out already?" She winked at
him.

"Besides that. I haven't eaten since
breakfast."

"Yeah, that would do it."

"Especially after what you did to me." He
smiled and nipped her earlobe.

She laughed. "Jane said there's some cake in
the fridge."

"Please tell me it's her Better than Sex
cake."

"I think it is, but if it really is better
than sex...."

"We'll need more practice."

She dragged him off the couch into the
kitchen. Jane's delicious creations stocked the fridge, including
the guys' favorite cake. "You need something besides dessert. Want
some lasagna?"

"Sounds good." He dug into the cake while she
warmed up the lasagna and set two places at the table. He sat down
and brought the cake with him. Their clothes still lay strewn
across her bedroom, and he didn't feel like getting up for
them.

She seemed in no hurry either. Obviously she
didn't have a problem with naked. "Do you want some wine?"

"Nope. No more drinking for me." Chocolate,
caramel and toffee did the trick just fine.

"Oh, right." She served the lasagna and sat
down at the table. "Austin told me about your adventure with the
scotch."

"Yeah, I figured he would." He picked up his
fork and took a bite.

"Did you enjoy it?"

"Not at all. It took the edge off for a
little while, but afterwards I felt worse, especially the next
morning."

"Hangovers are a bitch."

"Prentiss always said the best way to cure a
hangover was to get drunk again." That's odd. He never
talked about anything Prentiss said or did, not even with Austin.
He picked the lasagna apart and glanced at Sara, trying to read her
reaction.

"So he was constantly drunk?"

"Pretty much." She opened a bottle of water
and took a sip, so he kept talking. "I don't remember him ever
being happy. He was always pissed-off about something."

"Why did your mom fall in love with him?"

He put his fork down and took a drink of
water, thinking. "I have no idea. We never talk about him. I don't
know much about their relationship before I was born. I know she
was pregnant when they got married."

"Were they young?"

He noticed she hadn't eaten a bite. She
leaned on the table with her chin in her hands, doing her best to
look casual. Her blue eyes focused on him intently, silently
pleading for him to continue. "Yeah, my mom didn't finish high
school. After she left him, she got her GED and then she went to
nursing school."

"Is she happy now?"

"Yes, she is. She loves her job, and she met
a good guy and they're happily married."

"I didn't know you had a stepfather."

"I don't know him very well. We're not
close." He pushed a mushroom around his plate with his fork, not
very hungry anymore. "I don't get close to people, especially other
guys. I'm friendly, but I don't have many real friends—except
Austin, but he's family."

"I can see that."

He pushed his plate away. "I don't remember
my mom being happy either." Why am I still talking about
this? "She cried a lot."

She reached across the table and touched his
arm. "Did you?"

"No. Prentiss tried to make me cry."

"How? Did he hit you?"

"Mom got the worst of it. He didn't usually
hit me unless I tried to protect her. He verbally abused me—just
plain mean—but I wouldn't cry. I thought if I didn't cry, I'd be
tougher than him, and if I was tougher than him, he couldn't hurt
me."

"You protected yourself by controlling your
emotions."

"Yeah, I guess so."

"You still do."

He wanted to argue, but lost his fight
immediately. Is that another way of protecting myself? He
couldn't let that wall build up again—not with Sara. "Don't let
me...."

She put down the dishes she'd gathered, and
reached for him.

"Don't let me shut you out. I need your help,
Sara. Don't let me forget that."

"I won't." She squeezed his hand. "Don't be
afraid to ask."

He nodded, too overwhelmed by emotions to
speak.

"You're exhausted." She leaned forward and
kissed him. "Come to bed with me."

They left the dirty dishes on the table and
crawled into her bed. She sighed and closed her eyes, her head
resting on his heart, but Jack lay wide awake, too worn out to
sleep.


Chapter 18

 


In the three years she'd known Jack, he'd
never once talked about his family. Now, just after deciding she'd
be perfectly content to leave the past behind, he'd volunteered the
information—answering her questions and solving the mystery behind
his anger.

Sara found him even more attractive now that
she understood what drove him.

David had called him dangerous, but she
didn't fear him. Jack knew how to handle violence. He'd grown up
with it as part of his daily life, and he faced it without fear. He
would never hurt anyone unless they threatened someone he loved. Or
on a playing field.

She smiled and snuggled closer to him,
listening to his strong and steady heartbeat. She loved him. Could
she tell him that and then leave him for grad school? That's
cruel. No, she couldn't tell him. She would show him. By
helping him through the funeral tomorrow, no matter how he chose to
deal with it.

Their future still looked uncertain, but not
as frightening as before. Maybe a long-distance relationship could
work for them now. Still, she wanted to keep him close. Would he
come with me? Maybe he could find a job nearby. Can I
stay? She had to go to grad school to achieve her career goals,
and she couldn't make that four-hour drive every day. Staying in
Bayfield wouldn't work.

Damn it! I have no control over our future,
but I can control our present.

At present, he lay naked in her bed, and she
intended to let him stay there as long as he wanted. They'd been
apart too long. She liked being with him—naked or not—and had
enjoyed their dinner tonight, their deep conversations. Just as
she'd enjoyed playing with him on the football field and on the
coffee table. Even fighting with him, because their arguments
eventually led to some really hot making up—hot naked making
up.

Sara rolled onto her side, snuggling back
against his chest.

He slid his arms around her. "You'd better
keep still or I'm gonna have to hold you down and...."

"And what?" She waited, breathless.

"I'll do exactly what you think a naked man
in your bed would do to you."

She caught her breath. His words sounded
dangerous, but an underlying tone in his voice—a playful
threat—tempted her to test him. She wiggled her ass against his
hardening cock.

With one swift move, he flipped her onto her
back and pinned her down with his body, forcing his knees between
her thighs and driving into her. "Woman, I warned you."

She laughed as his mouth took hers. He never
made idle threats.

He pulled out and held her wrists while he
nibbled down her neck. She arched into him, squirming and groaning
as he took tiny nips at her flesh, then pulled one arm free and
grabbed a handful of his hair. But he wrestled her down again,
holding her wrists above her head, her body stretched out beneath
him.

