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      A FEW minutes past midnight on a hot June night, Ally Taylor turned out the lights of her office at Reyes Corporation, caught a cab to the seamier side of town, and slid onto a barstool at Felony. A notorious underground club with a reputation for heavy metal music and brawling, Felony was her favorite guilty pleasure after a week of stuffy boardroom meetings, financial statements, and patronizing compliments from men in conservative blue suits. Nothing took her further from oppressive corporate life than this edgy bar tucked down an alley like the city’s dirty secret. Its eclectic mix of leather-clad bikers and metal heads appealed to her secret desire to be someone – anyone – other than the boring accountant that she was.

      She watched with envy as dancers bobbed and swayed to the raging music like an undulating wave in an angry sea. Pungent odors of sweat and incense mingled with the less obtrusive smells of whiskey and flash pots from the stage. Laser lights and strobes flashed like lightning in time to the thunder of heavy bass and drums. The whole place thrummed with energy as if on the brink of an explosion.

      Any other time, she might have felt out of place in her conservative cream silk blouse and knee-length taupe skirt amidst the metal-studded leather and ripped denim. The women frowned at her attire while the men gave her a wide berth as if she might burst into religious sermon if they came too close. With a resigned shrug, she raised a hand to pat the sleek French twist in her hair lest one of the unruly locks escape its prison. Satisfied that every hair held its place, she turned her gaze to the crowd around her.

      “Hey there, pretty girl.” One of the bartenders set a gin and tonic with two slices of lime in front of her before she had spoken a word. She tried to hand him a ten-dollar bill, but he waved it away with a shrug and a wink. “Your drinks are on the house tonight.”

      As he returned to the other end of the bar, her gaze followed him. This particular broad-shouldered bartender was the reason most females came to Felony, and she was no exception. His name was Jack. They had a passing acquaintance limited to brief discussions of the weather and sports, mingled with occasional flirtatious remarks. Although she had a huge crush on him, she’d never admitted it to anyone including herself. Jack represented everything that was absent from her life; spontaneity, promiscuity… adventure. He was the green grass on the other side of her self-imposed fence, a temptation that she coveted but would never taste.

      A pang of guilt made her look away from the sexy bartender. It was hard to forget that she’d been in love…or thought she was in love… with someone else a week ago. Had it really been love if the other person didn’t love her back? She bit her lower lip in contemplation. The question had kept her awake every night since she’d found Brian in Becca’s arms. If she’d truly been in love, she wouldn’t be sitting here in this bar, lusting after another man. Yet here she was, seven days later, secretly stalking a man who didn’t even know her name.

      To distract herself from this unresolved cycle of contemplation, she concentrated on Jack and the endless parade of women who perched on the barstool at the end of the counter – or Jack’s Seat of Shame as she called it. Women smiled and flirted in a desperate attempt to catch his eye. His gaze wandered over all of them as he leaned across the opposite end of the bar, knee deep in conversation with a leggy redhead. A cute blond with a bouncing ponytail waited on deck at the periphery of the bar area, ready to pounce at the first sign of opportunity. From the looks of things, Miss Ponytail wouldn’t have to wait long.

      Things weren’t going too well for the redhead. She cried and gestured emphatically from her barstool. Jack’s shoulders rose in an unsympathetic shrug as he turned to leave. The girl grabbed at his sleeve in a desperate attempt to pull him back, but he slid away without comment. A tear-streaked pout marred the pretty face as Jack went about the business of wiping down the oak countertop without a backward glance. When he failed to return after a few minutes, the redhead bolted toward the bathroom with a loud sob.

      “What was that about?” Ally asked Jack as he replaced her drink a few minutes later.

      An unlit cigarette dangled between his lips. The tip bobbed up and down with his words. “We had a misunderstanding.”

      Jack was a self-admitted asshole. His beauty made his actions more tolerable. Not that a handsome face and rocking body excused a man from common decency. But in his case, it certainly blurred the lines of acceptance. His sexy just-tumbled-out-of-bed look might not work for some guys, but Jack wore it like an old pair of jeans. It was so distracting that she could barely concentrate on his words. Their eyes met. Perfect lips curved into a perfect smile that had her stomach doing somersaults. Dark eyes held the promise of something sensual and forbidden, as if he just finished doing nasty and unspeakable things to a willing female, and they’d both enjoyed every minute of it. She shivered and shook her head to dispel the image of Jack’s naked body among her twisted silk bed sheets.

      Damn, but he’s fine. Her gaze flickered up to meet his again and found him watching her with amusement.

      “What kind of misunderstanding?” She squirmed on her barstool, unnerved by the strength of her attraction to him so soon after The Breakup.

      “I’m not in love with her and she can’t understand why.” The brutal honesty and total lack of remorse in his confession was intriguing and perversely attractive. “And I suppose sleeping with her mother didn’t help.”

      “Seriously? You slept with her mother? At the same time? That’s disgusting.” She tossed back her drink and shoved the glass forward for a refill. It sounded like something her own mother would do, a thought which conjured up a whole different set of unresolved issues that she’d rather ignore. “How’s that working out for you?”

      He stopped his work to grin up at her. “Pretty well up until tonight. And just so you know, I didn’t sleep with both of them at the same time.”

      “What makes a guy do something like that? I mean, really, I’d like to know. Don’t you have any morals?” Bitterness tinged her words. It wasn’t like her to say such things to someone she didn’t know, or someone she did know for that matter, but fresh from The Breakup with an adulterous fiancé, she was truly curious. Jack seemed to appreciate her candor and stopped what he was doing to lean an elbow on the counter in front of her.

      “Hey, I had no idea they were related. The mother knew all along but never said anything until we got caught. If you ask me, she’s the one with issues.” He jerked his head in the direction of the lady’s room. “Red can’t let it go. Says she loves me.” He snorted and shuddered as if the idea made his skin crawl. “I was perfectly clear from the start that I had no interest in any kind of relationship outside of the sexual kind.”

      “Oh, you’re one of those guys.” She let the gin slide down her throat, savoring the burn and the ensuing warmth it left in its wake.

      “Absolutely. Neat and tidy that way.” One of his long fingers tapped the back of her hand as it held her glass. “You should try it sometime.”

      Not one for taking chances, the idea went against everything she believed, but a second look at his muscular perfection suggested that he was probably worth the risk. A quick mental flash of Jack’s body pressed against hers, writhing in ecstasy, brought a flush of embarrassment to her cheeks. His no-holds-barred view of life intrigued and horrified her conservative sensibilities.

      Jack grinned, revealing a delicious dimple on each side of his mouth, as if he could read her mind. He couldn’t possibly know her thoughts, could he? The heat grew in her cheeks. She snapped her gaping mouth shut. The ice in the gin and tonic jingled against the glass as she stirred it with a little too much enthusiasm and breathed a sigh of relief when his attention snagged on Miss Ponytail.

      A girl with a spiked blue crew cut and a butterfly tattoo on the nape of her neck sidled up to the bar beside Ally. The girl stared at Jack as he walked past, uninhibited lust plain in her gaze. It seemed no one was immune to him.

      Ally’s gaze slid back to Jack from underneath the veil of her lashes. Miss Ponytail seemed thrilled at his presence. Oblivious to the girl, he stared at Ally. His gaze swept from her head to her toes and back up again, lingering too long at breast and thigh…probably amused by her conservative outfit. She ran a finger inside her collar to release some of the heat building inside her. The tattooed girl smiled at her in sympathy. It took a minute for Ally to realize the girl was talking to her. Something about Jack’s preference for kink and threesomes. What kind of guy sleeps with two women at once? She shuddered at the thought of lying naked in bed next to another woman whose body would undoubtedly put her own plentiful curves to shame. She had never undressed in front of her ex-fiancé unless the lights were out, and her cellulite safely hidden from view.

      The sexy devil at the end of the bar nodded and smiled as if confirming the tattooed girl’s confession. How was it possible for him to be ten feet away yet feel as if he was inside her head? He licked his lips as if he was ready to devour her, as if she was some kind of tasty treat. That kind of raw sexuality unnerved her, disturbed her deep down, as if just by looking at him she had committed an unforgivable sin and liked it.

      She needed to get away from him, needed a minute to shake off the illicit thoughts that he inspired. Thinking to flee towards the sanctuary of the lady’s room, she twirled around on her barstool and came knee to thigh with the object of her distress. Jack was there, uncomfortably close.

      “Where’s your boyfriend?” She tipped her head back to see his face. His denim clad leg rubbed against her bare thigh when he slid into the seat beside her.

      “We broke up last week.” The words escaped before she could stop them. The last thing she wanted was sympathy from the likes of him.

      “It’s about freaking time. Always thought he was a douche bag. What happened?”

      “I walked in on him doing my roommate – in my house – on my birthday.” She stared at him, daring him to make a smart-ass comment.

      “I missed your birthday? Happy birthday!”

      “Really? That’s all you got out of that sentence?”

      “I heard you.” He nodded as if pleased with her answer. “You guys were together for a while, right?”

      “Eight years.” She lifted her glass to drain the last drop, looking for strength in the liquor and finding nothing but the bottom of the glass. “We were going to get married.” Spoken aloud, the confession seemed pathetic. She had clung to a relationship for a third of her life with someone who didn’t love her.

      “Eight years? Wow.” He wasn’t impressed. “Excuse me if I’m out of line here, but a guy who dates you for eight years has no intention of marrying you.”

      “What would you know about it, Mr. Manwhore?” She raised her nose in her best haughty stare. The room wavered and tilted. How many drinks had she had already? Four? Six? By no means a lightweight, she could handle her liquor, but she hadn’t eaten all day. In an effort to stop the spinning room, she leaned her elbows on the counter and glared at him as he went back behind the bar.

      “Manwhore?” He took away her drink and leaned down on the counter to study her face. “That hurts. A whore has sex in exchange for financial compensation. I’m a lover of women and that’s a whole other thing.” The scowl on his beautiful face would have frightened a soberer person.

      “Exactly my point.” She waved her hands in the air for emphasis. “For your information… what were we talking about?” She frowned and wobbled on the barstool, distracted by the effort to stay upright.

      “I may not be a relationship expert but I’m a guy and I know how guys think. If he was going to marry you, he would’ve done it by now.”

      “Like I would ever listen to your advice,” she said with a snort to cover the sting of his words. It seemed so obvious now; Brian had never intended to marry her, he was just waiting for someone better to come along.

      “Where’s the ring?”

      Damn the arrogant bastard, pushing all of her buttons and – by his smug expression – enjoying every minute of it. There was no ring just as there had been no wedding date. Brian had never been in any hurry, and she’d been too busy with her career to push for either. At the time she’d thought they were being conservative, but now the oversight spoke volumes about the relationship. She scowled at Jack. “You don’t know anything about it.”

      “I’m just saying is all,” Jack shrugged and changed the subject. “What do you do?” As he talked, he took a coffee cup from underneath the counter, set it on a saucer in front of her and filled it halfway with rich black coffee. “I mean when you’re not darkening the doorstep of my bar.”

      “I’m a controller.” The coffee cup slid silently over the polished counter as he nudged it toward her.

      “Yes, I bet you are.” He smiled. More dimples. “I mean, what do you do for a living?”

      “I’m a controller.” She pushed the coffee back towards him. “Get me a whiskey and Coke, please. I’m a CPA – certified public accountant – and I have a very important job with a big company.” The words came out boastful and arrogant; she sounded like a drunken idiot and cringed inside.

      “I know what it stands for. Drink.” He nudged the coffee back at her. “I guessed it was something boring like that…although I had you pegged for a kindergarten teacher.” He cocked his head and studied her. Before she could stop him, he took her hand in his and wrote something on the palm of her hand with the pen from his back pocket. “That’s my cell number,” he said. “In case you ever need to talk to someone or whatever. If you get any more bottled up, you might explode.”

      She opened her mouth to make a smart-ass retort, but two people at the opposite end of the bar caught her attention. Her heart fell out of her chest and landed on the sticky bar floor with a sickening thud. Brian, ex-fiancé and thief of dreams, stood next to Jack’s Seat of Shame with her ex-best friend Becca, laughing over some private joke – probably Ally and the humiliation they had forced upon her last week. Ally’s fingers dug into the counter as Brian leaned over to give Becca a kiss. The whole room spun at the tender brush of lips. Suddenly and painfully sober, Ally curbed the urge to crawl underneath the bar to hide.

      Damn it, what were they doing here? Brian had a business dinner scheduled for tonight, one that she was supposed to attend as his date before The Breakup. She’d assumed that he would take Becca in her place, and they’d be too busy fornicating on the living room sofa afterward to show up at Felony. Yet, here he stood with his hand in her ex-best friend’s back pocket, looking as if he was having the time of his life.

      Thinking she might be sick, Ally hopped off the barstool and sprinted toward the restrooms, abandoning her purse on the bar counter.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jack took Ally’s purse and stowed it behind the bar for safekeeping until she returned, tried and failed to resist the temptation to snoop through it. He rooted through some tubes of lipstick, slender leather billfold filled with credit cards, a Reyes Corporation security ID, two large chocolate bars, and a cell phone. Nothing much of interest. Certainly nothing to give insight into her enigmatic life or dampen the flames of his ever-growing curiosity.

      Something was different about her tonight. He couldn’t put his finger on exactly what had changed…the tilt of her head or the squared posture of her shoulders? Maybe it was the hint of rebellion that sparked in her eyes or the way she watched him when she thought he wasn’t looking. Whatever it was…the subtle difference in demeanor sent a jolt of attraction straight into his groin.

      Felony housed scores of pretty faces in Felony, but it was Ally who caught and held his attention. An air of reserve set her apart from the cheap girls with their heavy makeup and too-tight clothing. There was nothing aloof about Ally’s moss green eyes. Their clear depths sparkled with intelligence as they took in the room, and he had no doubt that she saw and heard much more than she let on. Tonight, those eyes were turbulent and willful, a combination that fanned the flames of his lust.

      “You’re crazy if you think you’re going to tap that.” Randy, an imposing giant of a man with dark auburn hair and stormy gray eyes, stepped up to the cash register and rang in an order with quiet efficiency. “Chick’s way out of your league, my friend.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.” Jack continued to polish the glass in his hand, absorbed in thought. Randy – best friend, wingman, and head of bar security – knew him better than anyone and read his thoughts with a perception that he found irritating at times like these.

      Randy shook his head as he poured four beers from the tap and set them onto the waitress’s tray. “She’s not the kind of girl to fall for your bullshit, bro. I hear she’s some kind of girl-wonder, works for Alessandro Reyes, practically runs the place. Girls like her don’t date guys like us.”

      “Humph.” Jack cocked an eyebrow at his friend. “Seems the sex gods are smiling down on me. She caught her ex and best friend in bed last week.” He jerked his head toward the couple at the end of the bar engaged in an embarrassing display of affection.

      “Oh, yeah. I know that guy. He’s a dick,” Randy said with his usual blunt honesty. “I’d do that girl he’s with though.”

      “Is there anyone you wouldn’t do?” Jack shook his head and opened a new bottle of tequila for the well.

      “Said the pot to the kettle.” Randy looked away from the couple, his attention caught by a pair of rough-looking men near the exit. As he turned his head, his tousled hair brushed an angry red scar visible above the collar of his t-shirt. The slash ran from ear to collarbone and gave him a dangerous air. “Not everyone has your luck with women, dude. You sweep through this place like a tornado every weekend. Some of us have to work to get laid.”

      Jack smirked at Randy then returned his gaze to Brian and Becca. They seemed oblivious to anyone and anything outside of their own intimate bubble, laughing as if they hadn’t a care in the world. He’d seen the hurt in Ally’s eyes as she scurried off to the lady’s room. Jaded as he was, it seemed callous to flaunt your infidelity under the nose of your ex. That kind of exploitation was the very thing he abhorred. Right from the start, he made damn sure that any woman who slept with him had no expectations beyond a mind-blowing orgasm and coffee the next morning. If they had any delusions of feelings on his part, then that was their own damn fault and not his.

      “Fifty bucks says you can’t get past first base,” Randy said, pulling a wad of bills from his front pocket and Jack from his introspection.

      “You’re on.”
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      THE LADIES room was a tiny four-stall affair with graffiti on the walls and a dingy linoleum floor that always seemed wet. Someone sniffled and sobbed from the far stall, visible only by black leather boots underneath the stall door. The drums of the band thudded through the walls, a muffled and distant throbbing like a heartbeat. Ally stepped into a stall next to the sniffler and drew in a deep breath to slow her racing pulse. Her physical reaction to the sudden appearance of the happy couple irritated her. After all, they were bound to run into each other eventually. Maybe this had been a bad idea. Maybe she should have stayed home until the wound was a little less raw.

      She used the bathroom then washed her hands. Jack’s phone number stood out in bold relief against her fair skin. She shook her head, amused by his arrogance. His empty flattery gave her flagging ego a well-needed boost even though she knew better than to take his pretty words to heart.