"Right where I want you." He breathed the
words hot on her throat.

She wiggled her hips, pretending to attempt
escape, but his powerful thighs tightened, trapping her legs. She
couldn't move, could barely breathe, and blood rushed through her
limbs like a waterfall crashing over a breathtaking cliff.

Right where I want you, Jack.
The words spun through her brain as he rubbed his cock against her
thighs. Wanting to spread her legs and let him take her—but held
powerless to do it—thrilled her like nothing else.

"You should've listened to me," he whispered
on her damp skin.

"Please, please."

She arched her back and rubbed her hard
nipples against the light sprinkling of hair on his chest. It
tickled and then it tingled, and she did it again. A hard male body
had never felt so good. His hold tormented her like an itch just
out of reach—sweet relief when he got to it, but then another itch
popped up somewhere else. She needed his touch all over.

He used his body to caress her, rubbing skin
on naked skin. Letting go of her wrists, he slid his arms under her
and lifted her breasts to his mouth. His tongue teased her nipples,
and the head of his cock slid higher, parting her lower lips and
stroking her throbbing nub.

She twisted beneath him, slippery heat
dripping between her thighs. The more she struggled, the tighter he
held her and the harder he kissed her, but that's exactly what
she'd expected. She grabbed his shoulders and dug in with her
fingernails, knowing he'd like it. He released her thighs and
shoved forward to enter her, but she scratched his chest, pushing
him back. She wanted to play with him a little longer.

"Fight me all you like, baby," he hissed.
"I'll get what I want."

"I will too." She laughed and squeezed his
cock between her thighs.

He groaned and dropped his face on her
throat. Would sex always be a power struggle between them? She
shuddered as his teeth sank into her shoulder. Ooo... I hope
so. She'd won last time; this victory belonged to him.

She spread her legs and he lost his balance,
falling on top of her as his cock slammed in deep. "Oh God,
yes!"

He propped himself up on his elbows, but when
she moaned and reached for him, he let her pull his body down
again, driving into her hot slick flesh. She gasped and begged for
more, pushing her thighs apart with his knees, spreading her legs
as far as they would go. Grabbing her knees and pinning them to the
bed, Jack ground down on her clit, driving his cock into her hot
tight flesh.

"Oh. Oh yes!" She hissed and squirmed,
rubbing her exposed and vulnerable clit against him.

"Ah fuck, woman." He growled into her hair,
rising up to kiss her. "I warned you what would happen."

"Yes you did. Oh shit!" She came without
warning, knocking him flat on her chest. His wicked words sent her
plunging down a waterfall, cascading headfirst into a deep blue
pool of pleasure that left her gasping for breath. She loved the
feel of his weight crushing her, his sweat dripping on her. She
wrapped her legs around his hips, locking her ankles behind his
ass. "You're not finished with me yet."

"Not even close." Jack kept up his pace and
steady rhythm until she tightened around him again, then grabbed
her wrists and pinned them above her head, lifting her breasts and
pulling her nipples tight.

She sucked in her breath as he touched the
tip of his tongue to her nipples, and braced her hands against the
headboard while grinding down on his cock—biting her lip when he
moaned. His cock throbbed inside her. She pulled one of her hands
free and grabbed his hair, lifting his head, kissing him, thrusting
her tongue into his mouth, matching the thrusts of his cock.

***

Soft... so soft and warm and... mine.
Finally mine! He told himself not to think. Just feel.
Feel her thighs part just enough to slip his cock between them,
teasing her—teasing them both. She struggled and he groaned. If she
really wanted to get away from him, she could, but her resistance
was just sex play.

He shuddered and groaned and tried to hold
back, but her tongue did things no man could expect to endure. Fire
shot through him and he ripped from her grasp, collapsing and
moaning all the nasty things he wanted to do to her while she
wrapped her body around him and stroked his hair.

He nuzzled her neck, planting little kisses
just below her ear. "Are you gonna listen to me next time?"

"Never."

He smiled and kissed her defiant mouth.
"Good."

***

Jack looked over Sara's shoulder at the
clock. Tuesday morning. Prentiss would be buried today.
Good. He closed his eyes, but sleep eluded him.

He'd put the past behind him, told Sara all
his secrets, and the man who'd caused him and his mom so much pain
was dead. So why did he feel the need to do something else?

Go to the funeral.

No, that couldn't be it. Something
else. But as hard as he tried to avoid it, his thoughts always
came back to the funeral.

'You need to mourn the things he took from
you.'

He'd cried in Sara's arms. Wasn't that
enough? Going to that damn funeral wouldn't make him feel any
different. His mother planned to go, to make sure Prentiss was
dead, but Prentiss had been dead to him for a very long time.

His grandpa would be there for his grandma.
Ben had said he should be there for his mother, but her new husband
could take care of her, so Jack didn't feel....

He didn't feel.

He rolled on his back and stared up at the
ceiling. The wall built up again. How could he be a good coach or a
good guidance counselor if he couldn't face his own emotions? How
could he love Sara the way she deserved to be loved if his heart
remained closed-off and cold?

No getting away from it. I have to go to
that asshole's funeral. Maybe then he could close the casket on
his past and face the future without fear. Maybe after he'd buried
all his pain, he could experience joy and love the way he should
have all this time. Maybe it wouldn't do a damn bit of good, but he
couldn't spend the rest of his life wondering what if. He had to
go.

But I'm sure as hell not going alone.

He cuddled up behind Sara, kissing her soft,
warm shoulder. Would she go with him? She'd told him to ask for
help if he needed it, and he needed her now more than ever.

He leaned over and pressed his lips to her
ear. "Sara...."

***

"I need your help."

Am I dreaming?

"Sara?"

She blinked awake just as Jack turned on her
bedside lamp. She slapped her hand over her eyes until they
adjusted. "What's wrong?"

He leaned up on his elbow with a worried
expression. "I, um...." He ran his hand through his hair and looked
away.