      When she was done, she considered going straight out the front door and as far away from the backstabbing pair as she could get. That would be admitting defeat, however, and she was too stubborn to do any such thing. After all, she had done nothing wrong and damned if she would validate their behavior by running. They were the ones who should be embarrassed. They were the ones who should slink away in shame. Instead of leaving, she lifted her chin, reclaimed her barstool, and set about the task of getting shit-faced drunk.

      Miss Ponytail had taken up residence in Jack’s Seat of Shame. The girl had one hand on Jack’s arm, rubbing the swell of his tattooed bicep with a sly smile on her crimson red lips. Upon seeing Ally, Jack deserted the new girl, grabbed two shot glasses and a bottle of Jack Daniels from behind the bar, and took up the empty barstool next to her.

      “That’s some crazy shit, them showing up here like that,” he said as he filled both glasses and pushed one towards her. “I admire your control. I probably would’ve punched one of them in the mouth.”

      For the millionth time that day, she withered with embarrassment. She decided to pretend indifference to cover her shame. “I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”

      “That. Over there.” He jerked his head in the direction of the happy couple. “They’re having a bit of a disagreement over whether to leave or stay. Seems your presence has shaken them up a little. Wanna know what they said?”

      The question gave birth to a dozen more emotions that she didn’t want to face. A flush crept up her neck and into her face. The heat of it burned her cheeks. “Didn’t your mother ever tell you that eavesdropping is impolite?”

      “She did,” he admitted with a flash of dimples, “but I learn the most interesting things that way.”

      She considered crawling inside her peep-toe pumps and never coming out. It was bad enough to be at the center of a devastating breakup but to rehash it with Captain Mayhem – a perfect stranger – was beyond demeaning. Jack stared at her with a half-smile curving his full lips, dark eyes serious and watchful like a cat stalking a mouse hole. This was some kind of twisted game to him, a test to see if she measured up to whatever standard he had set for her.

      “Thanks for the concern but I’m fine.” She tossed back the shot and slammed the glass down on the bar in one smooth motion. “I thought I was cut off.”

      He grinned and refilled both their glasses. “Seems I misjudged you, Popsicle. You’ve got a higher tolerance than I thought.”

      “Don’t call me that,” she said. “Why did you call me that? I hate it.”

      “Call you what?”

      “Popsicle.” She glared at him.

      He grinned again, mischief flashing in his dark eyes. “You remind me of a popsicle – sweet and cool – with a stick up your ass.”

      If anyone else had said that to her, she would have been offended but the way he said it with such obvious delight over his own cleverness – well, it was adorable. She bit her lip to hold back a smile. How did he do that? How could he make her want to laugh when everything had gone so horribly wrong? Even more troubling was the sweet pang of attraction she felt for him when her former fiancé stood a few feet away.

      “Shouldn’t you be working?” Maybe he would take the hint and go away. She had so many wayward thoughts to work through and his tempting presence only distracted her.

      “Probably, but this is way more fun.” He tossed back his own shot. “I consider this part of my job. You know – customer interaction.”

      The focus of his gaze left her face, slid down to her pink polished toes, and lingered for an indecent amount of time on her cleavage. That sinful look violated every prim and proper notion she had ever had about herself. In fact, it turned her on in a number of ways, most of which God and her ex-Marine father would never condone. Thank goodness she wasn’t religious, and her dad was on a trip to the Hamptons.

      A quick glance over Jack’s shoulder revealed Brian staring at them with shock and disapproval…or was that jealousy? Brian had never looked at her that way – not even in the beginning when their relationship had been fresh and new. Maybe it was the alcohol talking, but a sudden desire for revenge swept over her like a rogue wave. Brian didn’t like Jack and never had. It would bruise his considerable ego to see his spurned fiancée had moved on to someone else so quickly, that she had replaced him with someone like Jack. She straightened on her barstool. If Brian expected her to sit at home, bawling her eyes out, he was sadly mistaken.

      She turned to Jack. “I suppose you think you can solve all my problems.” She kept her tone light and flirtatious, the way she’d heard Becca talk to guys.

      “I’d like to try. You want to make that cheating bastard jealous? Maybe we need to remind him of what he’s lost.” Once again, he was in her head, anticipating her thoughts. He grinned and bit his lower lip. The gesture drew her gaze to his wide mouth. Full, sensuous, and slightly pink, those lips looked as if they’d just finished kissing someone. The thought sent pangs of desire shooting through her womb. She pressed her thighs together to stave them off. “I’m here for you, Popsicle. Whatever you need.”

      “I didn’t think one-on-one was your thing.”

      “Well, your friends can come, too.” The dark eyes gleamed. “If you’ll pardon the pun.”

      “That’s a generous offer, but I wouldn’t want to get lost in the crowd.” She attempted to toss her head, wobbled drunkenly, and gripped the bar to stabilize. “Maybe you should go ask Miss Ponytail over there. She seems to have a thing for you.” She nodded in the direction of Jack’s Seat of Shame, to the somewhat wilted blond who watched them with disappointment in her eyes.

      “Yeah, she’s willing…but girls like her are a dime a dozen.” He shrugged and leaned down to her. “You on the other hand…” With his mouth lingering millimeters away, his breath washed warm and soft over her ear. “You take my breath away and always have. Say the word and I’ll ditch her. We can take your mind off those problems you’re having. Consider it a birthday gift from me to you.”

      They stared at each other. Brian and Becca were forgotten. Jack’s boldness shocked her and sent her wavering between amused disbelief and turned-on. A lifetime of experience had taught her that guys like Jack weren’t interested in girls like her. They went for long-legged beauties with easy smiles and short skirts, not shy curvaceous girls with eating issues. With a sigh, she ran a finger around the edge of her shot glass. This had to be some sort of prank. The endless parade of girls through his Seat of Shame suggested he could have any girl he wanted – so why her?

      A glance over his shoulder at Brian and Becca steeled her nerve. The hell with her insecurities. The promise of revenge tasted so much sweeter.

      “Maybe we can go somewhere and talk about it.” Her words shocked her, but she took the leap, her confidence buoyed by the disapproving glares of Becca and Brian.

      Jack’s dark eyes narrowed as he weighed her sincerity. Her breath caught at the sultry stare. She might be the tiniest bit over her head. Guys like Jack took no prisoners and she could be his next – albeit willing – casualty. He jerked his head toward the back hallway. There was only one reason Jack took girls into the back and everyone knew it. Throwing caution to the wind, she abandoned her barstool and followed a few seconds behind him, noting with satisfaction Brian’s open-mouthed surprise and Becca’s tight-lipped frown.

      Jack didn’t turn around until they reached the end of the hallway. The only light came from the red exit sign above the back door which cast a devilish red glow on his angular features. She leaned against the wall, legs shaky more from nervousness than liquor-induced intoxication. She’d never done anything like this before – never dreamed of doing anything like this. Jack stopped and turned to face her, staring with an intensity that made her stomach flip.

      One second passed, then two, dragging by with leaden feet.

      In a flash, like two opposing magnets, their bodies snapped together. His lips crushed against her mouth and his hands cupped her face. Any thoughts of Brian dissolved in the sensation of being pressed against the wall by a tall hunk of manly perfection. Soft lips caressed and demanded. Her willing mouth opened to receive his kiss. Bearded stubble raked her chin as he pushed her back against the wall. A moan of pleasure escaped them both when he slid his hands upward to hold her breasts.

      The sensation of helplessness that happens just before a disaster, of being out of control and powerless to stop it, overwhelmed her. It was like driving a car on ice, unable to steer but committed to the ride. The hardness of his body dominated her softness. She ran her hands underneath his shirt to feel the swell and hollow of his muscular chest. Jack pulled her skirt up, well above her hips. They moved in perfect accord as if they had done it a million times, as if they belonged together in the darkened hallway. Her heart fluttered in excitement and her stomach clenched as his hand slid between her thighs.

      Rough and demanding, his muscular length pinned her against the smoke-stained wall. Skillful fingers moved between her thighs to bring her to a fever pitch. The loud music of the band vibrated through the wall and into her back. He tasted of cigarettes and whiskey and smelled faintly of leather and soap. Her liquor-soaked brain tried and failed to sort through all the sensations. The picture above her left shoulder rattled on its nail. She knew exactly how it felt, poised on the brink of falling and helpless to stop it. Jack put his hands beneath her bottom and lifted her up as if she weighed nothing. She wanted nothing more than to surrender, to let him take her in the back hallway of Felony, to eradicate any memories of Becca and Brian.

      Brian…

      Reason reared its ugly head. She panicked shoved hard on his chest then tore her lips from his.

      “Wait! Please.” The words were barely more than a gasp, but he heard her and froze.

      The music stopped. All she could hear was the thundering of her blood in her ears. They stood staring at each other, chests heaving, struggling for breath. After a few seconds, Jack swallowed hard and disentangled from her, backed away slowly until he was certain that she wouldn’t fall, and began to right his clothing. Her fingers shook and stumbled over the buttons of her blouse as she rushed to cover her exposed breasts.

      “Well, that was unexpected.” Jack’s voice broke the silence, hoarse and rough. Did he mean the kiss or her abrupt change of heart? “Did I hurt you?”

      “No, no,” she said, embarrassed. The guy must think she was a complete moron. “I can’t do this. I mean…I’m drunk and upset. This is all wrong.” Her hands trembled. Unshed tears welled up in her eyes. Damn! What was it with the tears today?

      Jack covered her hands with his and held them between their chests. When she looked up, the left corner of his lips curved in a smile and his eyes twinkled.

      “It’s alright. No big deal.” He dropped a light kiss on her forehead. “You’re right. This is not the time or the place.” He released her hands and deftly buttoned up her blouse. “Now close your eyes, take a deep breath, and relax.”

      She closed her eyes. Cleansing air rushed into her lungs. She took in a deep breath then exhaled. He was right; she felt better immediately. The band started playing again. She opened her eyes and their gazes met. They both grinned and her insecurities floated away.

      “I can’t find my panties,” she said. “I know I had them just a minute ago.”

      “I have that effect on women.” His smile broadened to reveal those delicious dimples. “Panties just fall off and disappear into thin air when I’m around.”

      He lit up a cigarette, violating the city non-smoking ban, and took a deep drag on it, eyeing her with cool interest. To her surprise, he took one of her hands in his. His grip was warm and reassuring. For some reason, she felt oddly comfortable with the guy like she’d known him forever. But what did she know about him? Nothing really…not where he lived or where he came from.

      “You don’t even know my name,” she said, thoughts taking shape aloud.

      “Allegra Taylor. But your friends call you Ally or Al,” he said. “125 Old Towne Road. You like peppermint gum and you floss your teeth with those little plastic pick things.”

      “How could you possibly know that?”

      “You left your purse on the bar when you went to the bathroom. I might have taken a peek inside it.” He had the good grace to look abashed, but his dark eyes flashed with mischief. When her brow furrowed, he raised an eyebrow, daring her to chastise him.

      “You did what?” At her look of horror, he laughed. The warm and pleasant sound washed over her, bringing a fresh tingle of excitement to her breasts and a shy smile to her lips.

      They fell into silence again as he smoked his cigarette, tendrils of smoke curling around his head. Jack continued to watch her with dark inscrutable eyes, the fingers of his left hand laced through hers. If only this moment could last forever, she thought while knowing that it would have to end. As if to prove her right, the hall door opened. A big guy with auburn hair, poked his head into the hallway and seemed relieved to find them both clothed.

      “Jack! Phone,” the guy said. “It’s you-know-who. Again.”

      “Take a message,” Jack bellowed, still staring at Ally.

      “Take your own damn message. What am I – your secretary?” The guy turned and disappeared. The door banged shut behind him.

      “Shit.” Jack sighed, dropped his cigarette to the floor, and crushed it out with the heel of his battered cowboy boot. He looked her up and down, face inscrutable. “I’ve got concert tickets for tomorrow night. Wanna go?”

      “Are you asking me on a date? I thought you didn’t do dates.” For the thousandth time that night, her heart skipped a beat. She put a hand on her chest to quiet it, hoping he couldn’t hear it thudding against her ribs.

      “I don’t but seems like you need a night out and I have an extra ticket.” He ran a finger along her cheek and traced the dimple tucked there. Unlike Jack, whose face was a study of symmetry, she only had one dimple. “It’s a perk of the job. Promoters are always handing out tickets. We could grab something to eat beforehand. Make an evening of it.”

      “I don’t know…” She bit her lower lip in contemplation as she wavered between flattered and distrust. The drunken, irrational part of her jumped up and down in excitement while the insecure, conservative part shook its head in warning. If he was able to charm the panties off of her after a few drinks, what might happen in the space of a few hours of close contact? “Thanks, but I’m not sure I’m up for it quite yet.”

      “Suit yourself. Maybe another time.” With an easy shrug, he turned and walked down the hallway. “Take it easy.” Something pink twirled around his finger as he walked.

      My panties.

      “Hey! Give those back.”

      “Souvenir,” he replied. “Something to remember you by.” He crushed the silk fabric in his hand, buried his nose in it, and took in a deep breath. Over his shoulder, he shot her another one of those dark, mischievous glances, a look that she was beginning to covet.

      He disappeared through the doorway and left her to lean against the wall for a few more minutes in an attempt to pull herself together. Tomorrow she would feel embarrassed and remorseful. In the present she was dizzy, euphoric, and a little bit disappointed that nothing more had happened. Her lips tingled from his kiss, a kiss that lit a desire unlike any she had ever known. Now she knew exactly why the redheaded girl was crying…because he was just that good. No matter how hard she tried to deny it, she was drawn to him.

      Get a grip, Taylor. You’ve made it this far. Don’t fall apart now.

      She exited back into the flashing lights and pulsating music, feeling a little like Alice emerging from the rabbit hole. Smoke from the stage hung thick in the air obscuring all but the vaguest of details. For a moment, she forgot where she was. She turned in a circle to get her bearings and ran straight into Brian.
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      ALLY’S HANDS splayed out on Brian’s chest in an attempt to stay upright. He gripped her biceps and held her out in front of him. The music, loud and gritty, reverberated through her chest. Brian recovered in an instant and dragged her over to the side of the bar. From the corner of her eye, she saw Jack return from the office looking preoccupied. He went straight to the cash register and slapped some money into the big auburn-haired guy’s hand.

      Brian squeezed her arms in a demand for attention. Hazy from Jack’s kisses and all the liquor, it took a moment for her eyes to focus in on his scowl. Every hair on his sandy brown head was sleeked into place. He wasn’t nearly as handsome as she remembered. Compared to Jack’s edgy bad-boy chic, Brian’s smarmy smirk, button-down white shirt, and khaki pants seemed fastidious and dull. Or maybe he had always been that way and she had been too dazzled by his pedigree and bank statement to notice.

      “Are you alright?” he asked. “What were you doing back there with that guy? You were gone forever.”

      “Let go of me.” She tried to step back, but his iron grip kept her frozen in place. “I have nothing more to say to you, Brian.” It was true; she’d already said everything she had to say the night of The Breakup, the night that she’d found him screwing the brains out of her best friend. The realization brought a bit of peace to her disgruntled soul, but righteous indignation still smoldered beneath the surface.

      “You’re screwing him, aren’t you? That bartender guy?” He jerked his head towards Jack. “What’s going on with you two?”

      “What do you care?” She yanked her arms out of his grip and swayed on the heels of her stilettos. “You gave up the right to care the moment you screwed my best friend.”

      “You’re not his type, Ally.” The insult behind his statements cut to the quick, and she had to bite her lip to hold back the angry, hurtful words. He assumed that she wasn’t good enough for Jack or – her gut twisted with realization – for him. She wanted to hurt him, to make him feel the way she felt but hesitated. Anything she said would only make her sound weak or bitchy.

      “Look, I’m trying to be an adult about this whole thing. We broke up. You’re sleeping with my best friend. I accept that and I’m moving on. I think we should just walk away before one of us says something that we will both regret.” With the euphoria of Jack’s kisses still clinging about her, it was a bit easier to take the high road than she’d imagined.

      “Must have been a pity fuck,” Brian muttered as she pushed past him.

      Rage and humiliation flooded through her. Her fingers clenched into fists with the desire to slap him hard across the mouth. Why did he always have to go there – to make her feel as if she was never good enough? Taking a deep breath, she drew herself up to her full five feet six inches and turned to stare him straight in the eyes.

      “That was low, Brian.” Her voice was cold and even, edged with steel while her insides quivered with hurt. “You’ve already humiliated and embarrassed me by screwing my best friend. You don’t have to be an ass about it.”

      His hazel eyes softened, and he stepped back. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I only wanted to say hello and make sure you were okay.” He waved a hand helplessly. “I didn’t know it would hurt so much to see you with someone else.”

      “Take that feeling, multiply it by a thousand, and you might come somewhere close to how it felt to walk in on you with Becca.” The words hung on the air between them as she took another step away from him. He seemed like a stranger, like some distant acquaintance. The connection between them had dissolved; there was no pulse of attraction, no empathy, no desire. The realization saddened her. It really was over. She felt nothing for him.

      She might have lost all feeling for Brian, but the tingle of gooseflesh along her arms told her that Jack was at her elbow. He loomed over her shoulder like an archangel. A glance at his face showed it dark and inscrutable but his eyes snapped with vitality. Their energy renewed her flagging spirit.