"What do you need?" She laid her hand on his
chest and felt his heart pounding way too fast.

"I need to go to the funeral and I want—I
need—you to go with me. Please?"

"Anything you need." She smiled and stroked
his rough cheek with the back of her fingers.

He turned his face and kissed her palm.
"Thank you." He got up and gathered his clothes.

"Are you going home to pack? When is the
funeral?" She sat up and yawned.

"Today... oh... ten AM, and it's where my
grandparents live, so that's a good five, six hour drive."

She glanced at the clock. "We need to leave
now." She jumped out of bed and scanned the room, trying to decide
what to do first.

"Sorry about the rush."

She grabbed a bag and some clean clothes.
"What changed your mind?"

"You did." He pulled her into his arms and
kissed her, but had no time to explain further. "My stuff is still
in the Jeep. Let's take a quick shower before we go."

"Okay, but you'd better keep your hands to
yourself if you really want it to be a quick shower."

He kept his hands where she could see them
for the most part, but they did spend a couple of minutes under the
water just holding each other—shampoo in her hair, soap dripping
off his shoulders. His body got heavy and she leaned back against
the shower wall, him leaning in her arms. The cold tile shocked
her, but she didn't let go.

I am strong enough to hold him. I have to
be.

They had no time for slow comfort, so she
gave him a kiss and slapped his ass. "Wake up." She smiled into his
shocked but amused eyes.

While she pulled a simple black dress from
her closet, he put on his suit. As she stood in the bathroom
packing her makeup, he came in and swatted her butt.

"Ready to go?"

"Almost." She ran back to the bedroom and
grabbed her black pumps and his tie. "Don't forget this."

"God forbid." He draped it around his neck.
"I'll call Austin on the way and tell him I still have his
Jeep."

"Will he mind?"

"He'll get over it."

"Jack, are you sure you want to do this?"

"My Mustang's too unreliable—"

"No...." When this had all started, she'd
believed the funeral would give him closure, but now that she'd
learned everything, she second-guessed herself. "Are you sure you
want to go to the funeral? Can you handle it?"

He reached out and took her hand, lacing his
fingers with hers. "I'm sure I have to go, but I'm not sure I can
handle it without you."

She nodded and squeezed his hand. "I'm
here."

They drove without talking for the first
hour, comfortably silent—Sara dozing on and off, Jack seemingly
lost in thought. Every now and then he squeezed her fingers, and
sometimes he picked her hand up and kissed it. She wanted to know
what thoughts hid behind his smile, but lack of sleep kept her from
asking any probing questions.

He beat her to it. "Why grief
counseling?"

She yawned and stretched. A long story, but
they had plenty of time. "I've always been interested in taking
care of people."

He smiled. "I know that well."

"But I wasn't sure how I wanted to use my
talent. I thought about going into medicine, social work, or even
teaching."

"The woman I know always knows what she
wants."

"I made my choice when...." A lump formed in
her throat and her eyes misted. "...when I was fourteen. The summer
before I started high school, my mom was diagnosed with breast
cancer."

"I'm sorry." He took her hand and held it
tight. "You never told me that."

"It happened so long ago, I...." Wow. I've
heard this before. "I don't like to talk about it."

"I get that." But he pressed his lips
together and put both hands on the wheel. "Tell me now."

She owed him that much. "She spent the last
few weeks of her life in the care of a hospice nurse. I was with
her when she died, and she didn't go quietly in her sleep like we
hoped. That's such a fairytale. My uncle, her youngest brother,
held her while I held a bucket and watched that vile poison drain
from her nose and mouth, a greenish-black ooze that smelled like
death and took her life away." Her voice broke and she wiped tears
from her eyes. "I'm sorry. I still get emotional when I think about
it."

"It's okay, sweetheart. I know how it
feels."

"I've never told anyone what really happened,
not even my older sisters."

He spoke softly. "So you have seen
someone you love die." He picked up her hand and kissed it.

They had that in common. "I don't ever want
to go through that again."

"I understand."

"The hospice staff took really good care of
us. Mom's nurse told me that it takes three years to grieve. I
don't know if it took me that long because she'd planted the idea
in my mind, or if she was actually right."

"What happens after that?"

"I still miss her, but the pain isn't so
fresh. A couple of years ago I chose not to remember July seventh
as the day she died, but instead as the day her cancer ended."

"That's pretty cool." He gave her an
encouraging smile and squeezed her hand.

"Thanks. So the short answer to your question
is that I decided to become a grief counselor because of the
hospice nurse. She had such an impact on my life. I want to help
other people like she helped me."

He stayed quiet, lost in thought again. "I
never knew you'd lost your mom."

All this time, she'd tried to get him to tell
her about his past, while telling him nothing of her own. "It's not
something I talk about. If you'd asked, I would've told you, but I
don't bring it up."

"I don't talk about my family, so I don't ask
about anyone else's. I guess that's kinda rude." He shrugged.

"A defense mechanism—protecting
yourself."

"I gotta stop doing that."

"We do what we have to do to make it through
the day." She frowned. "I heard that somewhere before and it seemed
like BS at the time, but now it makes perfect sense. Who said that
to me?" She groaned and slapped her hand over her eyes.
"Austin."

He laughed. "Austin's smarter than he
looks."

She leaned close to him and took his hand in
both of hers. "If you feel the need to protect yourself, don't do
it alone."

He stopped at a red light and used their
entwined hands to pull her close and kiss her. "Never again."

They made good time so they stopped for
breakfast. Then she drove while he tried to sleep, tossing and
turning until he gave up and decided to drive again. She talked
about unimportant things, trying to make him smile as much as she
could. But the closer they got to their destination, the tighter he
gripped her hand, and the grimmer his expression turned.

***

"Honey, I'm so glad you're here." Mary hugged
her son.

"Hi, Mom." Jack held his mother, hoping she
couldn't feel him tremble. Why am I shaking? He hesitated
outside the funeral home. The only other people inside would be his
immediate family. Prentiss didn't have any friends, and the rest of
his family had abandoned them long ago.