      “Everything alright over here?” His deep voice rumbled with quiet authority. “Is he bothering you, Ally?”

      “It’s okay,” she said. “He was just leaving.” She smiled in reassurance, took a step backward and tripped headlong over the leg of a barstool. The roughened boards of the floor rose to meet her. She landed on her butt with a dull thud and a squeak of surprise.

      As if I haven’t been humiliated enough.

      With a groan of exasperation, she struggled to get her feet underneath her. Both men extended a hand to help her up.

      “Ally…jeesh! Are you hurt?” Jack loomed over her. His broad shoulders blotted out the rest of the room.

      “I might be dying…from embarrassment.” A streak of pain jabbed into her backside as she scrambled to recover her dignity. “And I think my butt might be broken.”

      Her confession was rewarded with a burst of surprised laughter from Jack. “Girl, you are officially cut off.” The warmth in his eyes brought a rueful smile to her lips. She slipped her hand into his, let him pull her up from the floor and dust off her backside like an errant child. If Brian was still there, she didn’t notice.

      With the back of his hand, Jack stroked her cheek and smiled. “If he ever bothers you, you let me know.” The unexpectedness of his gallantry made her bottom lip quiver. Tears again? Seriously? She swallowed back the feeling with a shudder and bowed her head so that he wouldn’t see her vulnerability. She feared that more than anything.

      The emotional turmoil and excessive liquor of the evening had finally taken their toll. Her knees quivered, and she slumped against him, her forehead falling against his chest.

      “I need to go home,” she murmured into his chest and took a deep breath of the fabric softener in his shirt.

      “Want me to call a cab for you?”

      She heaved a grateful sigh of relief that the drama might be over, if only for the night.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The cab lurched forward in a cloud of blue smoke and the squeal of tires before it disappeared around the next corner. A mangy black cat sprinted across the street in front of Jack and dissolved into the shadows of the dark and deserted alley. The streetlight overhead flickered and extinguished leaving him alone in the darkness. The only sound came from the bass drum inside the building, dull and muffled like a pulse through the thick brick walls.

      Long after the taxi disappeared, Jack stood on the sidewalk, mulling over the novel sensation of defeat. How long had it been since a female left him standing at the curb? Her absolute disinterest in him left him scratching his head. When he had pressed her soft body against the wall in the back hallway, he could have sworn that she wanted him just as much as he wanted her. The moans of pleasure when he cupped her breasts still echoed in his ears and the pent-up passion behind the heat of her kisses left a residual of gooseflesh on his forearms.

      Maybe he’d lost his edge. The fingers of his right hand twitched over the breast pocket of his shirt in search of cigarettes. He wasn’t exactly a kid anymore. At his age, he should be settled into a home with a wife and kids. Instead, he slept on the foldout sofa in his best friend’s apartment, drinking himself into oblivion with a different nameless, faceless girl every night. The notion brought weariness to his bones, deep and penetrating.

      “Are you going to stand out here all night or what?” Randy poked his head out of the door with the look of a proprietary parent.

      “Got any cigarettes? I could use a smoke.”

      Randy patted down his pockets, came up with a crumpled pack of Marlboro’s, and tossed them in Jack’s direction. “I thought you quit.”

      “Since when did you become my babysitter anyway?” He glared at his buddy, lit the cigarette, and took a long soothing pull on the filter.

      “Right about the same time I became your damn secretary,” Randy said. With his right hand, he dug deep into his front jeans pocket, withdrew a crumpled piece of paper, and smoothed it out with thick blunt fingers. “Eleven times she’s called, man. And that’s just today.” He smashed the piece of paper against Jack’s chest. “I guess you didn’t take her phone call earlier?” Jack shook his head and Randy scowled again. “I’m telling you, Jack…you need to deal with this.”

      “Why?” Jack flicked away the ashes from his cigarette with a practiced hand. “She’ll get bored and go away. She always does.”

      “I don’t think so, man. Not this time. You’ve rained on her parade and she’s not going to take it lying down.” Randy shook a cigarette out of the pack for himself as two drunken patrons stumbled out of the door behind him, laughing. One of them unzipped his fly and leaned a hand on the brick wall to urinate. Randy cleared his throat and the guy hastily zipped up.

      “Does this look like a toilet to you? The owner doesn’t take kindly to people pissing on his building,” Randy said. He sniffed and inhaled in a way that made him swell to even larger proportions.

      “Sorry.” The two men hastily backed away. “We don’t want any trouble.”

      “You guys aren’t driving, are you?” Jack eyed them up and down. He had a strict rule about letting patrons drive home drunk, going so far as to call cabs or arrange for sober drivers when necessary. Most taxis avoided that side of town, but he’d made a deal with one of the cab companies to service the bar patrons and gave them a cut of the door on busy nights.

      “Hell, no,” said the shortest of the pair. “We walked here.”

      “Good. Then get out of here.” Jack turned his attention back to Randy. “Maybe we should think about getting a van to cart some of these people home.”

      “That’s a good idea, but don’t think you can change the subject.” Randy took a long draw on his cigarette, the end glowing cherry red in the darkness.

      “Look, I appreciate your concern, but I don’t need you busting my balls over Chelsea.” Jack threw the cigarette to the ground with more force than necessary and ground it out with his booted toe. “She and I are history. End of story. I have no desire to start up a sequel.” He rounded on Randy, feeling a twinge of misdirected anger. “I seem to recall that you were the one pushing me to let her go. Make up your mind, dude.”

      “Don’t get all shitty with me. I don’t give a rat’s ass one way or the other. I’m just saying that the longer you put her off the worse it’s going to be.” Randy tossed his cigarette to the pavement as well, gray eyes flashing. He had the personality of a redhead, quick to anger, although he didn’t show it very often. “And as I recall, I was the one who had to haul your drunken ass out of jail the last time you two hooked up. My wallet can’t afford any more tender reunions like that.”

      “Quit your bitching,” Jack said, his good humor returning. “I paid you back and I’ve bailed you out twice since then.”

      “Oh, yeah. Right.” They both laughed then fell silent, lost in separate musings. Deep inside, Jack knew that Randy was right. Evasion would solve nothing; only exacerbate his already miserable situation.

      “What do you think she wants?” Randy was the first to break the silence.

      “Who the hell knows…a place to crash? More money?” The very notion that anyone wanted Jack’s money brought a hearty laugh from them both, given Jack’s current state of destitution. That seemed the most likely explanation, although it could be any number of things. The girl wasn’t exactly in her right mind most of the time.
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      ON WEDNESDAY morning, Jack rolled out of bed as daylight was breaking, pissed off and hung-over. Randy had some chick in the bedroom and a herd of buffalo as well from the sound of it. The banging of the headboard against the wall echoed the pounding inside his brain. They’d been at it all night while he – the infamous Jack Jameson — had spent the night alone on the uncomfortable sofa bed, too drunk to sleep and too tired to do anything about it. Maybe he needed to think about getting a place of his own. Muttering curses, he pulled on a pair of sweat pants and hit the pavement for a run.

      After the first mile, Jack’s agitation began to dissipate. By the second mile, he had sweated out the last vestiges of his hangover. At the end of the third mile, endorphins kicked in and he began to enjoy himself. An endless blue sky stretched overhead, unbroken by clouds. The air rushed over his skin like a tepid bath. As the miles fell away, so did the confusion surrounding his life.

      With his good humor restored, he went straight into the stock room at Felony. After a few hours of hard work, he stopped to wipe the sweat from his brow with the back of one forearm and catch his breath. The air conditioning unit, long past its prime, had quit sometime in the night. The upstairs apartment and the bar were stifling hot. To top things off, the heat had resurrected his hangover and his head thumped with every beat of his heart.

      His eyes wandered over the smoke-stained walls and battered floors. At night, the place reeked of atmosphere and mystery, but daylight showed every structural flaw, revealing nothing more than a dilapidated old building with a multitude of sins that he could never absolve. Felony was in dire financial straits. The place had been a sinking ship when he took over the management from his uncle David and the cash flow had dried up to a trickle. Creditors hounded him day and night, even going so far as to confront him in the parking lot and at the gym.

      Somehow, he had to revitalize the club and entice people to come. Too many bar fights had tarnished the reputation of the place and kept away the less adventurous patrons. He had several strategies in mind to widen the customer base and generate business, most of which involved a substantial layout of non-existent cash.

      With his break finished, he continued stacking the heavy cases of beer into the tiny stockroom, arranging them with the fastest selling brands to the front and the oldest product on top. A stock boy should be doing this work. That was another problem – finding good help. Despite a struggling local economy and high unemployment rate, it had been nearly impossible to find reliable workers. Lucky for him, Randy did the work of a half-dozen employees. The guy had a talent for bartending and made a damn good head of security with his street smarts and intimidating size. But that still left a need for waitresses and a good accountant to take care of the books. After three months, he had barely waded through the first stack of invoices and statements on his desk.

      A quick glance at his watch showed that the air conditioning technician was three hours late. He needed the system repaired today. If the guy didn’t show up soon, he’d be forced to pay the after-hours rate, a thought that made his bank account cringe. Record-breaking temperatures seared the city. Waves of heat undulated above the pavement outside and the air seemed thick with humidity. The century old brick walls of the building acted like an oven, collecting and storing heat. On the positive side, it was only Wednesday. That gave him a little time to get repairs made, but the window of opportunity narrowed with the passing of each hour. Once the cooling system was up and running, it would take hours for the place to cool down again.

      In a stroke of luck, he had been able to book an up and coming popular local band, The Smoking Buttholes, for Friday night and anticipated a full house. This could be the shot in the arm his bank account needed. Still, the idea of two hundred sweating drunken bodies crammed into a building without air conditioning sounded like cruel and unusual punishment. It was a well-known fact that excessive heat led to shorter tempers and increased brawling. The rising tensions between the bikers and the metal heads were already a real threat, a situation that didn’t need any encouragement.

      The buzzer at the back door cut through the silence like an air horn, startling him, the obnoxious sound splitting his skull like an ax. That had to be the technician; he wasn’t expecting any more deliveries for the day. Relief was short-lived as the buzzer rang again, jolting every nerve in his body. One hand gripped his temples as he climbed over the remaining beer cases scattered in the hallway.

      He swung open the heavy steel security door and came face to face with his worst nightmare – Chelsea. Warning bells joined the pounding blood between his temples as she brushed past him in a cloud of perfume that rolled his stomach. He’d been avoiding her for weeks and knew with one hundred percent certainty it was only a matter of time before she found him and began to systematically destroy his life.

      The woman strode into the hallway, dressed to kill in a short skirt and halter top, looking too thin and too pale, but otherwise much better than she had the last time he had seen her two months ago. He used to consider her sexy as hell; now the sight of her made his stomach turn. She was still pretty in that predatory cat kind of way, but the shortcomings of her character blotted out any attraction he might have once felt.

      The technician showed up at that exact moment or Jack would have thrown her out on her ass without a second thought. Instead, he briefed the man on the problem then returned to find her in his office sitting behind his desk, rifling through the drawers like a deranged squirrel foraging for nuts. He stood in the doorway watching her until she sensed his presence and looked up with an unabashed grin.

      “Where are your cigarettes? I’m dying for a smoke.” She resumed digging.

      “I quit,” he said. “And there’s no smoking in the building. You’ll have to go outside.” And once she went outside, he’d bolt the door behind her.

      “You quit smoking?” She smirked and rolled her eyes. “Right.” The laughter died on her lips as he strode around to her side of the desk.

      “I thought I told you to leave me alone. What part of that did you not understand?” He slammed the drawer shut with a bang, narrowly missing her fingers. Nothing ever changed with her. She was as irritating as that damned back door buzzer. With a heavy sigh, he removed her forcibly from his chair and took a seat there himself.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d think that you weren’t glad to see me.” Her lower lip jutted out in an insincere pout. There had been a time when that expression might have tugged at his heart, but those days were long past.

      “What do you want? More money?” He sat back in his chair, assessing her. “Well, tough shit. I’m broke. You won’t get another cent out of me. You’ll have to find some other sucker to bleed dry.”

      “Don’t get your panties in a twist, Jack. What makes you think I want something? Maybe I’m just here to see you.” As she smiled, the slanted blue eyes crinkled at the corners in amusement.

      “You never do anything without an ulterior motive.”

      “I could say the same about you.” She parked her butt on the edge of his desk and swung a long leg back and forth. “Why are you always so pissed at me? You’re not still upset about that little thing that happened, are you?”

      He sighed and scrubbed his face with his hands before he spoke. “It wasn’t a little thing. You slept with my brother.”

      “I don’t know why you keep bringing that up. It was years ago. You know, it’s not healthy to harbor so much negativity inside. Maybe you should take some anger management classes…”

      “Look, Chels, I’m busy. Say what you need to say and get out.” She cocked her head to one side like a bird. Not wanting to encourage her with conversation, he waited while she formulated her next move. An all too familiar expression of contemplation hovered on the heart-shaped face; he could see the wheels turning behind those exotic eyes and knew that danger lurked just around the corner.

      “I don’t want anything from you, Jack. I’m in town on business and wanted to say hello.” She crossed her long shapely legs at the knee, baring a good deal of thigh in the process.

      “You don’t know anyone here. You’re unemployed. What business could you possibly have here?”

      “Oh, this and that.” She attempted to pick up a stack of invoices from the desk, but he slammed a hand down on the papers. She jumped to her feet. “Geesh! What is your problem?”

      “You are my problem,” he said, as the pounding between his temples started up once more. He needed aspirin and a beer, maybe several beers, if he ever wanted to feel normal again. “Whatever you’re selling, I’m not buying. Now take your scrawny ass out of here before I throw you out.”

      His frustration hit new heights when she made no attempt to move. He abhorred violence against women, but his fingers curled at the intoxicating idea of wrapping around her slender neck and choking the life out of her.

      “I thought maybe we could grab some dinner or go see a movie or something.” One long fingernail like a talon traced the outline of the desk calendar as she peered up at him through thick black lashes. “You know… maybe catch up on things.” The subtle change in intonation over the words catch up let him know exactly what was on her mind and it wasn’t conversation.

      Their last little reunion had resulted in one of the biggest mistakes he’d ever made and damned if he was eager to repeat that disaster any time soon. With uncanny perception, she’d caught him in a weak moment, and they’d tumbled into bed like two horny teenagers. Their little interlude had meant nothing to him — hell, he’d been so drunk that he hardly remembered it — but she clung to it with a desperation that made his gut wrench. He’d already wasted too many years of his life on her. Damn if he would squander even another second on her deceitful, traitorous ass.

      He said nothing but stood up, took her by the elbow, and propelled her toward the door. She huffed but let him escort her out of the office, brushing her shiny black hair out of her eyes with a free hand. When they reached the back door, she jerked her arm away and straightened her top with an indignant scowl.

      “You don’t have to be so mean about it.” A scowl creased her pale forehead as she dug through her purse for the car keys. “I thought maybe we could hang out like we used to. I miss you, Jack. We used to be best friends.”

      She was wrong; they had never been friends. Their relationship had been fueled by cocaine and sex, nothing more. He had to be mean, had to harden his heart against her. Otherwise, she would prey on his sympathies and worm her way back into his life quicker than a flash of lightning. Her presence was the last thing he needed when he had finally begun to pull his life together. Just because her life was in the toilet didn’t mean she had to drag him in there with her. The girl must have some kind of radar that homed in on his impending happiness, allowing her to swoop in like a vulture and tear it all apart.

      “Chelsea, for the last time, I’m not being mean. I’m being honest. You should try it sometime. You and I have nothing to say to each other anymore.” He nudged her toward the door.

      The harsh tone of his voice gave her pause. The blue eyes widened and for an instant, he imagined the glimmer of tears. That misguided notion made him laugh out loud. It must have been the reflection from the bare light bulb overhead. She wasn’t capable of any sincere emotion. She raised a hand to caress his cheek. His skin twitched under the touch of her cool fingers.

      “When did you stop loving me, Jack?”

      “I never loved you. Remember? We’ve been over these a million times.” He swatted her hand away and gave her another small push toward the door, herding her over the threshold, using his size against her.

      “We’ll always be tied to each other.”

      “The only tie we ever had was our lifestyle. And if you haven’t noticed, I’ve been away from that stuff for years. If you had any brains, you’d get away from it too.”

      She snorted at that, tossed her hair, and straightened. The girl had tenacity, or maybe it was just the inability to realize when she was defeated.

      “Who is she? Anyone I know?” She smiled at him in a patronizing way that raised the hairs on the back of his neck. That knowing smirk pissed him off, as if she knew him better than himself. He groaned in exasperation and scrubbed his face with both hands.

      “None of your business.”

      “That’s not a denial.” She studied his face with shrewd blue eyes. “Whoever she is, I hope she’s prepared for a lifetime of heartbreak and disappointment. You kinda suck at relationships.”