Screw this! I don't want to be
here. He turned and marched toward the Jeep, but something
pulled him back—literally.

"Jack..." Sara grabbed his hand and tugged
gently. "Introduce me to your family."

Sara. He'd forgotten about her. He'd
asked her to come and she had. They'd driven a long time to get
here so he could follow through with his promise. The past few
hours had blurred together, almost like the night he'd spent
drinking, but this hangover wouldn't go away. He looked at her
again and remembered the story of her mom's death. He'd felt her
pain, just as she must have felt his when he'd told her about
Taylor. They'd known each other for almost four years, but he'd
never realized she'd experienced such a painful loss. She hid it
well.

Or maybe she'd found a way to let it go.

Let it go, Jack.

"Mom, this is Sara Jensen." If anyone asked
for details, he would explain later. "Sara, this is my mother, Mary
Wallace."

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Wallace."
She smiled politely and shook his mother's hand.

Mary hugged her. "Thank you for coming with
him, Sara. Please call me Mary."

"How are you, Jack?" Tim Wallace, Mary's
husband, held out his hand.

He stiffened, but shook the man's hand.
"Doing all right." Be polite. "And you?"

"This past week has been pretty rough."

For him? Tim hadn't been there when
all hell had broken loose. He'd been working... or something. Jack
couldn't remember. His mother's new husband had never even met
Prentiss.

Tim put his arm around his wife's shoulders,
giving her a squeeze, kissing the top of her head. She leaned
close, giving him a genuine smile.

Jack frowned. Prentiss had never treated his
wife gently. He'd never looked at her with love or concern, caring
only about his next drink. But Tim loved Mary, and seemed to make
her happy.

He sighed, realizing his anger had been
completely misdirected. "Yeah, it's been rough for me too."

The tight rein he kept on his emotions
slipped from his grasp. He squeezed Sara's hand, hoping she'd save
him from going inside. Before leaving her apartment, he'd been sure
he could handle this, but now....

"Good to see you, Johnnie."

"Hi Gramp." Jack extended his hand, but Ben
pulled him in for a hug. Mary and Elizabeth held each other,
Elizabeth in tears, Mary trying not to cry.

"Come here, handsome." Elizabeth threw her
arms around Jack.

He hadn't realized how much he'd missed his
family until he hugged his grandmother. "I love you, Gram," he
whispered, his voice unsteady. He couldn't control that emotion
either.

Elizabeth kissed his cheek.

"You must be Sara," Ben said with a grin Jack
knew all too well.

"I am." She had a polite smile glued to her
face, but wariness in her eyes.

"Jack told me all about you."

"Did he now? He told me about you, too."

"Only good things." Jack stepped between
them. He'd love to see his girlfriend take his grandpa on, but they
had to survive the funeral first.

Ben smiled and winked at Jack. "Nice." He
whistled under his breath.

Robert Prentiss' family gathered close
together, holding each other as the sun came out from behind one of
the few clouds in the sky.

Why is the weather so perfect? It
should be raining or freezing cold, not happy and pretty. Jack
stood between his mother and his grandmother, holding them close.
Something's missing. Where is Sara?

She stood behind him, wiping tears from her
eyes.

"Come here." He pulled her into the circle
between him and his mother, unintentionally pushing Tim back, but
he didn't care.

No, that's not right. Why am I
still so hostile toward the man? His stepfather had always been
good to them. He stepped aside and made room for him between Sara
and Mary.

"Are we ready for this?" Ben asked the
family.

No. What the hell am I doing
here?

He wasn't about to pay his last respects to a
man who didn't deserve it. He looked at the people he loved,
needing no special skill to read their emotions. His grandparents
had lost their only son. His mother had lost the man she'd once
loved, the father of her child. And he'd lost his innocence, the
happy childhood he should have had with a father who loved him.

He'd come here to leave all that behind. The
painful past was over and the future—a better future—finally within
his grasp.

He turned to his grandfather. "Let's bury
him."


Chapter 19

 


Sara had known this funeral would be
different from any other, but she'd never expected anything like
this—no flowers, no sympathy cards, no friends sharing affectionate
stories about the deceased. The family's mix of emotions choked the
room, smothering her under a heavy blanket of grief, anger, and
pain. Although Robert had died suddenly, their old and stale pain
lingered from long ago wrongs.

The casket was closed, so she'd never have to
know what Robert Prentiss looked like. Jack had his mother's
expressive blue eyes, but she didn't want to find out if he
resembled his father in any way. She didn't want that image in her
head.

Ben and Elizabeth approached the casket
first. She laid a shaking hand on it, shedding a mother's tears for
a lost son. Ben held his wife's shoulders, his face set in stone,
controlling his emotions just like Jack always did. Elizabeth
looked up at her husband with expressionless eyes, allowing him to
take her away.

Mary and Tim approached next. She looked at
the funeral director, standing quietly behind a flower arrangement.
"Open it."

He coughed. "Excuse me?"

Tim squeezed her elbow. "Mary, why?"

She faced both men and spoke with conviction.
"I never trusted that monster. I have to know. I have to see
that he's really in there."

The funeral director raised an eyebrow at
Tim.

"Go ahead."

"Yes sir."

He opened the coffin and Mary peered inside.
Tim stepped back while Jack turned his back to them, and Sara bowed
her head.

Mary nodded and signaled to close the lid.
"Thank you."

"Satisfied?" Tim rubbed her shoulder.

"Yes, I am." The man she loved took her hand
and led her to one of the many empty seats.

Sara stood beside Jack as he stared at the
floor, kicking at something she couldn't see. "Jack?"

He didn't respond.

She bit her quivering lip. Why am I
crying? Jack had finally asked for her help, but she had no
idea what to do.

She looked to Mary, who got up and hugged her
son. He remained stiff in his mother's arms. "You should...."

He shook his head. "I have nothing to say to
him. I never should've come."

Sara took his hand. "You need to—"

"What?" His dark eyes flashed as he fought to
control his anger.

"You need to relax." She tried to massage the
tension from his hand.