      He forced his face to go blank. Chelsea had homed in on the very thing that he himself hadn’t been able to admit. For the first time in years, he dared to hope that there was someone, or the possibility of someone, in his future. That tiny glimmer of hope, no matter how minute, was the only thing holding him together lately.
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* * *

      With Chelsea finally gone, Jack sat down behind his desk. From force of habit, he grabbed his cell phone and scrolled through the contact list in search of female companionship, someone to take away the dull ache of emptiness that he always felt after an encounter with her. He started to hit redial on his cell then stopped himself midway. Did he really want to open up that Pandora’s Box? The best he could possibly hope for was another one-night stand with a girl he didn’t really like. He was getting so tired of waking up in someone else’s bed. The pounding behind his eyes increased. He scrubbed his face with his hands to ease the tension. After a few more minutes of contemplation, he opened the top desk drawer to search for some aspirin among the cluster of ink pens and paper clips that rested there. There was no aspirin, but he did find a lone cigarette, trapped behind a roll of tape, a stapler, and Ally’s panties.

      The satin slipped through his fingers like a whisper, evocative of their owner and the kiss in the hallway. Without a doubt, he’d sacrifice a dozen meaningless encounters for one chance at a significant relationship with Ally. She was so different from what he was used to…so together. Most of the girls he knew had the depth of a mud puddle, but Ally’s green eyes seemed fathomless. The need to learn the secrets held within those emerald depths had him craving her like a drug. The memory of her confrontation with Brian, her calm and cool reception despite what had to be a torrent of emotions raging behind her composure, brought a smile to his lips. Controlled…that was the word. Lacking that quality himself, her self-control fascinated him. He’d like to break that control. When he’d kissed her, he felt that control slip to reveal just a taste of the passion that lurked inside her, and man, it had tasted good.

      Who was he kidding? Ally would never get involved with him. She had more class in her little finger than he could ever hope to possess. Chelsea’s words of warning echoed in his head. You kind of suck at relationships. Of course, Chelsea would say that. Her only ambition in life was to make him miserable, a skill that she had perfected over the years. Any trouble he had maintaining a relationship stemmed directly from the mental torture he’d suffered at her hands. The crazy bitch would be a challenge to any relationship he might hope to have. With a sigh, he shoved the panties back into the drawer. He’d have to cross that bridge when he came to it.
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      ON THE other side of town, Ally heaved a sigh at the mountain of paperwork on her desk. The muscles in her neck and shoulders contracted, sending a spike of pain straight into the center of her brain. The frequency and intensity of those headaches were directly proportional to the ever-growing stress in her life. With a groan, she yanked open her bottom desk drawer and rummaged for the bottle of aspirin she kept there. Something had to change, or her head would explode. As she washed down two caplets with a drink of bottled water, her cell phone vibrated. She didn’t have to look at the caller ID to know who it was on the other end of the line. Brian had left numerous voicemails since their encounter at Felony, most of which Ally had deleted unheard. They ranged from angry to indifferent, with requests to collect his belongings from her house, meet for lunch, or concern for her general welfare. In fact, he’d called her more in the last few days than he had in the past three months of their relationship.

      Seeking more pleasant thoughts, she chewed on the end of her pencil and stared out the window of her office with visions of Jack in her mind. The weekend was only a few days away and she was tempted to make a return appearance at Felony but feared she’d lose another pair of panties and maybe her self-respect in the process. There was something about the guy she couldn’t resist. The memory of his embrace sent her pulse into overdrive. Heat rushed from her chest up to her neck then into her face. She fanned her cheeks with the weekly financial statement.

      With her eyes closed, she could remember his scent, a mixture of soap and leather combined with a whiff of tobacco. She felt the touch of his calloused palms as they slid up her thighs and the tickle of his bearded stubble on her chin as he nipped at her neck. Her breath came short at the memory.

      The phone rang, and she jumped.

      “Your lunch is here.” Penny, the crabby middle-aged receptionist buzzed in on the intercom, raspy voice tinged with irritation. She made no attempt to hide her dislike of Ally.

      “Huh? What lunch? I didn’t order lunch.” Ally disconnected the intercom, but Penny rang back immediately.

      “He said he’s not leaving until you see him.” Penny’s voice lowered to a confidential whisper. “I really think you’re going to want to talk to this guy.”

      “Fine. Send him in.” Annoyed, Ally spun around in her chair and made a move to stand. “I have got to get a better receptionist.”

      The door swung open. Jack strode into the office, looking cool and casual in a black cotton t-shirt with the word Anarchy splashed across the chest and black jeans faded to a soft gray at the knees. Under each arm, he carried a large brown paper bag. The scent of garlic and spices wafted in with him underscored by the clean scent of soap and aftershave. He flashed a blinding smile at her, all full lips and white teeth, punctuated by dimples. She’d never seen him in the daylight except in her daydreams. To see him standing live and in the flesh in the middle of her office rendered her speechless. A vague sense of anticipation pitted deep in her belly. It was a little like finding a panther in your parlor; beautiful and dangerous with the knowledge that something might get broken.

      Too shocked to speak, she could only gape at him. Her office was large by most standards, but he filled the room with his presence. Even five paces away, she could feel the heat from his body and the pull of attraction. And he’d brought food. Her stomach growled, stirred to life by the delicious aroma of spices.

      “Well, hello to you, too,” he said. Without waiting for a reply, he took a quick look around and set the bags down on the coffee table next to the windows. “Jesus, Ally. This view is fan-fucking-tastic!”

      He stood in front of the windows with his back to her, showing the broad line of his shoulders and back, narrow hips, and the snug curve of denim over a perfect ass. The stark black lines of tattoos snaked out beneath the short sleeves of his t-shirt, at odds with the vintage chic of her office. Oblivious to her surprise, he turned and walked the perimeter of the room, trailing a hand over the furniture as he walked. He paused in front of the framed diplomas hanging on the wall and turned to cock an eyebrow at her.

      “Double major and a masters? I knew you were beautiful, but smart too?”

      Whispers and giggles from the hallway drew her attention back to the door of her office where two female marketing assistants lingered, eyes wide with admiration for Jack. With a stormy glare, she walked over to the door and closed it on their noses then swallowed hard to regain her composure by the time she turned to face him.

      “Are you crazy? What are you doing here?” He was smiling at her, dimples ablaze. She tried not to smile back, but it was impossible. He’d been thinking about her, too. The idea warmed her insides like full-blown sunshine after a thunderstorm.

      “I brought lunch,” he said, striding back to the coffee table. “I wasn’t sure what you liked so I took a chance on Italian. I hope that’s okay.” As he spoke, he delved into the bags and placed containers of food on the table. It was more than okay; the only thing she liked better than pasta was Jack’s dimples.

      “Do you do this often? Surprise random women with lunch?” She peeked into one of the bags, intrigued.

      “Never. And you are definitely not random.” The dimples flashed. “Look, I’ve got a tight schedule today, so we’ve got to make this quick. Gotta be out of here in thirty minutes. I’ve got two interviews for a new waitress. And God knows I need them bad.”

      As he spoke, he placed two cloth placemats with matching napkins, plates, and silverware on the table then proceeded to pour sparkling Pellegrino into two plastic champagne flutes, garnished them with lemon wedges. The attention to detail surprised her. Just exactly what was he up to? This wasn’t some sleazy takeout. He'd put thought into this meal. She tried and failed to think of any time that Brian had done something like this for her. Her traitorous stomach growled again.

      “I don’t usually eat lunch,” she said weakly as another wave of delightful scents hit her nose. As a former fat girl, she gained weight just from looking at anything that smelled so wonderful.

      “Bullshit.” He stopped long enough to give her an appraising look and shake his head. “I like a girl with a little meat on her bones and believe me. Ally, you’ve got it all in the right places. Besides, I can help you work that off later.” One of his graceful eyebrows shot up in mischief.

      The feast presented too much temptation to be ignored, no matter what the motives behind it. A colorful salad tossed with red wine and vinegar dressing. Tender chicken medallions nestled in a bed of angel hair pasta tossed with olive oil, sundried tomatoes, and artichokes to which he applied a dusting of freshly grated parmesan cheese. Garlic bread still steaming from the oven brought a fresh flood of saliva to her mouth. Another container held classic spaghetti with tomato sauce and meatballs the size of her fist. As if that weren’t enough, he opened a final container filled with two slices of cheesecake.

      “I suppose I can take a few minutes.” Hunger pangs and physical attraction to him weakened her resolve. How often did a gorgeous guy bring lunch to her office? Never. She sat down in the blue leather wingback chair across from him, determined to enjoy the rare treat. “Where did you get this?”

      “There’s a great bistro down the street. Remind me to take you there sometime. Giovanni, the owner, is a friend of mine. Which do you want? The chicken or the meatballs?”

      “Can I have a little of both?”

      He raised an eyebrow in surprise but smiled. “You can have anything you want, sweetheart.” He dished out a generous portion of each onto her plate. “Now –– you eat, and I’ll talk.”

      Her fork, laden with a hefty bite of angel hair, froze in midair. She had a thing about eating in front of men, the remnants of a chubby childhood. “No way. I’m not eating unless you do.”

      “Fine.” He twirled a generous amount of spaghetti onto his fork and shoved it into his mouth. Satisfied, she took a bite off her own plate and moaned in pure ecstasy. It was delicious. He smiled. “Wait until you try the cheesecake.”

      “I don’t eat dessert.” As soon as she spoke, she regretted the words. One look at the creamy wedges drizzled with black cherries and a dollop of fresh whipped cream brought a fresh flood of saliva to her palate. She had to watch every calorie that went into her mouth; she could gain weight just from looking at cheesecake. It was as if he knew all of her weaknesses and preyed upon them. “Tell me the truth. You’re the devil, aren’t you?”

      He chuckled in genuine amusement. “I love cheesecake,” he replied, eyes glued to her lips. “But when I eat it, it usually involves nudity and a necktie.”

      The image caused her to choke on a bite of chicken. He thumped her on the back but didn’t laugh for which she was thankful. A necktie? Holy crap! Her insides quivered with all the possibilities that involved.

      “You didn’t come to the bar last weekend,” he said. “I thought maybe you got back with your douche bag Brian.” With his index finger, he wiped a drop of tomato sauce from her chin then sucked it from his finger.

      “He’s not my douche bag. Not anymore.” She took a piece of garlic bread, broke it into halves and dipped it in the spaghetti sauce.

      “What did you ever see in that guy, anyway?”

      She hunched her shoulders hunched forward and concentrated on her plate. “He’s not a bad guy. Not really. Sometimes good people do bad things. And as much as I hate to admit it, it’s not all his fault.”

      He snorted and put another piece of bread on her plate then refilled her glass. If only he had something stronger to put in it.

      “Somehow I doubt that. A guy would be stupid to throw someone like you away.”

      The unexpected compliment warmed her, but she shook her head in disagreement. “No. I’ve been thinking about it a lot. I’ve been pushing him away for a long time. I never had time for him. There was always something going on with work.”

      “Are you still in love with him?”

      There it was. The million-dollar question. The very thing that had kept her awake for the last three nights. Did she still love Brian? It was hard to love someone who had conspired to deceive her. Staring into Jack’s brown eyes made it even more difficult to remember having felt anything at all for Brian.

      “Why are you here, Jack? For real. And how did you know where I worked?” A prompt change of subject matter seemed prudent.

      “I saw your ID badge in your purse the other night.” Jack leaned back into his chair. He had a way of looking at her as if she mattered, as if he saw something worthwhile in her. It sent shivers down her back. “Your nose is crooked,” he said. “Just a little. Right there.” He touched the bridge of her nose with the tip of his finger.

      “I broke it when I was twelve.” She ran her finger over the length of her nose. “I fell off a horse. My dad always wanted me to get it fixed, but I don’t see the point, really.”

      “Don’t.” He put a finger beneath her chin and tilted her face up to stare into her eyes. Heat rushed into her cheeks under the scrutiny. “It makes you interesting…different…beautiful.”

      The very notion that Jack, the epitome of male perfection, thought she was beautiful brought a hint of a smile to her lips. Her initial perception of him as a shallow womanizer and the reality of who he was were two very different things. Charming, witty, and handsome. A triple threat by all accounts. He was so much more than she’d ever imagined, and every minute she spent in his company only intensified her pathetic schoolgirl crush. When he took his finger from her chin and leaned back, she let out a dreamy sigh. He brought her food, for goodness sake – good food – and he was looking damn fine today. What woman could resist that?

      “I’m not going to sleep with you, Jack.” Even she wasn’t fooled by the conviction behind her words.

      “Beautiful and presumptuous,” he said. “Did I say anything about sex? No. I didn’t. Besides, I’m still trying to make up my mind about you.”

      She leaned forward. Her blouse fell open to reveal the swell of one breast. The sweep of his gaze across her cleavage sent butterflies into her stomach as if he’d touched her there. How did that happen? One wayward glance from him had her panties in a twist. “Which one did you go home with last Friday? The redhead or Miss Ponytail?”

      “Now you really are pissing me off,” he said with a scowl.

      “I’m not trying to be mean. I’m just trying to understand. I’ve been going to Felony for a long time and you always leave with someone. I’m not stupid enough to think that you changed overnight.”

      “That’s fair.” He brushed breadcrumbs from his shirt and tossed the napkin onto his empty plate. “Believe it or not, I went home alone.”

      His answer took her by surprise. She didn’t want to believe him, but one look into his dark eyes and she had no doubt that he spoke the truth. Eyes like that didn’t lie. The clarity of their brown depths spoke volumes about his sincerity. He stared back at her with one eyebrow cocked as if daring her to challenge his answer. She cleared her throat and tried to look away but couldn’t. No, if there was one thing she knew for certain, Jack didn’t lie. He didn’t need to.

      She shook her head to break the spell. A few more minutes of his heated chocolate stare and she’d be flat on her back with her legs in the air. Then the office gossips really would have something to talk about. “Thanks for lunch.”

      “We aren’t done yet.” He glanced at the brass and mahogany grandfather clock behind her. “I still have another ten minutes of your time.” She stood. He rose with her, a lithe and graceful motion. “You want to know what I think?”

      “Does it matter? I’m sure you’re going to tell me anyway.” She took a step backward and he moved with her, herding her backwards in a seductive dance until the backs of her thighs came up against the desk, so close that her skin prickled with a sudden rush of heat.

      “I think that if you were really into Brian, you would’ve made the time for him. I think that you’re secretly relieved to be free of him and feeling guilty about it. I think that deep down inside you’re dying to break out of this cage you’ve built for yourself with someone who knows how to give a girl what she needs.”

      Despite the climate-controlled environment, her temperature shot up another degree. Those brown eyes bored into her, fringed by ridiculously long black eyelashes, the irises flecked with black and gold and turning darker by the second. “And I suppose you think that you have what I need.” It was a stupid statement; by the size of the bulge in his jeans, he had what every woman needed.

      Her heart stuttered, stopped, and started up again with the notion that he was going to kiss her…right in the middle of her office…in broad daylight. He licked his lips, and she mimicked the action without conscious thought. Her gaze flickered from his lips to his eyes and back again.

      “What is it you need, Ally? All you have to do is ask for it and I’ll be more than happy to give it to you.”

      A dozen illicit thoughts ran through her mind all at once. She needed a lot of things and most of them culminated with Jack between her legs. She sucked in a ragged breath, tried and failed to think about anything that didn’t involve tearing off his clothes. All the moisture left her mouth. With his nose next to her ear, the warmth of his breath sent shivers of pleasure down her spine. He inhaled through his nose as if testing the bouquet of a fine wine.

      “You ever fuck someone, Ally? I’m not talking about prim and proper missionary position in the dark. I’m talking about a ball-slapping, headboard-banging, sweaty fuck. Hard. Deep. And very…very… slow.”

      The breath caught in her throat then escaped with a small, strangled noise like a drowning cat. He hadn’t touched her, but she could feel the heat from his chest seeping through her blouse to her breasts, bringing the nipples to rigid peaks. He leaned forward, his lips millimeters from her ear, his breath hot on her earlobe. The scent of his soap, clean and fresh, filled her nostrils. She let out another shuddering breath and gripped the edge of the desk.

      “I wish you wouldn’t talk like that,” she whispered, focusing her attention on his hand, which had come to rest next to hers on the desk as he leaned into her. The soft denim of his jeans rubbed against her knees and with the slightest pressure, wedged them apart, forcing her to sit back on the desk.

      “Why? Does it make you hot for me?” The words scorched against her ear. She angled her head and his lips brushed the fluttering pulse point at the angle of her jaw.

      “Yes.” The admission slipped out before she could stop it. All that testosterone affected her like a truth serum, as well as an aphrodisiac, and had her wanting to shout out absurd confessions.

      “Do you think about fucking me?”

      “Yes.” Good lord, wasn’t that obvious? As if in proof, a shudder of pleasure rippled through her. If he didn’t stop talking like that, she was going to come before he even touched her.

      The hand on the desk moved to trace down the length of her hip and thigh until his fingertips rested on the tender skin in the crook of her knee. With the slightest of pressure, he lifted her knee and hooked her calf over his hip. Both of his hands swept up underneath her skirt, skimming her thighs.