His shoulders dropped as he exhaled.

"Let's sit down." She and Mary led him toward
the front row of cold metal folding chairs.

He refused to look at the casket.

A pastor said a few words and read some
Psalms that sounded nice, but Sara wondered if they really
comforted anyone. Could the pastor have any idea what this funeral
meant?

"Oh Lord, have mercy on your child,
Robert...."

Jack stiffened, and someone else coughed. She
squeezed his hand and he put his arm around her shoulders, pulling
her into his chest.

"Amen," the pastor said, his voice hollow in
the silence.

The family stood up and left the room, Mary
leading the way. Sara followed Jack and nearly ran into him when he
stopped dead.

He spun around and headed straight for the
casket.

Mary and Tim stopped and stared, and Ben went
after him, but as he passed Sara, she grabbed his arm.

"Just go. I'll stay with Jack."

Ben nodded. "All right. Let me know if you
need me."

He escorted the rest of the family outside
while she turned and followed Jack, remaining a respectful distance
away as he approached his father's casket.

***

My father. What a joke—and a cruel one at
that.

"I thought I didn't have anything to say to
you, but I guess I was wrong. Wouldn't be the first time. I hoped
to never see you again, but I have to be honest, it's good to see
you like this. I don't even know how you died, but that's not
important. You're dead. That's all I care about." Jack loosened his
tie. "But I'm not here to gloat. I'm not here to tell you I hate
you. You already know that."

Why am I here? He had something to
say, but the words wouldn't come out right.

"I'll never forgive you." Prentiss already
knew that too; Jack had told him at the trial. "You took away
everything I loved, just because you wanted to."

As he stood in the empty room, thinking about
everything Prentiss had taken from him, he sensed someone else
there with him. Sara? At that moment, remembering how she'd
taught him to let go, he realized he hadn't lost everything. He'd
found trust and love, things he'd thought he and his family had
lost forever. His grandparents had a strong marriage and a good
family. His mother had married a man who loved her and treated her
right. Jack would graduate from college, something Prentiss had
never done.

In spite of everything Prentiss had done to
hurt them, they had all managed to be happy.

Jack smiled. "I'm here to tell you I won. You
tried to defeat me and you almost did. I could have let you ruin my
life. I could have held onto the pain of you killing Taylor. I
could have let anger take over my life like you did. But I'm not
going to."

He stood up straight. "I won't give you the
satisfaction. You see, I'm tougher than you. Not because I beat the
shit out of you, not because I sent you to prison, but because I
have a woman here with me—a woman I love more than she'll ever
know—who taught me that real strength comes from knowing my
weaknesses and asking for help. There's nothing wrong with asking
for help.

"When I came up here, I intended to tell you
to go to hell, but you're already there. So I'm here to tell you
I'm letting it go—all of it—the pain, the anger. No more.

"I'll probably have to do this again tomorrow
and the day after, but I'm not going to let you get the best of me.
It's as simple as that."

Jack looked at the coffin. We're
done. No more words left.

He turned and strode out, stopping when he
caught sight of Sara waiting for him behind the last row of chairs.
He'd suspected she'd been listening—even hoped she'd heard all he
had to say. He wanted no more secrets between them.

"Are you all right?" Her beautiful blue eyes
filled with unshed tears.

"Yeah." He smiled and pulled her into his
arms. "I'm okay. Thank you for being here."

"I didn't do anything."

"You did more than you'll ever know," he
whispered as his lips caressed hers. "Let's get out of here."

His family waited outside, looking anxious.
Jack smiled and put his arm around his mom's shoulders. "I'm
okay."

"I love you, honey."

"I love you too, Mom."

Tim smiled and patted his shoulder. Jack let
him. "It's good to see you again."

"Yeah, we should do it more often." About
time he got to know his mom's husband—his stepfather—better. "I
have a game in Oak Grove next week. That's not too far from you, is
it?"

"Not at all. I think we can make it."

"I'll call you later and let you know when
and where." He shook Tim's hand, then turned and found Sara talking
to his grandpa.

"I'm glad you're finally giving Tim a
chance," Ben said. "He's a pretty good guy."

Had he overheard their conversation? "How did
you know...?"

"I've always been able to read you like a
book, son."

"Yeah, that's true."

"Don't be afraid to take a risk every now and
then. Sometimes the rewards are worth it." Ben's gaze drifted
toward Sara.

"I'll remember that."

"Think you can handle the burial
service?"

Jack looked past them at the casket being
loaded into the hearse while his mother waited in the car. "Yeah,
I'll make it."

"Good. Afterward, everybody's invited to our
house for lunch. Stay as long as you like."

"We need to get back to school."

"Don't argue with me, Johnnie. Your
grandmother needs to feed you before you leave." Ben got in the
car.

"I guess you were told," said Sara as she
walked with him to the Jeep.

"I'm sorry. I hope missing so many classes
doesn't cause problems for you."

She smiled and shook her head. "No. I already
got into grad school. I'll catch up when we get back."

Grad school: the last lingering shadow over
their bright future. He wished he knew if he'd gotten the job in
Forest Glen. He looked at her, and she flashed him a smile brighter
than any sun. Maybe he didn't need to know.

The graveside service took only a few
minutes. This time Jack didn't mind the bright sunshine. Maybe it
meant something new had started for him. New things were a little
scary, but for the first time in his life, he felt confident in
taking the risk.

***

Sara sat at the picnic table in Ben and
Elizabeth's backyard, quietly observing the people around her. Mary
and her former mother-in-law gushed over the food, comparing
recipes and techniques. Jack and his stepfather talked sports, each
one trying to top the other with stories from their glory days. A
good-natured competition, and from what Sara could hear, Jack
won.

That left her chatting with Ben, a charming
gentleman. His old-fashioned side contradicted his open-mindedness,
and he seemed to enjoy playing the sexist rogue.

"So are you and Jack hitting the sheets
yet?"

She nearly choked on her lemonade. Apparently
he enjoyed shocking people too. "That is none of your
business."

"I'll take that as a yes."

"If you're trying to embarrass me, it won't
work." She had no problem discussing sex. She'd prove it to the old
man if he pushed her.

"I noticed. You're a tough cookie. Exactly
what Johnnie needs."

"Thank you."

"You need to warm up a little though. Men
like their women soft."

Oh, this is going to be interesting.
"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Let him wear the pants once in a while, even
if you're the boss."

"Oh really?"

"Like this." Ben put his empty glass in front
of Elizabeth. "Pour me another lemonade, sugar."

Elizabeth ignored him and continued talking
to Mary.

Sara laughed. "Like what?"

"Sometimes it works better than others."

Jack cast a wary eye at his grandfather.
"What are you up to?"

"Charming your girl."

"So I see." He turned to Sara. "I should get
you out of here before he totally corrupts you."

"I can handle him." Obviously Jack got his
naughty streak from his grandfather.

"How long is the drive?" Ben asked.

"Almost six hours."

"It would only take you five hours in the
Mustang. Why aren't you driving it?"

"Because the Mustang's failed me one too many
times. I'm gonna have to let it go, Gramp."

"I was afraid of that." He sighed. "At least
sell her for parts so she can live on somewhere else."

"I will." Jack looked at his watch. "It's
getting late. We should get going."

"Stay here tonight," Ben said. "We don't get
to see you enough, and you know your grandmother needs you to get
rid of all this food."

Jack laughed and looked at Sara.

She kind of enjoyed being away from school
for awhile.

"What do you think?" he said.

They would miss more classes, but keeping
Jack with his family awhile longer might be a good idea. Besides,
she couldn't leave until she'd matched wits with that dirty old
man. "I'd rather make the drive after a good night's sleep." She
covered up a yawn, hoping she didn't look as tired as she felt.

"Me too." He yawned with her. "Okay, Gramp,
we'll stay."

"Good. Jack, you can stay in Jacob's old room
and Sara—"

"I'll stay with Jack." No point pretending
they weren't sharing a bed.

Ben nodded. "Sara knows what she wants."

"Yes I do." She wanted to be with Jack no
matter where life took them.

She could put grad school off for a year, do
an internship, or get some work experience. Or maybe they could
give a long-distance relationship a try. They would figure out
something. Looking at the people around her—a family who'd loved
each other through hell and back—she realized no career was as
important as being with the man she loved.

Ben laughed. "Give up now, Johnnie. She'll
always get what she wants." He stood up and slapped Jack on the
shoulder, winking. "Which is not such a bad thing." He grabbed his
glass and disappeared into the house.

"Why does he call you Johnnie?"

"Because I let him." He smiled and slid
closer to her. "I think it reminds him of what might have been. Not
everyone can let it go completely."

"Can you?"

He smiled, and she saw something in his eyes
she'd never seen before—peace.

"Let's go for a walk. I want to show you
something." He led her to a secluded, untamed part of the property
where a large oak tree spread its branches out like a canopy,
shading the grass below. A few broken boards nailed to the trunk
were all that remained of a makeshift ladder. He looked up into the
network of branches. "I'm surprised it's still here."

"What is?" She stood beside him, staring up
in the same direction, seeing only leaves and branches. Oh
wait... is that a wall?

"Gramp built this tree house for me when I
was ten. No one knew about it except me and him. I used to play out
here for hours—all night sometimes. It was my hiding place."

"Were you always alone?"

He grabbed her hand. "You're the first person
I've ever brought here."

A simple thing, but still an honor.
"Thank you for sharing this with me."

He looked into the tree again. "I wonder if I
can still get up there."

"The ladder doesn't look much like a ladder
anymore."

"No problem." He jumped up and grabbed the
lowest branch, and pulled himself up.

His feat of strength would have been a real
turn-on if she hadn't been so worried he'd break his neck. "Be
careful. That tree house has been there a long time. It might not
be safe anymore."

He stuck his head through the window. "It
looks solid." He opened the wobbly door and ducked inside.

She listened to the weathered gray planks
creak and groan under his weight. "You're not as light as you used
to be."

"Nah. It's fine. I— Whoa shit!"

The weak boards snapped. He crashed though
the old floor and hit the ground with a thud.

"Jack!" She scrambled to where he lay
stretched out on his back gasping for breath. "Are you hurt? Can
you move?"

He groaned and tested his arms and legs,
slowly turning his head. "I'm okay." He took a deep breath and
chuckled. "Must've landed on my head."

"Your thick skull saved you."

"You think so, huh?" He grabbed her and
pulled her down beside him.

They laughed and kissed, cuddled-up in each
other's arms in the soft cool grass. Sara sprawled across his
chest, listening to his slow and calm breaths.

"It's so peaceful here," she whispered.

"That's why I liked it. This was my escape. I
came here to get away from my life."

"Why are we here now?" She lifted her head to
look at him, but his eyes gave her no clues.

"I'm trying to decide if I need to let this
tree house go. All I did here was hide, and hiding doesn't make
problems go away. I still had them when I left."

"Do you have any bad memories here?"

"No, only good ones."

"Then maybe you don't need to let this go.
You need to keep some happy memories of your past."

He got quiet, his deep blue eyes troubled
again.

Was he dwelling on bad memories? Did he have
so few good memories that he struggled to find them? She wondered
what she should say. Maybe I need to keep my mouth shut for a
change.

He wore a determined expression. "We need to
make some happy memories for our future."

So he wasn't dwelling on the past. The future
troubled him—their future. "How are we going to do
that?"

"We need to figure out how to stay together
after graduation."

She played with the buttons on his shirt, a
one-word question keeping time with his pounding heart. How?
They'd agreed that they wanted to stay together, so they needed to
start there.

Her eyes met his. "Yes, we do."

He exhaled. "I'm glad you said that. For a
minute there, I thought you'd changed your mind."

She smiled and kissed him, running her hand
down his chest. "Nope. I kinda like you, even if you are stubborn
and pig-headed."

"And you're not?"

"Not nearly as much as you are."