      “Maybe you’ll let me have a little taste of this tonight?” One of his fingertips traced along the edge of her panties and slipped inside the elastic boundary.

      Jesus! Sweat broke out on her upper lip. If he laid her out on the desk, swept all the papers to the floor, and took her right there she would be powerless to stop him. In fact, she hoped that he would. Screw the office gossips. She’d give them something to talk about for years. His nose nuzzled along the curve of her jaw and down her neck to place a kiss on the hollow of her throat, the scruff of his bearded stubble tickling her skin. Then, to her great disappointment, he released her and stepped back.

      It took a full thirty seconds for her mind to regroup and her breathing to return to normal. A full minute passed before the moisture returned to her mouth. When it did, she stood up, straightened her skirt with a twitch, relieved to feel her panties in place, and tried to gather the shreds of her dignity.

      “Just a preview. Give you something to think about today.” He smiled, and she smiled back. “Any objections?”

      “No…no… not that I can think of.” To be honest, every thought in her head had been chased away by the violent eddy of her turbulent hormones. “You’re like some kind of sexual Pied Piper, aren’t you?” She whispered in awe.

      “Gotta jet, baby girl.” He quickly gathered up the plates and leftover food and strode toward the door. She looked down and saw her nipples on full alert, straining against the thin silk of her blouse. Color flooded her cheeks as she crossed her arms over her chest.

      “I’ll meet you downstairs at five-thirty,” he said and disappeared out the door.
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      IT WAS past six o’clock when she finally powered down her computer and locked up the office. She had deliberately lingered in hopes that Jack had either forgotten or grown impatient with waiting and left. God help her, if he pulled another stunt like the one in her office this afternoon, she was going to throw herself on him or burst into flames of sexual frustration. With visions of cheesecake and neckties floating in her head, she’d barely been able to finish her work. The idea conjured a confusing mix of excitement and guilt. If she had truly loved Brian, how could she be so attracted to someone else? She’d never felt this kind of pull toward Brian.

      As the elevator car descended smoothly to the lobby the numbers above the doors ticked by like an apocalyptic countdown. Her heart beat erratically and she felt a little dizzy as she stepped out of the elevator and into the lobby. She’d been holding her breath; it escaped with a whoosh of disappointment and relief when she saw the deserted lobby. The clicking of her high heels on the marble floor echoed in the emptiness. Everyone had gone home long ago. The only person who remained behind was the security guard, half asleep behind his desk. She pushed open the front doors and stepped into the blinding afternoon light.

      The heat of the day blanketed her, heavy and oppressive. A fine dew of perspiration sprang up on her skin, fueled by humidity. She squinted into the sunlight and waited for her eyes to adjust. As the spots disappeared and her vision cleared, she saw him and froze.

      He was there — really there — waiting for her. For her. It was like Christmas and her birthday all wrapped up in one. He leaned against a large black motorcycle, dark eyes obscured by mirrored aviator shades, chatting with a motorcycle cop parked in the next spot. Somehow, she had doubted him, had never believed that he meant what he had said. He smiled at her, stood up and shook hands with the cop, then held out his hand to her. Without thinking, she took it and smiled back. He yanked her to him and kissed her right there in the middle of the sidewalk. It was the kiss she had hoped for earlier that day…long and lingering, yet surprisingly gentle. When he released her, she stumbled a little and tried to regain her dignity without appearing obvious.

      “Jack! People can see us,” she hissed, looking around in dismay. Stolen kisses in the back hallway of a bar were one thing; the middle of a busy thoroughfare was another. She had a reputation to uphold. People continued to walk down the sidewalks, oblivious to the public display of affection.

      “So, what?” he asked. He took a helmet from the back of the bike and handed it to her. By reflex, she grabbed it, the weight of it pulling her hands down to her thighs. It was sleek and black, devoid of ornamentation with a clear plastic face shield. When she didn’t move, he placed it on her head and tightened the strap beneath her chin. His helmet had a mirrored black shield with a silver skull and cross bones airbrushed on the back. He flipped up the face shield and tapped the top of her helmet. “Ready?”

      “I am not getting on that thing with you.” She backed away as if the machine might animate and spring on her.

      “Sure you are.” He swung his leg over the motorcycle and scooted forward on the black leather seat to make room for her. “What’s the matter? Chicken?” With a press of a button, the motorcycle roared to life, growling and rumbling like an angry lion. Roused by the noise, pigeons roosting on the roof of the bus stop shelter thundered into the sky leaving a flurry of feathers in their wake.

      “I am not chicken!” she shouted just as the engine quieted. The man at the corner newsstand looked up from his work and stared. Jack laughed. She laughed, too.

      “Amen, sister! Shout it to the rooftops!” He revved the motor again for emphasis. “Now get on. You’re going to love it. I guarantee it.” His dark eyes sparkled with the promise of the very element that had been missing from her life for so long — adventure. “Come on, Popsicle. Pull that stick out of your ass and live a little.”

      She didn’t do things like this. She didn’t take risks or act without considering every single possible outcome for her actions. The burden of so much thinking had become unbearable. All that planning and plotting had gotten her nowhere. For once, she just wanted to act like the twenty-five-year-old that she was without regard for consequences or implications. The newsstand guy smiled in approval as Ally hiked her skirt up to her thighs and climbed on behind Jack. She put her hands on his waist, afraid to touch him.

      “You’re going to have to hold on tighter than that,” Jack warned. She tightened her arms. “Tighter.” He revved the engine and let the bike lurch forward a few inches. The sudden movement caught her off balance. She flung her arms around his waist to stay mounted, pressing her breasts flat against his back. He flashed a mischievous smile over his shoulder. “That’s better. Now don’t let go.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      They rumbled through the city, zipping between cars and weaving through traffic. Jack handled the heavy fat boy with a care and reverence that made her feel safe despite the rushing pavement beneath them. As they left the concrete and steel of the city behind them, the temperature cooled, and Ally’s tension began to ease. Traffic thinned out until they traveled alone on the road. Factories, bus stops, and people disappeared to be replaced by miles of white fence, cows, and rolling meadows. She held tight to Jack’s waist, her fingers hooked in his belt for added security, her inner thighs squeezing around his slim hips and the rock-hard muscles of his legs. Eyes closed, she savored the caress of the wind through her hair and the vibration of the finely tuned machine beneath her. The energy and strength of Jack’s body seeped into her with every passing mile. With him next to her, it was easy to imagine that she was someone else, living someone else’s life, without a care in the world.

      He pulled off the road at a copse of aged oak trees. The road narrowed into an overgrown access trail that curved beneath the gnarled branches. The midsummer heat dissipated in the shade of the lacy canopy. Sunlight dappled the path, interspersing patches of warmth with the coolness. The scent of damp earth and fresh water filled the air. After a few minutes, they emerged from the trees into a clearing of vibrant green grass dotted with violets and dandelions and patches of blue and white phlox. Beyond the meadow lay the shore of a lake, its surface glassy smooth, reflecting the azure blue of a cloudless summer sky. The motorcycle rolled to a stop. Jack put down the kickstand and climbed off before extending a hand to help her dismount. In less than an hour, they had left behind the constraints of their lives and been transported to an idyllic world where there were no rules and no prying eyes to judge. They were miles from anywhere and completely alone.

      “If you pull a rope and some duct tape out of those saddlebags, I’m going to freak,” she said with a nervous smile.

      He had already removed his helmet and turned to unbuckle the strap on hers. “Only if you use them on me.” He chucked her under the chin, a gentle caress of his fingers. “I knew that girl was inside there somewhere.” He began to dig in the saddlebags and removed a blanket that he spread out on the knoll overlooking the shoreline. “Take your shoes off and have a seat. I’ll be right back.”

      A hot wind gusted across the meadow, rippling the grass like an ocean wave, as Jack disappeared behind one of the trees. When he emerged a few minutes later, he carried a small cooler and a picnic basket. Once again, he had put thought and effort into pleasing her, as if he really liked her. Why did she find that concept so unbelievable?

      Uncomfortable with this revelation, she focused her attention on Jack as he went about the arrangement of an intimate picnic for two. He set the cooler beside the blanket. From its depths, he pulled out a bottle of wine, grapes, and an assortment of cheeses cut into cubes. After the food had been arranged to his satisfaction, he popped the cork on the wine bottle. Frowning, he looked around and scratched the back of his head. “Well, shit,” he said, “I forgot the wine glasses.”

      “That’s okay.” She took the bottle from him, sniffed the opening then took a swig, and handed it back to him. “Nice vintage. I didn’t know you were into wines.”

      “My father owned a bar when I was a kid. He taught me everything he knew about wine and liquor and bartending. That’s what I’d really like to do someday – have a nice wine and beer establishment.” The winged black brows met in a scowl. “This really isn’t meant to be guzzled from the bottle.”

      “How did you ever find this place?” With her legs extended in front of her, she leaned back on her hands, exhaled, and wiggled her toes in the grass. How many years since she’d been outside barefoot? Three? Four? As a child, it had been one of her favorite things. The cool blades prickled beneath her soles and brought back a rush of pleasant memories. Jack stretched out on his back next to her and folded his arms behind his head.

      “I like to fish here,” he said. “The guy who owns this place is a friend of mine. He’s the one who suggested I bring you here.”

      “You talk about me with other people?” That notion brought a sudden rush of pleasure.

      “Seems I can’t keep off the subject lately.” He grinned and rolled over onto his side. With a blade of grass, he stroked along the length of her calf. The skin puckered into gooseflesh. “What about you? Do you ever talk to your friends about me?”

      “I don’t really talk to many people,” she said. “I’m too busy with work and I like to keep my personal life private.”

      “That might be the saddest thing I’ve ever heard,” he replied. “So, what do you do for fun?”

      “I work. And I like to read,” she added. A bead of sweat trickled down her temple. The sun had lowered in the sky and beat with full force upon the meadow.

      “If work was fun they’d call it something else. Jesus, it’s hot.” He sat up and pulled off his shirt to reveal the rippled perfection of his taut abdomen. She swallowed hard and tried to look away but couldn’t, fascinated by the play of light and shadow on his bare flesh. “Don’t you ever hang out with friends or take vacations or anything?”

      How could she explain that up until about an hour ago, her life had consisted of nothing but work? Or that she was too embarrassed to see her friends after The Breakup? Unwilling to comment, she looked down at her bare feet and wriggled her toes in the grass again.

      “I like to hang out at Felony,” she confessed, peeking up at him through her lashes. “Becca and I used to go clubbing every weekend. That was fun.” Despite her best efforts, a note of sadness crept into her voice at the thought of Becca.

      “I’m sorry that they did that to you.” His large hand covered her smaller one and squeezed with surprising tenderness. “But I’m not sorry you broke up with Brian. Dude’s a loser. I’ve been waiting for you to ditch his ass since the day we met.”

      The confession caught her off guard. She looked up and found him staring at her, his dark eyes hooded and watchful.

      “Look. I’ve never really been good at beating around the bush, so I’m going to be straight up with you.” He shifted to face her. “I want you. I’ve wanted you from the first time you walked into my bar. I’ve been watching you and thinking that you would never give me the time of day. Hell, just sitting here with you is a dream come true. And if that’s all I can have, then I’m fine with that. But I would give anything to spend the night in your bed.”

      All the heat in her body rushed into her cheeks. She felt mildly dizzy and short of breath with her heart pounding like a jackhammer against her ribs. The blade of grass fell to the wayside and was replaced by one long forefinger that trailed up and down her leg, whisper soft and seductive.

      “It’s always about sex with you, isn’t it?” She shook her head to clear away the cloud of lust that his fingers inspired. “Not everything in life centers around your…around that!” She nodded in the direction of his crotch and frowned.

      One thick black eyebrow lifted in query and he grinned. “Ninety-five percent of everything centers around that. The other five percent is about food.” He grinned and patted his stomach. “And now you know the secret of all men.” He slid closer until his leg pressed against hers. “As for getting you into bed, I’ve never been more serious in my life. I just need to know that you’re done with Douche Bag Brian.”

      “I’m done,” she said with a finality that surprised her. “I never dreamed it would happen, but I’m done with him.” With the words out of her mouth, she felt a little lighter.

      “Good choice.” Jack raised the back of her hand to his lips and placed a warm kiss there. “You don’t seem too broken up about it.”

      “I’m not. I’m kind of relieved.” She had had no idea how high maintenance Brian had been with his irritable bowel syndrome, numerous food allergies, and general dislike of anything unscheduled or unplanned, until she was actually rid of him. Maybe Becca had done her a huge favor by taking him off her hands.

      “You know, in all the times I asked you about him, you never once said that you were in love with him.”

      The astuteness of that statement startled her. Of course, Jack, in his forthright manner, had pinpointed the issue with stunning alacrity. Brian had said he loved her only a handful of times during their relationship and four of those times were in the aftermath of being caught in bed with her best friend. She, on the other hand, had never said it back to him – not even once. Having been raised in a household where no one ever discussed feelings or emotions or of any kind, it had never seemed important.

      “I don’t really believe in love or soul mates or any of the sappy crap that goes with it. Maybe I’m immune to love,” she said with a sigh. She took the wine bottle and swallowed a mouthful. It was dry and fruity with a smoky aftertaste that went well with the cheeses.

      “Bullshit. No one’s immune to it. It’s like air. We can’t live without it. It’s the most sought-after commodity in the world. People kill in the name of it. Wars have been fought over it. Desperate people try to buy it. There are songs and books and movies written about it. Don’t try to feed me that crap. You’re no different than anyone else.”

      “And what about you? Have you ever fallen in love?”

      “Every damn day of the week and twice on Sundays. Problem is… I fall out of love the next morning.” The elusive dimples appeared in his cheeks. “You’re trying to change the subject.”

      “I’m not. I think we’re talking about two different things. I’m talking about love and you’re talking about sex.”

      “Depends on your definition of love, I guess. You can have one without the other, you know. Haven’t you ever had sex just for the sake of sex? No strings? No expectations? A little heat between the sheets?”

      “No. I haven’t.” She’d never even considered the notion. The admission seemed silly in front of a guy who made a sport out of promiscuity.

      He traced the curve of her jaw with a finger and leaned in to kiss her. His lips brushed against hers, the tip of his tongue touching and teasing her tongue. The playful kiss brought a rush of blood to her cheeks. When he pulled back, he said, “You don’t need a relationship to have sex. Sometimes it’s better that way.”

      “You just don’t get it.” She sighed and rolled her eyes up to the thick canopy of branches overhead, seeking divine intervention and finding nothing but a cloudless evening sky streaked with tones of pink and lavender. “I wasted eight years of my life on someone with that exact mentality. Why in God’s name would I repeat the same mistake? I can’t take another humiliation like that.”

      She scooted away from him, seeking to put a few inches of daylight between his thigh and hers. He tightened his grip on her hand and pulled her back to him.

      “Where are you going? Get back over here.” She acquiesced and had to admit that it felt good to sit next to him with his hand on her thigh as if she belonged there. “I am nothing like that douche bag and it pisses me off that you think so.” He placed a forefinger under her chin and tipped her face up to his, dark eyes narrowed. “He played you. He lied to you and cheated on you. He made promises that he had no intention of keeping. I, on the other hand, have been nothing but straight up from the start. I’m not promising you anything but a night that you will never forget.”

      She swallowed hard. He wasn’t kidding. The dark eyes bored into hers, unblinking and serious. Her heart kicked against her ribs. One night of sin with Jack. No commitment. No promises. Just hot, sweaty, headboard-banging sex. The notion sucked every bit of moisture from her mouth and sent blood roaring into her nether parts. Only a fool would turn down an offer like that. She might be a lot of things, but stupid wasn’t one of them.

      “Well?”

      “Interesting points, all of them,” she said, stalling for time while she gathered her wits. Sweat trickled between her breasts. The breeze had dissipated and left the atmosphere humid and heavy. The excellent wine intensified the heat.

      “Well?” he repeated. “Any objections?”

      “Yes, a few,” she replied, still breathless. “First, I don’t want to be one of your sad little groupies.” He said nothing, but a muscle ticked in his jaw. “Second…,” she paused to gather her courage and he interrupted.

      “May I rebut each point as we go?” he asked politely. She nodded. “Great. Well, you wouldn’t be one of my sad little groupies, as you call them, unless you wanted to be. That’s on them not me. I don’t ask them to make fools out of themselves. They do it all on their own.”

      “Maybe, but you treat them like they’re disposable. I have too much self-respect to subject myself to that kind of treatment again.”

      “If I didn’t respect you, we wouldn’t be here right now. I would be off in pursuit of a sad little groupie. Give me a chance to show you how much I like you.”

      “Why do you like me, Jack? I mean, why me? I’m not your typical target. I just don’t get it.”

      He leaned back on his hands, considering. “You mean besides the obvious things like your big boobs?” She rolled her eyes and he grinned. “I like the way you call me out whenever I say something like that. Most girls put up with anything I say even when I can tell they don’t agree. I like that, and I like that you’ve got your shit together. You don’t need a man. You can take care of yourself. I like the way your green eyes flash when you’re pissed but don’t want to show it.” The timbre of his voice deepened as he trailed a hand up the length of her calf. “And I like the way your breath catches when I touch the back of your knee like this.”