"Is that right?"

"We can argue like this all day. I don't mind
though because our arguments usually lead to...." She caught the
naughty sparkle in his eyes and knew he wanted to start a fight.
"Stop distracting me."

She thumped his chest and he laughed. She
grabbed a fistful of his hair and made him look at her. "I still
don't like the idea of a long-distance relationship, but I think we
can make it work."

He shook his head. "I don't like it either.
In fact, I don't want to do it."

"What? Why?"

"Remember that job I interviewed for
yesterday? It's in Forest Glen. I thought we could be together if I
got it."

"That would be perfect! It would solve
everything...." He said 'if.' "You didn't get the job."

"I don't know yet, but I can't wait for
someone else to decide my future. I need to take the chance and
make the decision myself. It doesn't matter if I get the job. After
graduation, I'm going to Forest Glen with you."

"But didn't you tell me your first job was
the first step toward your dream?"

"I hope it will be, but if not, there will be
others. No job is more important than being with you."

She loved hearing that. Loved it. But
she couldn't let him do it. "You can't give up your future for
me."

"I'm not giving up anything. I'm just
changing the play at the line of scrimmage. Actually, the
quarterback does that, but you know what I mean."

She didn't have a clue. "Are you sure? I
could put off grad school—"

"No, you worked too hard to get in. You can't
give all that up now. I'll make the sacrifice and I'm happy to do
it."

They'd known each other almost four years,
and she'd always known he cared for her. When he'd said he loved
her, she'd believed him, but at the time those had been desperate
words said to keep her from running away. He didn't say the words
this time—he didn't have to. His actions meant more to her than any
words ever could.

"Now I know you love me."

"It's about damn time, woman."

"I love you, too. Do you know that?"

"Prove it," he said with a devilish gleam in
his eyes and a naughty smile on his lips.

Oh I will... every day of our lives.
She lay back in the grass, taking him with her. "Oh, lover, I'm
just getting started."


Epilogue

 


"Is he here yet?"

"Not yet." Jane closed the dressing room door
and shook her head.

"Damn it!" Sara grabbed her cell phone and
held it up to her friend's face. "He sent me this text a half hour
ago: 'We're in OT.' Where's OT?"

Jane laughed. "The game went into
overtime."

She growled and stomped to the mirror. Her
hair was perfectly in place, her makeup flawless, but the scowl on
her face had to go before she put on her dress. "I thought I'd
scheduled our wedding after football season."

"You forgot about the post-season."

She turned away from her scowling reflection
and snapped at her matron of honor. "The what?"

"The playoffs."

She laughed. "I should've known Jack would
make the playoffs. He's the best head coach they've ever had."

"If they win today, will you be back from
your honeymoon in time for the next game?"

"We will. We thought about taking the
honeymoon later, but we've both been so busy—Jack with football and
me finishing school and interviewing—we really needed some time for
us."

"When do you start your new job?"

"A week from Monday." She smiled. "The
current grief counselor at the hospice retires at the end of this
month, so I start on the first."

"I can tell you're excited."

She clasped her shaking hands. Getting
married and reaching her lifelong goal was a lot to take on in one
month, but she looked forward to the challenge. "I've wanted this
since Mom died."

"I know I never met her, but I'm sure she
would be proud of you."

Sara nodded and her eyes misted. "I wish she
was here today." She checked her mascara in the mirror—thank God
it's waterproof—then caught a look at the clock. "I wish my
fiancé was here!"

Right on cue, the door flew open and they
both jumped. Sara pulled her robe closed and cinched it as Jack and
Austin strode in.

Jane tried to push the groom out the door.
"It's bad luck to see the bride before the wedding."

He laughed. "I've done a lot more than see
her before the wedding. I'll take the chance."

Austin's laugh sounded like pure evil.

Ignoring the best man, Sara turned on her
husband-to-be, arms crossed and eyes narrowed. She immediately
forgot the tongue-lashing she'd intended to give him for being
late, when he flashed her the wicked smile she loved. She'd never
had any doubts he wanted to marry her, but his tardiness had been a
stress she could've done without.

"Did you win?"

His smile widened.

"Did he ever!" Austin grinned. "The score was
tied with five seconds to go. Jack should've told his quarterback
to take a shot at the end zone."

Jack shook his head. "I trust him, but their
defense was too dangerous. We spiked the ball and let it go to
overtime. They won the toss, so I told my defense to force them to
go three and out."

"Uh-huh." Sara nodded. After years of
listening to his football talk, she understood the difference
between offense and defense, but 'three and out' still baffled
her.

"Their offense marched down the field, one
short pass from field goal range. I was sure the game was over,
when my safety came out of nowhere and picked it off."

"So beautiful," Austin said. "He ran it all
the way back for a touchdown."

"Wow, that's awesome." She could tell by the
grins on their faces that the win had been impressive. "We'll
celebrate later." She looked at Jane. "Get your husband out of
here."

Jane grabbed Austin's arm and scooted him out
the door.

"And you...." Sara took her fiancé's hands
and pulled him close. "Go get dressed."

"Aren't you happy to see me?" He faked a
pout.

"I'm thrilled. Now go get dressed so I can
marry you, Coach."

"Head coach," he corrected her as he backed
toward the door, taking her with him.

"Yes you are."

"Undefeated head coach."

"That's right."

He leaned back against the door and pulled
her against him. "What've you got on under there?" He hooked his
finger and pulled her satin robe aside, revealing her lacy white
bra.

She pushed back and pulled her robe closed.
"You can't look until after the ceremony."

"Baby, that ship sailed a long time ago."

"Well, it's never gonna get to port if you
don't go—"

"I know. I'm going." He put his hand on the
doorknob, then stopped and looked at her, his blue eyes thoughtful.
"I never thought I'd see this day."

"We needed to wait till after I finished
school."

"No, I mean... I thought I'd spend my life
alone. I wanted love, but I didn't know how to let anyone in. I
never thanked you for everything you did to help me... for not
giving up on me."

"You don't have to thank me. I love you. I'll
always be here when you need me."