      “I do like that,” she whispered. The pressure of those two fingers made her heart pound with desire.

      “What else have you got? Might as well get it all out on the table.”

      She sucked in her breath and tried to concentrate as his fingers tickled the sensitive skin behind her knee. A pleasant heat was building beneath her skin, brought about by the gentle pressure of his fingers and the wine. “Let’s say that I do sleep with you. How do I know that I won’t catch some hideous STD? How many girls have you been with anyway?”

      “A gentleman never tells,” he admonished. Unfazed by her look of doubt, he continued. “I get tested on a regular basis and I always, always use a condom. I was just tested a few weeks ago. I’m clean as a newborn baby – well, almost – and I haven’t been with anyone since.” Dimples flashed. “Okay? Next issue?”

      “Alright. Good answer.” She rushed her words together. “The thing is…I don’t believe in casual sex and I just don’t like it that much. Sex should be between two people in a relationship that…”

      “…are in love, blah, blah, blah.” He interrupted by raising his hand, a small twig caught between thumb and forefinger like a cigarette. “We’ll come back to that later. Now…let’s go back to that second thing. What was that again?”

      “What?” She pretended ignorance and clapped an invisible hand to her forehead. I can’t believe I said that, that second thing. I shouldn’t have said that. Especially to Jack who treated sex as a sporting event and who would never let it rest until he had thoroughly inspected, analyzed, and driven it into the ground.

      “That second thing you said. You don’t like sex? Are you kidding me? Christ!” He seemed thoroughly nonplussed by the confession. “How can you not like sex? Jeez!” He dropped the twig and ran both hands through his unruly hair.

      “It’s not that I don’t – don’t like it,” she stammered, hopelessly humiliated once again. “I can do without it, that’s all. Girls aren’t like guys. Guys need it. All I can ever really think about is how soon it will be over.” There…now I’ve done it. The excellent wine had loosened her tongue and once again she’d said way too much to the beautiful bartender.

      Jack stared in disbelief. “Not like sex? I had no idea. I just don’t get it unless…,” he paused, eyes narrowed, his mind working through the murky black depths. “Have you ever had an orgasm?”

      “I’m not going to discuss this with you,” she said, indignant and embarrassed beyond belief. He had – stunning perception and alacrity in full force – landed upon a very sensitive subject. She leaped to her feet and ran down to the edge of the lake where the water lapped around smooth multi-colored stones. Jack sprang up and trailed on her heels.

      “Wait! Will you just wait a minute?” He grabbed her hand and forced her to turn and face him. “I’m not making fun of you. I’m just curious how a girl like you has never got her rocks off.”

      “I didn’t say I never had one,” she retorted. “Just not with a guy.”

      “Wow,” Jack said. “Have you had one with a chick?” His tone was so boyishly hopeful that she had to smile. He grinned and took her hand in his. “Wow.”

      “I wish you would quit saying that.” She tried to pull her hand back, but he tightened his grip, and pulled her toward him until her breasts brushed his chest. The proximity forced her to tilt her head up to see his face.

      “I can help you with that,” he whispered, twisting her hand behind her back, and resting their clasped hands on the curve of her spine, forcing her breasts against his bare chest. His other hand tucked a wayward strand of hair back behind her ear with a whisper of a touch that lit all of her nerve endings on fire at once. “Let me do that for you. I want to do that.”

      He bent and pressed his lips against hers. They were warm and moist. This was a long, leisurely kiss, not like the frenzied passion in the hallway of Felony. He caressed her lips with his and she returned the favor, savoring his mouth, intoxicated by the taste of wine on his tongue. The kiss lasted long enough that she forgot to count the seconds until it ended. When he finally pulled back from her, they were both breathing hard. The frantic beat of his heart against her breast made her insides clench.

      “Damn,” he whispered and lowered his mouth to hers for another kiss. His free hand wandered down her back to gather a handful of her bottom, pressing her into him so that she could feel every hard-muscled curve of his chest and the hardness inside his jeans. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t lay you down on that blanket and make love to you right now.”

      Those whispered words triggered a shiver down her spine even though it had to be at least ninety degrees outside. She couldn’t think of one good reason to protest. She couldn’t think at all. For the first time in a long time, she felt — felt the muscled hardness of his bare chest beneath her palms, felt the rough curly hairs that trailed downward and disappeared into the waistband of his jeans, felt the swirl and eddy of her hormones as she drowned in attraction for this man. For the first time in a long time, she wanted to act on impulse without regard for consequences or implications or reputation. They were alone, miles from anywhere and anyone. She could be herself out here with no one watching. No one would ever know.

      She rose on her toes to kiss him. The full lips curved in a surprised smile beneath hers. He picked her up with ease and carried her to the blanket, laid her down on the soft wool, and stretched out beside her. Without thought or care, she let him worship her with his mouth while her fingers tangled in the thick glossy strands of his hair. He trailed kisses down her neck and across the tops of her breasts. Everything was perfect.

      The cell phone in Jack’s front pocket vibrated between them.

      “God damn it.”

      “Do you need to get that?” she asked, relieved and disappointed at the reprieve.

      Jack blew out a heavy sigh but didn’t release her. “It can wait.” He took the phone from his pocket and turned it off without looking at it. “Right now, I don’t give a shit about anything but you and me.”

      “Don’t you want to see who it is?” Ally asked, not wanting to know but still curious.

      “I know who it is,” Jack replied.
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* * *

      Jack looked down into Ally’s face and felt a sudden rush of tenderness. Always before, when faced with a half-naked female in his arms, he’d felt nothing but animal lust and the selfish need to claim her body for his pleasure. He’d always been able to shut down his emotions like flicking off a light switch and focus on the physical sensations necessary to complete the task. Chelsea had taught him that skill and he’d honed it to perfection.

      A strand of her wavy hair had fallen over her eye. He swept it back with one finger, caressing the soft shell of her ear as he tucked it away. Why in hell was he thinking about the most unpleasant years of his life at a time like this? Those memories had been shoved into the vault and the key thrown away years ago. Now was not the time to dredge them all up again. Ally was nothing like Chelsea. The last thing he wanted was to spoil this perfect moment with painful memories.

      Ally sighed and shifted in his embrace. Her hair tumbled out over his arm, tickling his skin and heightening his desire. The green eyes closed. He took the opportunity to drink in her beauty. Everything faded into oblivion as she arched into him. He ran a hand down her neck, caressing the velvety soft skin, over the swell of her breasts, and all the way down the length of her bare thigh. This girl had more curves than a Grand Prix race track and he intended to drive around every one of them.

      “Get those panties off.” His voice cracked like a teenager’s as he slid a palm across the velvety skin of her belly and inside the panties. “I want to watch you take them off for me.”

      “You do it,” she said. “And I’ll watch.”

      The tiny scrap of lace slid easily down her legs. He tossed it to the side. At the sight of the neatly trimmed triangle of curls beneath those sexy panties, all the blood rushed out of his head and straight down to his groin. Once more he buried his nose in her hair and took a long deep draught of her intoxicating scent. Logical thought abandoned him. All he could think about was sex and the aching in his balls. He needed her. Now. Hard. Fast.
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* * *

      Ally bit her bottom lip, caught by surprise as he slid inside her. His hands were everywhere, cupping her breasts, tickling along her ribs, reaching between them to stroke the most sensitive spot between her legs. He was tall and heavy, but his weight felt good as he pinned her to the blanket. Jack began to move, slowly at first then building in speed and intensity until her breath came hard and fast.

      Nothing existed outside of her body, Jack, and the soft wool of the blanket beneath her bare bottom. His jagged breathing and muttered curses set her blood to boiling. A bead of sweat dripped from his temple and dropped between her breasts then rolled down to tickle along her chest and belly. She pulled her hands along the smooth columns of muscle on either side of his spine. There was so much power and strength in his body held under tight control. Damp tendrils of hair clung to his neck and face. She lowered her hands further to grip the rounded buttocks and squeezed. He moaned and buried his face in her neck, his breath hot against her skin.

      Jolts of pleasure spiked through her legs. He felt good…so good. Her breasts ached and swelled against his chest; the nipples tingled, antagonized by the friction of their skin. She rocked against him, rose to meet him, and fought to pull away all at the same time…aching…straining. His fingers slid up her sides and tangled in her hair as he ravaged her mouth with his tongue.

      Primitive instinct overtook her reason. Nothing mattered anymore but the need to mate with this man. She struggled beneath him in an attempt to get closer, to draw him inside her. She wanted more...needed more. As if he read her mind, he slipped a hand between them and began to stroke her with the perfect combination of pressure and speed. The forgotten bottle of wine spilled onto the blanket and into the grass next to the overturned plate of cheese.

      “Raise your knees up, baby.” When she lifted her legs, he hooked an elbow behind one of her knees and pulled it up toward her ear, opening and exposing her for his pleasure. He slid deeper still then began a fast unsettling rhythm. Her nails dug into his back until his breath hissed from the pleasure of the pain. Every stroke forced the air from her lungs in a hiss. Any delusions of self-control disappeared as he moved her body with his, orchestrating her movements with skill and dexterity.

      “I can’t take any more.” She arched into him, pressing her breasts flat against his chest. “Please, Jack!”

      “I want all of you, Ally. Every damn inch.” Even as she writhed, he stayed inside her, always inside her. Even his labored breathing excited her. “Do you like this, baby? Are you going to come for me?”

      As his teeth nipped along her shoulder, she shuddered and did her best to comply. She hovered on the precipice between the ultimate bliss and complete surrender. This was what she had been searching for. How could she have gone a lifetime and never known this kind of pleasure existed? She shuddered again. It was going to happen. She was going to come. Jack Jameson was going to rock her world.

      Thoughts tumbled over each other. Jack pried open a door that had long been locked, but her mind slammed it shut again. Her body shut down. No, no, no, she thought, in a panic. Not when she was so close to losing herself. She closed her eyes and tried to regain the feeling, but fear replaced desire. She just couldn’t allow herself to let go. As if he sensed the shift within her, Jack stopped and stroked the side of her face with a finger.

      “Look at me, Ally.” His deep voice cut through her confusion. She opened her eyes and found him looking back at her. She started to close her eyes again, embarrassed. “No, don’t look away. I’ve got you. Stay with me.”

      His eyes were fathomless pools of liquid chocolate, deep and warm and hypnotic. The rhythm of his hips altered but remained relentless. Their breathing synchronized. Every nerve ending in her body sang with pleasure.

      “Jack?” His name slipped from her lips with uncertainty, but she kept her eyes trained on his.

      “That’s right. Breathe through it. Don’t fight it. Feel me inside you.”

      She could feel him – every smooth, hard inch of him – as he stroked into her. A sudden sense of power and euphoria surged through her as she saw the expression of pleasure on his face, pleasure that she gave him with her body. Her legs stiffened and jerked. Lightning bolts of ecstasy streaked from her groin to her toes as she burst into orgasm.

      It was so much more than she’d ever dreamed. Emotions tumbled over each other as she stared into Jack’s eyes. A connection stretched between them, hot and sizzling like a live wire. With a shudder, he came inside her. He was so freaking beautiful with his breath hissing through full trembling lips, nostrils flared, and his body heaving against hers. She wrapped her legs tight around his hips until they both collapsed in exhaustion.
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* * *

      Sometime later, when they had both stopped trembling, he pulled out of her, took off the condom and tossed it into the bag of trash. Even though the air was still hot, a cooler breeze swept over his sweat soaked chest and raised gooseflesh on his arms. Unfamiliar emotions surged through him. The connection between them had been more than physical. So much more. It had been deep, powerful, emotional – and he had no idea how to deal with it. His theories of cheap and meaningless sex flew out the window. One time and he was hooked on her like an addict.

      “What’s the matter?” Her voice, smooth and soft with satisfaction, floated through the quagmire of his thoughts.

      “Nothing. It’s all good.” He kept his face turned away. The tinny sound of his voice was foreign, like it came from far away, too forced to be natural. Part of him wanted to hold her, to murmur in her hair, and bask in the moment of intimacy, but he wasn’t quite sure how to go about it. It was all so new to him. He made a move toward her, but she sat up and started to put on her clothes as if ready to leave.

      “Do you think it’s going to rain?” she asked. “I left one of the windows open at my house.” The words were cool and impersonal, as if she was making small talk with a stranger.

      The nonchalance of her voice cut him. Hadn’t she felt the connection between them? She didn’t act like it. It struck him that their roles had somehow reversed, that Ally had become him in this situation. This was exactly how he had treated the others, with casual indifference after an intimate act, throwing up an emotional wall to keep anyone from getting too close. Except it had been more than casual to him. It had been more. And he wanted it to be more for her as well.

      Insecurity wasn’t his style. He should be the one dressing with haste, eager to move on, not her. After all, he had promised her pleasure without commitment, sex without love, and he had delivered. He always delivered, so why should it bother him so much this time? The answer stared him in the face with gaunt, vacant eyes. It was the emptiness. He was sick and tired of the emptiness.
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* * *

      Ally blew out a deep sigh, still basking in the endorphins of release. It was as if a valve had been opened, releasing all the pent-up pressure she’d been holding back for so long. She risked a glance at Jack, to see if he’d felt it, too – the connection between them. The handsome face gave nothing away, but his usual half smile had disappeared. A little of her euphoria slipped away. Was he disappointed? It was by far the best sex she’d ever had, made even more spectacular by his insistence that she lock her gaze with his. Those deep dark eyes had tugged at her emotions and it had taken everything she had to shut down her feelings before they took her over. He would hate that…hate her…if she fell for him like all the rest. If he knew that he’d gotten to her, he would never respect her.

      “I suppose we need to get back,” she said. With concerted effort, she forced her features to mirror his expression of indifference. She reached for her blouse, but Jack saw her intent and snatched it up before she could get to it. He held it up over his head like a third grader at recess playing keep away. She made a feeble grab for the blouse, but he was much too tall. “Come on. It’s late and I need to get home. I have to work tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” he said. His eyes glittered like black onyx, almost as if he was angry with her. He seemed oblivious to his own nakedness and unconcerned about hers. Despite the heat, she snatched the blanket from the ground and wrapped it around her shoulders.

      You got what you wanted. No strings. No guilt, she told herself. Don’t be a baby about this. She spun around in a circle, looking for her panties. They were nowhere to be found.

      “Are we good here, Popsicle?” The look of puzzlement on his face brought a quick stab of guilt to her gut, along with relief that some emotional distance had been forced between them. “You aren’t going to get weird on me, are you?”

      “I can’t find my panties.” They were La Perla, her favorite pair, and expensive. She spun in a circle, squinting in the dying daylight. After a few minutes she gave up. The man was a panty magician. She found her skirt and yanked it on under cover of the blanket. “What happens now? We just walk away now? Like nothing happened?”

      “Is that what you want?” A muscle twitched in his cheek, but his face remained impassive. She knew what she didn’t want; she didn’t want this night to be over and she didn’t want him to think she was a pathetic groupie like all the rest.

      “Sure…I guess…Yes.” Was that a flicker of hurt in his eyes or did she imagine it? With a shrug she went back to putting on her skirt, amused at her own stupidity. That was a ridiculous idea fueled by naïve girlish fantasies. Jack had an ego the size of Texas. Of course, he wasn’t hurt. She was just another notch in his bedpost. “I don’t think I’m capable of having feelings for anyone right now. I mean, it’s only been a few weeks since Brian. And you are so not my type. I’d be an idiot to fall for you just because we had some great sex.” The words were hollow, meaningless, but she said them anyway to fill up the empty space between them and because that’s what he wanted to hear. “This was just what I needed. A little cheap and meaningless sex to take the edge off and set my head straight. And we both got what we wanted, right?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” The hard edge to his voice caught her off guard.

      “I mean, we both know the last thing you want is another girl hanging on your jock. And the last thing I want is a relationship with someone like you.” The verbal diarrhea just kept pouring out of her mouth and she seemed powerless to stop it.

      “Someone like me?” He threw the blouse at her. It hit her in the chest and slid to the ground. “God, you are the most frustrating woman I have ever met!”

      “I don’t understand. Are you mad at me?” She dropped the blanket, shoved her arms into the blouse, and began to button up the front. “Why are you mad?”

      Jack strode over to the crumpled heap of his clothing. He yanked on his jeans and t-shirt with short angry jerks, muttering to himself about mules and crazy women. When she was dressed again, she attempted to run her fingers through the snarls in her hair and risked a glance at him. He threw the food and empty wine bottle into a sack, stashed the cooler behind a tree, and shoved the blanket into the saddle bag of the motorcycle. By the scowl on his face, he was pissed – really pissed. He hopped on the motorcycle and started it up, revving the motor to the red line. Birds exploded from the trees. The angry sound split the silence and rumbled over the lake like thunder. After a few seconds, he shut the motorcycle off and dismounted. He crossed the distance between them in two paces, chest heaving. With trembling hands, he ruffled his hair and scrubbed at his face. She’d never seen him so angry before. He took another step toward her. Confused, she backed away. When at last he spoke, his voice shook with emotion.

      “Just so you know… as a general rule I don’t do this.” He shoved his hands through his hair again.

      “What do you mean?” She shrank back another step.

      “This!” With his right hand, he drew a circle in the air between them. “I don’t do this. Whatever just happened between us…I don’t want that.” She stared at him, feeling foolish but unsure how to remedy the situation. “You made me feel something that I don’t want to feel.” Ally wanted to believe him. Jack the Ripper didn’t say things like that unless he meant it. But she had her own walls to break down, and her heart wouldn’t allow her to believe it. She could do nothing but stare back at him, wordless as a garden statue. After a minute, he shrugged, got back on the bike, and started it up.

      “Get on the bike, Ally,” he said his tone cold and harsh.

      “No. Not until you explain this to me.” By this time, she was close to tears and too stubborn to admit that she might have been wrong about him. He had gone to a lot of trouble to set up this night and it had been perfect until she had messed everything up. Contrite and humiliated, all she wanted was to get as far away from him as she could. They were miles from the city and it was well past midnight. She would have to go back with him. The idea of sitting behind him on the motorcycle – pressed against him after the intimacy they had shared – knowing that she had insulted him was too much.

      “Get on the goddamn bike. Now.” A cloud passed over the moon and left them in darkness. He turned the motorcycle around and came up beside her. “I’m not going to say it again.”

      It was a long cold ride back to the city. When he dropped her at the entrance to the parking garage, she hesitated before dismounting the motorcycle. “I’m sorry.” The words tumbled out of her mouth. Apologies came hard for her, but she swallowed her pride and did it anyway. “I didn’t mean what I said. I don’t know why I said all those things.”

      “Forget it,” he said. “It was just sex, Ally. No big deal.” His cold casual dismissal made her heart sink. She watched him ride off into the darkness until he turned the corner and disappeared.
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      A WEEK later, Ally still felt the sting of Jack’s parting words so strongly that she could barely concentrate on her work. It was just sex, Ally. No big deal. Maybe it was no big deal to him, but it was to her. He was the second man she’d ever had sex with and she’d certainly never had sex like that. Sex with Brian had always been quick, routine, and impersonal, like some dreaded task that had to be completed. By comparison, her tryst with Jack had stirred up emotions that she didn’t want to feel. She had expected to walk away afterward and feel nothing but physical satisfaction. Instead, he had inspired a hunger for him that grew more ravenous with every passing day.

      Stay with me, Ally…I’ve got you.

      The echo of his words brought gooseflesh to her arms and a dampness between her thighs that a dozen cold showers and two hours on the treadmill couldn’t shake. He had her alright; one sexual encounter with him had driven her from schoolgirl crush straight into a full-blown obsession. Even in the middle of a meeting with Alessandro Reyes and the other board members, her mind couldn’t stop its endless contemplations of Jack; Jack with his shirt off, Jack’s lazy smile, Jack’s brown eyes as he made love to her. The memory of him brought heat to her cheeks despite the air-conditioned office and made her hands tremble so badly that she could hardly sign her name to the proposals.

      “Are you feeling okay, Miss Taylor? Do you need a moment?” Alessandro, sleek-haired and immaculate as always, interrupted the meeting, his slight Latin accent unable to hide his irritation. “You seem distracted.”

      One of the most intense men in the business world, Alessandro Reyes had no patience for distraction. He demanded one hundred and ten percent from all of his employees, even more from her because she was a woman. His gold eyes rested on her with a laser focus that made her squirm in her chair.

      “I’m fine,” she said, embarrassed by the attention. “I’m just a little lightheaded. I didn’t have time for lunch today.”

      Alessandro swept an impersonal gaze from her head to her feet, his gaze disapproving. “Why don’t you take these proposals to the print shop and have Penny get you a bagel or something. Take a few minutes to regroup. I need your head in the game, Ms. Taylor.”

      Suitably chastised, Ally fled to the lady’s room where she splashed cold water on her wrists and applied fresh lipstick. Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes glowed with unnatural brightness. She looked like a dog in heat. This is ridiculous. Now Jack was affecting her work and not in a good way. She needed to talk to him, to explain or at least get some kind of resolution, but her pride and fear of embarrassment stopped her. What if she went to Felony and some new girl waited in the Seat of Shame? Of course, there was a new girl; she’d be foolish to expect otherwise. That’s what Jack did – he devoured women like a vampire, sucking the self-respect right out of them, to leave behind their desiccated and broken carcasses. Why should she be the exception? He had seemed different with her though. He had been tender and passionate and romantic, three things she hadn’t expected from a man with his reputation.

      Speculation was a waste of time that she didn’t have. The only way to get answers for her questions was to ask Jack, a proposition that made her palms sweat. With a shrug of resignation, she took one last look into the mirror and gathered up the proposals, preparing to make the journey downstairs to the print shop.

      Penny stopped her in the hallway before she made it to the elevator and spoke in a confidential whisper. “Miss Taylor, I’m afraid there’s been an incident while you were in the meeting. You have a visitor.”

      “A visitor?” Ally’s heart leaped into her throat. Was it Jack? It was late afternoon, too late for another lunch surprise. Her hands began to shake again with anticipation. “Who is it?”

      “She said she’s your mother.”

      Ally cringed. Anticipation dissipated, replaced by sheer panic. Her mother? The last time she saw her mother, the woman had wandered into her high school chemistry class, demanded to see her daughter, then vomited all over Mr. Gibson’s lab table. The humiliation of that moment still haunted her years later. If her mother was in town, trouble lurked around the corner.

      “It couldn’t be my mother,” Ally said, keeping her tone emotionless. “My mother’s dead.”
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* * *

      Jack signed the last vendor payment check, shoved it into an envelope and threw his pen down onto the desk with a groan. The stack of invoices on the office desk at Jameson’s Pub was just as large if not larger than the one at Felony. Both establishments were hemorrhaging money in a way that meant certain death if he didn’t do something soon. His uncle, David Jameson, had entrusted Jack with the care of both businesses while David finished out a short vacation. That was the sanitized expression that his family used to describe David’s two-year sentence to a minimum-security prison in upstate New York.

      He shoved his hand back through his hair and pushed back from the desk. It wasn’t his fault that Jameson’s and Felony were in such dire straits. Both places had taken a financial hit when the inflow of David’s bookmaking funds came to an abrupt halt. God only knew what other types of illegal businesses David had been running out of the back rooms. The idea infuriated Jack to the point that his vision turned red around the edges. If David had put half as much effort into running a straight business as he had put into skirting the edges of the law, Jameson’s and Felony would be viable, profitable enterprises.

      All of this was old news. Most of his unreasonable anger stemmed from his encounter by the lake with Ally and had been channeled at David as a distraction. He just couldn’t get over the way things had ended with Ally. What had been planned as a meaningless sexual romp had left him empty and bitter. No one was more surprised than him to learn that he wanted more than just a roll in the hay with her, but he had no idea how to go about establishing a deeper relationship with her. A dozen times each day, he had dialed her number then hung up before the first ring. His cowardice pissed him off.

      He scrubbed his face again and stood from the desk, paced back and forth a few times before donning the black dress pants, crisp white shirt, and red bow tie that made up Jameson’s uniform. The itchy two-day stubble on his chin begged for a shave, but he didn’t have the time or the motivation. Why did he torture himself over a girl who wasn’t interested in someone like him? Her words echoed in his every waking thought. You are so not my type. What exactly was her type anyway? A tight-assed, douche bag like Brian? He snorted with contempt for himself and bony-assed Brian. Maybe she needed a new type. Maybe he needed to convince her that he could be exactly what she needed.
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* * *

      Penny’s look of sympathy made Ally wither with embarrassment. “I told the woman that you were in a meeting, but she insisted that she see you right away.” Penny’s voice lowered to a confidential whisper. “She seemed…um...unwell. I asked her to wait in your office, but she became very upset and caused quite a scene. Someone called security and they escorted her out. She’s downstairs with them now.”

      “Oh. Okay.” Great. Unwell was always code for drunk, crazy, or just generally messed up. “Did she say what she wanted?”

      “No. She just said it was important that she get in contact with you.” Penny frowned and wrung her hands. “I tried to keep her quiet, but…”

      “It’s okay, Penny.” Ally rubbed the strain between her eyebrows with two fingers and drew in a long shaking breath.

      “I wanted to tell you before someone else did. Mr. Reyes would freak if he knew about it. You know how he hates a scene.”

      “Thanks, Penny. I appreciate your discretion.” Ally squeezed the woman’s hand before the elevator doors opened and she stepped inside.

      With the distraction of her mother’s appearance and Jack weighing heavily on her mind, Ally managed to make it to the print shop and endure the rest of the meeting. When she finally returned to her office, the phone rang the minute she stepped inside the door. She hesitated at the threshold, torn between making a run for it or taking another phone call which no doubt result in would another couple hours of work when it was already well past quitting time. Work ethic won out and she lifted the receiver with a sigh.

      “Ally Taylor. May I help you?”

      “Why didn’t you call me and tell me about Brian?” Ally recognized the accusing voice on the other end of the line immediately. It belonged to Karly, her college roommate. At the sound of Karly’s voice, Ally felt a rush of warmth. She hadn’t realized just how much she missed having a friend until that very moment.

      “The customary telephone greeting is hello,” Ally replied, smiling as she spoke.

      With Karly on an internship in London, it had been ages since she’d spoken to someone outside of work besides Jack. Consumed with professional obligations followed in quick succession by the Brian-Becca debacle and Jack, she had lost touch with the few friends that she had. She couldn’t stand their pitying stares and obvious discomfort. The couples were especially leery of her, as if she had some dreaded communicable disease that might endanger their own relationships.

      Karly was different, though. She was Ally’s friend and had been since they roomed together freshman year in college. Unlike the population at large, Karly disliked Brian from the moment she met him, claiming that he was too polished and too polite to be much of a man. “Men should have a few rough edges to them,” she had said with a wicked giggle and Brian was as smooth as a polished stone. Karly would understand in a way that no one else could.

      “Hello? Can you hear me? Why didn’t you call me?” Karly said again in her deep raspy voice. She always sounded as if she was on the verge of laryngitis. “They have phones in London, you know. I had to hear about it from my brother.”

      “Oh, great. So, your brother knows?” Ally groaned and began to twist the tendril of hair that escaped her ponytail. “He’s in California. How could he know?”

      “Because this is big news, Al. You guys were together forever. Everyone just assumed…” Karly’s voice trailed off and Ally realized that the whole incident seemed like ancient history to her now and that she hadn’t even thought about Brian or Becca since she went to the lake with Jack.

      “I know. Me, too,” Ally said. “But it’s over and done.”

      “I hear they moved in together last week. Brian’s mom is fit to be tied. You know what a snob she is.”

      “Yeah, she always hated Becca.” Even speaking Becca’s name made Ally’s gut wrench with sadness. She changed the subject to ease the pain. “How was London?” Karly had been on a work-study program for the last semester, finishing up some post-graduate studies.

      “Fine,” Karly replied. “The food was weird, and it rained every day.”

      “When did you get back? I wish you had called me.”

      “A few days ago, I guess.” Without pausing, she launched right into her attack. “I’m worried about you, Al. Are you okay? You must be devastated.”

      Ally sighed. Why did everyone ask that same question, like she’d just been released from prison?

      “Ally?”

      “I’m fine,” she replied. “It was rough at first but I’m good now.”

      “Liar.” Karly’s voice held a tinge of humor but mostly concern for her friend. “I need to see you. I want you to look me in the eyes and tell me you’re fine.”

      “I’m fine. I promise. And I’ve met someone.” Ally smiled as she heard Karly’s sharp intake of breath.

      “Seriously? OMG! This is big. I want to hear all about him.”

      “I could use a drink. Want to meet somewhere?”

      “That sounds great! I am so ready for a beer.”

      “How about Jameson’s Pub? In about thirty minutes? He works there on Tuesdays. Maybe you’ll get to meet him.” It was a bold move on her part. She didn’t take emotional risks, or at least she hadn’t before she met Jack. Maybe he would be there, maybe he wouldn’t. All she knew was that she needed to see him again.
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      ALLY STOOD in front of Jameson’s Pub, stricken with a case of nerves. An elegant English tavern, famous for its variety of ales and “pub grub”, Jameson’s was a favorite watering hole for the upwardly mobile after-work crowd. Once she had been part of that crowd, but that had been over a year ago, long before her life went pear-shaped. Now she felt awkward as she hesitated at the entrance, wondering if Karly was already inside. Just knowing that Jack was inside made her palms sweat and butterflies skitter in her stomach. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. She thought briefly about walking the other direction, but any qualms she had were soothed when Karly bounded up to the front door like an overzealous cocker spaniel, her strawberry blond curls springing with every step. When she reached Ally, she threw her arms around her neck and squeezed with surprising strength. Unsettled by the emotional greeting, Ally smiled and gently disentangled herself.

      “I thought you might chicken out,” Karly said in her croaky voice that was much too big for her petite stature. At five-six, Ally towered over the tiny girl. She was like a pixie on steroids; miniature, vibrant, and bursting with personality.

      “Are you kidding? And miss out on you? You’re crazy,” Ally said. The smile on her face felt genuine for the first time in weeks, since she’d gone out with Jack.

      Karly stepped into the golden light of the pub. Ally followed, blinking against the dimness after the brilliance of the summer sun, enjoying the rush of cool air conditioning. Warm and inviting with lots of dark wood paneling and brass details, Jameson’s was the perfect place for conversation and casual business luncheons. Half a dozen intimate booths surrounded the perimeter of the main room. A beam of sunlight glanced off the ornate mirror behind the long, antique bar and momentarily blinded her.

      As her eyes adjusted to the light, she scanned the room. No sign of Jack. Maybe he wasn’t there. She took a seat at the bar and breathed a sigh of relief and disappointment. She ran a hand over her hair, which was swept back in a sleek ponytail, tapped a fingernail on the bar and contemplated her drink options. Over the past week, she’d made a concerted effort to avoid hard liquor, but under the circumstances a little liquid courage might ease the strain.

      Someone came through the double swinging doors from the kitchen into the bar area. Ally looked up and stared into the twinkling brown eyes of Captain Mayhem himself. Her cheeks flamed, and her mouth went dry. If he was surprised or happy to see her, he didn’t show it. He put down the glass he had been holding, wiped his hands on the white apron tied around his narrow waist, and flipped a checkered bar towel over his shoulder as he strode toward her.

      With a ghost of a smile on his lips and the flicker of anger in his eyes, Jack stopped in front of her and leaned one elbow on the counter to study her. He looked more handsome than ever in a crisp white dress shirt, tailored black dress pants, and a red bow tie. The white linen of his shirt set off the bronze of his skin and the dark stubble of growth on his jaw. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach.

      “What can I get for you, ladies?” The sultry baritone, smooth as scotch over ice, sent moisture pooling between her thighs.

      “Are you speaking to me again?” To her immense relief, her voice sounded normal despite the trembling of her hands.

      “Jury is still out.” The volume of his voice lowered to an intimate level. “Depends on what you’ve got to say to me.” He tapped the counter with his hand, the mask slid over his features, and he spoke in a normal tone. “So, what’ll it be?

      “Can I get a Jack and Coke? And Karly wants a fuzzy navel.” Damn it, he wasn’t going to make this easy for her. Attraction pulsed between them like a live wire stretched taut and about to snap. The intensity of feeling rubbed her already frayed nerves raw.

      From the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of Karly at the jukebox, shoving dollars into the machine like a crazy woman, as if music might calm the undercurrent of tension in the room, now made all the more intense by Jack’s appearance.

      “What are you doing here anyway? Slumming?” The hard edge of his voice caught her by surprise.

      “It’s not like that, Jack.”

      “Then what’s it like, Ally? Tell me. I’m curious.” She had forgotten how deep and seductive his voice could be. He licked his lips, concentrating all her attention on his mouth. How she would love to bite his full lower lip. The thought raised her temperature another degree. Jack smiled as if he could read her thoughts, as if daring her to follow through.

      “Everything okay here?” Karly popped up beside Ally, her keen eyes darting from Jack to Ally and back again. “What did I miss?”

      “Maybe we can talk later?” Ally asked. He nodded his assent and with his best smoldering look, turned his back and went about the business of preparing drinks for them. Karly watched the broad V of his torso with obvious approval as he worked.

      “Talk about what? What’s going on?” Karly’s eyes rounded. “Shiver me timbers! He’s freaking hot, girlfriend. All he needs is a hook and an eye patch and — well, I’d walk the plank for that one.” She laid a hand on Ally’s arm and squeezed. “He was looking at you like he wanted to do you right here on top of the bar. Do you know him?”

      “No…yes…sort of.” Ally a shrugged her shoulders, uncertain how to explain their dysfunctional relationship.

      “Spill it,” Karly demanded. “Right now. I want details.”

      Ally sighed. “I met him at Felony. He manages both places.”