"You know what I need better than I
do. How'd you learn to read me so well?"

She winked. "I picked up a few tricks from
you."

Jack pulled her close and kissed her. "This
is gonna be good."

"It already is."

So much better than good. Better than
great. Better than anything they'd ever wanted or needed, hoped
or dreamed.

Good?

No. The best.
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loyal Wisconsin Cheesehead. When I'm not lusting after my next bad
boy hero, I'm looking for inspiration in sci-fi and action movies,
football players, bloodsucking lawyers, muscle cars, and kick-butt
chicks.

I'm known as "Trashy Writer" at various
social media sites. I call myself a trashy writer because I want my
readers to know that I enjoy mindless escapism as much as they do.
I'm not out to win a Pulitzer Prize. I just want to help someone
relax and get away from it all for a little while. I write romance,
erotica and trash for fun and pleasure.

I hope you have as much fun reading it as I
had writing it.

To learn more about me, check out
my website, and be
sure to catch me on Facebook,
Goodreads, Google+,
and Twitter.


 


What's Next?
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Watch for The Devil Made Me Do It, a
collection of couples' erotica short stories, coming November 26,
2012 from Evolved
Publishing.

~~~~~~~~~~

Don’t tempt me…. Erin wants her husband to
rip her clothes off… literally. Does she dare provoke him? Natalie
wants to make love outdoors. Can she convince her shy husband?
Melissa wants the bad boy she just met in a bar. Should she or
shouldn’t she? And Heather watches from a secret room….

These women and others like them know what
they want in bed. But sometimes they have to be a little extra bold
to get it. Watch them bring their naughtiest fantasies to life in
some very interesting ways.

It wasn’t my idea… the devil made me do
it.


 


More from Amelia James
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This Contemporary Romance novel is available through
links at Evolved
Publishing.

~~~~~~~~~~

“I can give you exactly what you’re asking
for, Janie, and I can give it to you all night long.”

~~~

Their first kiss is impulsive, fun, a little
wicked—everything Jane Elliot isn’t looking for in a man, but
desperately needs.

Their second kiss is slow, deliberate, an
instant connection—everything Austin Sinclair never had with a
woman, and doesn’t want.

Jane is no easy conquest, not the type of
woman Austin’s used to. Stubborn as hell, and a bookworm more
interested in studying than dating, she needs a little—no, a lot—of
fun in her life. Well,Austin’s just the guy who can give it to
her.

Too bad she thinks love should be easy. Too
bad Austin knows it isn’t.

Everybody told her to stay away from the
heartbreaker, but Jane knows there’s more to Austin than full-body
contact kisses and bad boy charm. He promised her a good
time—nothing more—and wow… does he ever deliver!
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This Erotica mosaic novel is available through links
at Evolved
Publishing.

~~~~~~~~~~

His hand came off my neck and he wrapped his
arms around me, crushing me against him. I grabbed his hair and
forced his mouth to mine, feeding the darkness possessing us.
Submission, yes! Not giving up control, but having it taken from
me. This… this was why I needed Alex.

Will was too nice; he would never abuse me
like this. But Alex…. Mmm… Alex had no such qualms. “What have you
done to me?”

~~~

Talia indulges her sexual pleasures, turning
her life into a twisted mess. Sleeping with Alex is dangerous and
reckless. She craves that excitement. Loving Will is comforting and
safe. She needs that stability. Why can’t she get everything she
wants from one man?

Will has everything under control, and
watching his girlfriend flirt with his best friend fuels his lust
for her. He loves Talia, and he trusts Alex. It’s all good… as long
as he makes the rules.

Alex doesn’t give a damn about rules. He
knows how to play with fire without getting burned. It’s
just sex with Talia. No emotions means no
attachments—that’s one rule he won’t break.

Sometimes dirty little secrets are more dirty
than secret.


 


Also from Evolved
Publishing
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This Literary/Women's Fiction novel is available
through links at Evolved
Publishing.

~~~~~~~~~~

When Beth met Jackie, she was fifteen and
shy, living in the shadow of her mother—talented artist Heather
Sarandon. Jackie, willful, cheeky and confident, made Beth see
things in herself that she never imagined, and do things she never
thought she would. As memories of Beth's last night with Jackie
grow more like waking nightmares, Beth does everything she can to
forget the girl who was so much more than a friend.

Beth has a self-destructive ritual she swears
she'll keep secret, even from the psychologist trying to help her.
But Dr. Nancy Sullivan doesn't have time for secrets. In fact, she
doesn't have much time at all. She's been charged with helping Beth
break through the barriers of her past, knowing very well that her
own demons might end her career before she can get through to the
stubborn young woman.

Meanwhile, a young foster child with a wicked
sense of humor and a devastating past reminds Beth that secrets
seem powerful, but can destroy the person who holds them too
close.

Jellicle Girl, Stevie Mikayne's debut
novel, is a powerful coming-of-age story about redemption,
identity, and learning to let go of secrets that scar.
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This Literary/Women's Fiction novel is available
through links at Evolved
Publishing.

~~~~~~~~~~

Unable to cope with the pain of early
widowhood, Laine fled from her daughter and into the pages of her
well-worn library, emerging only to perform her duties as a social
worker at a crisis pregnancy center. She finds comfort in this
solitary life, but has no choice but to agree when her daughter,
Daly, asks to move back home.

Daly's life has proven to be one
disappointment after another—unemployment, a cheating boyfriend,
the non-option of moving in with her dissociative mother. Until one
day, Kashi, a light-hearted charmer from India, decides he cares
too much to let Daly fade into the background of her own life.
After a series of false starts, their quirky romance carries them
to India, where Daly must win the approval of Kashi's family in
order to seal their "forever."

Is Daly's life finally turning around? Can
Laine look past her pain to learn from an unlikely mentor? Will the
women recognize their common bonds before the relationship is
broken beyond repair?

Torn Together, Emlyn Chand's first
sojourn into Literary/Women's Fiction, is a cautionary tale of how
our similarities often drive us apart.
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