      “Felony? That’s a rough place.” Karly’s eyes widened in a mixture of awe and surprise. She let out a low whistle. “You’ve got a whole other side to you that I had no idea about. Will you take me there sometime?” At Ally’s scowl, Karly shrugged. “Sorry. Sorry. Go on.”

      “Well…” Ally drew in a deep breath for strength. “We’ve hung out a few times. That’s all.”

      Karly’s eyes narrowed. “And…?”

      “He brought lunch to my office. And we had sex.” The confession tumbled out in a rush like water falling from a pitcher.

      “Shut the front door!” Karly slapped her hand on the counter, overcome with shock. “I have seriously underestimated you.”

      “Shhhh…you don’t have to tell the whole freaking bar.” Ally felt the heat of embarrassment race up her neck. “I know, right? He is so not my type.”

      “Geesh!” Karly fanned her cheeks with a drink coaster to cool her own blush. “Believe me, honey. He’s every woman’s type. So how was it?”

      Ally couldn’t help but smile at her friend’s enthusiasm despite her personal misgivings about the whole event. “It was smoking hot, but I made an ass out of myself and we haven’t spoken until just now.”

      “I seriously doubt that you made an ass out of yourself. He doesn’t seem to be too concerned about it.”

      “No, I did. And he was being so sweet. We had wine and cheese by the lake and then I insulted him.”

      “Verbal diarrhea?” Ally nodded, and Karly set down the coaster then gave Jack another more thorough appraisal. “Seriously? Why would you do that? What exactly set you off?”

      Ally hung her head and stared at her lap, head shaking back and forth. Karly was the only person in the world she could trust with her secret. When she spoke, it was in a whisper. “I’m not sure what happened. He’s such a player, you know? And I’ve only been with Brian. I guess I just panicked. I thought I’d blow him off before he could ditch me.”

      “You had sex with him and blew him off?” The break between jukebox songs hit just as Karly spoke. Her words echoed around the quiet bar and taunted Ally.

      “Shhhh...inside voice, remember?” Ally thumped the girl on the back of the head with her hand in an affectionate reprimand. “You don’t have to tell the whole damn place.”

      “Sorry! Sorry.” Karly looked over her shoulder as if about to divulge a national secret. “He’s freaking gorgeous,” Karly said, as if that made everything alright. “I’m sure you already know this, but you don’t have to marry every guy you sleep with, Al.”

      Ally kept her eyes glued to Jack’s reflection in the mirror as he opened a new bottle of bourbon. He glanced up and gave her a quick smile that melted her insides. She smiled back. “But he’s such a whore dog.”

      “You know what that means? It means he’s got experience. That he knows what he’s doing.”

      “Oh, he definitely knows what he’s doing.” She smiled at the thought then turned back to Karly. “But enough about me. How was London? Did you meet anyone there?”

      Karly’s shoulders slumped and the sparkle in her eyes dimmed a little. A dozen different emotions flickered across her delicate features. “I did. His name was Jerome and we had an affair for eight glorious weeks. Sex twice a day, intimate dinners, and weekends away at the most romantic places. One time we stayed in a castle that belonged to one of his friends. Then the day before I left, he said that he really enjoyed our time together but that he was engaged to someone and getting married in a few weeks.”

      “Oh, Karly, I’m so sorry.” Ally’s heart ached for her friend. Karly had dozens of failed relationships in her past and Ally had no idea why. The girl was pretty and smart and full of personality. “Here I’ve been going on about myself. You should have told me.”

      “It’s okay,” Karly said in a tone that meant it clearly wasn’t. “He was ten years older than me and had a bald spot. The sex was great though.” She chewed on the end of her stir stick as she mulled over memories. “I’m sure I would’ve been tired of him in another month anyway.”

      “Maybe we can go out this weekend. You know – have a girls’ night out.”

      “Yes!” Karly’s eyes brightened. “I want to go to Felony. The best way to get over someone is to get under someone else.”
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* * *

      Sitting alone at the bar with another drink, Ally contemplated her friend’s advice while she watched Jack work. He completely ignored her as he moved around the pub with an easy grace, taking orders and chatting with the customers, joking with the men and flirting with the women. His silence stung more than any verbal reproach. When she finally caught his eye, he held up a finger in a request to wait for him.

      A few minutes later, he leaned over the bar in front of her. “What’s up? Where’s your friend?”

      “She had to go,” Ally said. Butterflies twittered in her stomach and her palms began to sweat. This was harder than she thought it would be. “Look, do you think we could go somewhere and talk later?”

      “I’m free to go now. What did you have in mind?”

      “Maybe a cup of coffee or something?”

      Ally slipped out of her uncomfortable stilettos and put on the pair of flats that she carried in her bag for walking. Jack adjusted his long stride to match her shorter one as they strolled along the streets of downtown in the dying daylight. They walked side by side in awkward silence, bumping shoulders occasionally, watching each other with covert sideways glances. His eyes strayed to evaluate every woman they passed, each of whom returned his stare with equal appreciation.

      “That!” Ally exclaimed after his eyes had lingered an inordinately long amount of time on a curvaceous redhead. “That is exactly what I’m talking about.”

      “What?” Jack’s head snapped back to her. “Did I miss something?”

      “It’s disgusting,” she continued. “The way you ogle after women. It’s disrespectful.”

      He laughed despite her warning scowl. “She had an awesome pair of tits. Not as nice as yours, mind you, but very nice. Round, perky…” He raised his hands in front of him, palms facing outward, as if turning the dials on a radio.

      “It’s like you’re never satisfied with the woman you’ve got. You’re always looking for the next best thing. No wonder all your girlfriends are neurotic psychos. The moment they give into you, you’re already after someone else.”

      “And yet, here I am.” She bumped her shoulder against his in reproach and he laughed. His fingers twitched at his breast pocket as if seeking the cigarette pack that wasn’t there. He sighed and shoved his hands into his pockets. “You make it sound like some kind of battle between good and evil. It’s not like I’m a crazed sex fiend raping and pillaging the city.”

      “But that’s the thing…you’re all sweet and attentive like a girl is the center of your world. You make a girl think that she might be able to change you…that there’s hope… that she might be the one to make you settle down. But as soon as something bright and shiny and new comes your way, you’re out the door.”

      “Geesh.” He sounded thoroughly offended. To demonstrate his distress, he ran a hand back through his hair, disheveling the glossy dark locks in an attractive way. “If I’m such a terrible person, then why are you here?”

      “I’m sorry, alright? I’m sorry about everything I said the other night.” She put her hand on his arm. “You were really sweet, and I ruined the whole thing. I feel terrible about it.” Unable to look at him, she concentrated her attention on the storefront beside them. “I sounded like a total bitch. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

      “Yeah, you did. Hurt my feelings, I mean.” He stopped walking and waited until she raised her gaze to meet his. “At least I know that you’re human.” He raised an eyebrow and gave her a smile then brushed a tendril of hair back from her face. They started walking again.

      “You hurt my feelings too, Jack.”

      “I know. I was an asshole. I don’t think either one of us is too surprised about that.” He shrugged and shot a shy sideways glance at her. “I guess you took me by surprise.”

      Jack reached out to touch her again, gripping her arm just above the elbow and sending shivers of pleasure up her spine. He guided her into a little café that she had never noticed before.

      “How is it that I’ve lived here all my life and never knew about these places?” He laughed as they stepped through the entrance into a small, narrow room just wide enough for an old-fashioned counter and a few tables with bright yellow and blue tablecloths.

      “Because you are a popsicle and I am not. You have to actually leave your comfort zone once in a while to find places like this.”

      An almond-eyed barista took their orders with a smile of appreciation for Jack. The pair engaged in a few seconds of light banter before he took Ally’s hand and led her through a set of French doors that opened into a delightful brick-walled courtyard filled to overflowing with a riotous profusion of flowers. Pink and yellow roses tumbled from a trellis overhead and emitted a scent so heady that she nearly lost her balance. In the center of the courtyard, a fountain splashed and tinkled as a cherub poured water from a pitcher into the basin at his feet.

      “Oh,” Ally whispered in awe.

      He grinned at her shock. “Pretty awesome, huh? I come here sometimes to get some mental peace and quiet.”

      With his hand returned to the small of her back, he guided her to a corner table where they were partially obscured from sight of the doors by the fountain and a giant urn filled with trailing vines and geraniums. Instead of sitting across from her, he pulled his chair next to hers so that he could drape one arm across the back of her shoulders and press his thigh against hers.

      “Do you know her?” Ally asked, nodding toward the barista who had brought sugar and cream to their table. As she spoke, Ally dumped three spoons of sugar and a generous amount of cream into her coffee and stirred.

      “I come here a lot,” he said. She glared at him. “Oh, you mean in the biblical sense? Then the answer is yes, I know her. She has her tongue pierced,” he added as if that explained everything.

      “Is there anyone in this city that you don’t know in the biblical sense?” Ally rolled her eyes and tried to shift away so that they were no longer touching, but Jack followed her movement, keeping his thigh pressed tight to hers. The misunderstanding by the lake simmered between them.

      “Let’s just get this over with and off the table,” Jack said, his voice tinged once again with anger. “Yes, Ally, I have slept with lots of women. I’m not ashamed of it and I’m not going to apologize for it. It’s old news. Get over it already.”

      “It’s hard to get over it when it’s thrown in my face every five minutes.”

      “I like sex and I like women. Two of my favorite things in life. Don’t be a hater just because my lifestyle has been different from yours. Sometimes different is good.”

      “I know I said that I didn’t want a relationship the other night, but I was wrong. It made me realize that I’m not wired like that. I can’t have sex with someone and not have feelings for them. I don’t know how you do it.”

      He stayed silent for a moment, dark eyes watching her with serious intent.

      “Maybe I don’t want to be like that anymore.”

      She snorted. “Yeah, right. I’m not stupid, Jack. Don’t insult my intelligence.”

      “I’m serious.” The brown eyes stared unblinking into hers until she was forced to look away.

      “You said that you wanted sex without strings. You were perfectly clear about it. People don’t change like that overnight. Don’t tell me that you’re suddenly afraid of going to hell.” She bit her lower lip to keep from smiling.

      He laughed, a warm sound that made her insides clench with pleasure. “Maybe. Mostly I’m afraid that the better part of my life will slip away when I’m not looking, and I’ll wake up alone and unloved on my deathbed.” He shifted back in his chair and rubbed the bearded stubble on his chin. “Maybe it’s just time for me to grow up. Maybe you make me want to grow up.”

      The sincerity in his words made her look up at him again. This time she didn’t look away, spellbound by this rare moment of disclosure. His sudden vulnerability brought a rush of sympathy followed by shame over her behavior.

      “I really am sorry about the other night. I made an ass out of myself.” The words came out with difficulty, but their release brought a flood of relief. “I don’t know why I acted like that.”

      “It’s okay,” he said with a casual shrug. “I was kind of an ass too.”

      “No. It’s not okay. I’m not like that – not really. It’s just that you – you…” Her voice trailed off as she stumbled for the right words. “You freak me out a little.” She expected him to laugh but his expression remained serious. “Not in a bad way. I don’t mean it like that. I just don’t have much experience with guys like you. Brian’s the only guy I ever dated or slept with.”

      “Seriously? You’ve only been with the one dude? Ever?” His eyebrows shot up to his hairline as if she’d just confessed a mortal sin. “How old are you anyway? Twenty-four?”

      “Twenty-five,” she corrected.

      “How can you be twenty-five years old and have only slept with one guy?”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing and it’s not.” Embarrassment flooded her cheeks. “You said you won’t apologize for all the women you slept with. Well, I’m not going to apologize for being faithful to one person.”

      “Of course, it’s not a bad thing. I didn’t mean to imply that it was.” He ruffled his hair with his free hand, eyebrows raised. “I’d like to try it – with you.” She put her hand on top of his; he turned his hand over and entwined his fingers with hers.
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* * *

      Things were going well between them. Too well, Jack thought with a twinge of self-doubt. Once they got past the awkwardness of their previous argument, Ally chattered about her recent promotion at work and girl things like shoes and dresses. Hell, she could talk about the most boring subject in the world and he’d still be fascinated. Her low, well-modulated voice commanded all of a man’s attention, the mole on her left cheek acting like a punctuation mark next to her lips. He’d like to hear that husky alto soprano in the dead of the night, calling out his name in a moment of ecstasy. A voice like that could bring a man to his knees.

      As she spoke, he studied her face, admiring the regal sweep of sculpted cheekbones and the smooth flawless skin stretched over them. The green eyes, surrounded by inky lashes, sparkled with conviction and cut around the courtyard, taking in details that most people would never notice. One in a million, he thought. You’ve hit the damn lottery, Jameson.

      “Jack? Are you listening to me?” He watched her lips as she spoke, wondering just how long he needed to wait before he kissed.

      “Take me home with you.” The words slipped from his mouth without forethought. “Let’s go back to your place, Ally. Let me make love to you tonight.”

      The lovely face went pale then flushed an attractive shade of pink, although her expression remained impassive. He lifted her hand to his lips.

      “Um, I have to work tomorrow.” She bit her lower lip in contemplation. “But…okay.”

      Her sudden acquiescence caught him off guard. One minute she was as sharp and unyielding as the edge of his switchblade; the next minute she was as soft and compliant as a down pillow. Once past the careful mask she always wore, he’d witnessed the vulnerability she protected so carefully. As she sat next to him with her hand in his, he felt the overwhelming desire to shield her from wrongdoing, to ward off bastards like that douche bag Brian.

      The vibration of the cell phone in his pocket broke the siren spell she had cast. Without looking, he knew who the caller was. He switched the phone to mute but made the mistake of looking at the text message as he did so.

      Fuck! That message could only mean one thing. Chelsea had mired herself in deep shit and needed him to clean up her mess. Why in hell couldn’t he be rid of her? The only thing that bound them was his guilt. He knew if he didn’t go to her, she could wind up dead and it would be his fault. Ally stopped talking mid-sentence, alarmed by his expression. He forced a smile and urged her to continue. The last thing he wanted to do was leave her now when they had just started to make some headway in their relationship.

      “Who is that?” Ally asked.

      “It’s Chelsea – an old friend.” He frowned at the phone. “She’s got problems. Look – I’m going to have to take a rain check for tonight but promise me that you’ll come to Felony this weekend.”
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* * *

      Jack left Ally at the parking garage and walked the few blocks back to Jameson’s where he’d left his truck behind the building. Compared to the sexy curves of Ally’s BMW, his 1968 Chevy pickup looked like a rusty bucket of shit. He rubbed his temples in a feeble attempt to stave off a burgeoning migraine. Randy had been right; the girl was miles out of his league. How could he ever hope to impress her with a fold-out sofa bed and a piece of shit old truck that started with a screwdriver in the ignition? The only thing he had to offer her was sex, and a girl like Ally needed much more than a roll in the hay to keep her attention.

      He needed to make her see that he was serious about changing. Maybe he should take her out on a real date, pull out all the stops. The next time they parted, she’d know the meaning of ecstasy or he’d turn in his man card. She saw through his bullshit; he liked and respected her for it, but she didn’t know the real him. What he really wanted seemed a much more daunting task. He wanted her respect and that required a whole different skill set, one he wasn’t sure he possessed.

      His cell phone vibrated again.

      “What the hell do you want?” he asked when he saw the caller ID. “I said I would be there in a minute.”

      “Jack, I’m scared. Please hurry.” Chelsea’s voice sounded small and uncertain.

      “Did it ever occur to you that I might be in the middle of something? That maybe I can’t just drop everything the minute you call?”

      “I’m in trouble. I messed up. Please come and get me. I’m scared.” Her voice quivered, thick with tears, words slightly slurred.

      “Fine. I’m on my way. Just hold tight.” He sighed and turned the screwdriver in the ignition of the old truck, willing it to life with some pumps of the gas pedal.

      He made a quick stop at Felony to pick up his gun and prayed he wouldn’t need it. Randy was there, stocking coolers and cleaning the bar. He raised a ruddy eyebrow when he saw Jack take the gun from the safe. Something in Chelsea’s voice scared Jack, made his gut clench as it did when danger lurked. The cadence of her speech made it evident that she was using again. God only knew what he would find when he reached her. The address she gave him put her somewhere around the abandoned glass factory near First Street. A derelict part of town littered with crack houses and prostitutes, it was nowhere any self-respecting person would visit in broad daylight, let alone at night.

      Even though he knew better, he couldn’t help but blame himself for this fiasco. He’d been the first one to put a needle in her arm and she’d liked it way too much. Some people were like that. He’d been able to break the cycle, but Chelsea… Remorse and guilt squeezed his gut until he could barely breathe. The moment Chelsea arrived on his doorstep he should have put her on a bus back to Chicago or – better yet – driven her home himself. Not that she had anywhere to go when she got there. Her parents had washed their hands of her years ago. That left him to pick up the pieces every time she fell apart and he was so very tired of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      JACK STOOD on the curb of Eighth Street between his pickup truck and the burned-out chassis of a Cutlass Supreme with Randy at his side. He had tried to persuade his friend to stay behind, but the stubborn ass had insisted on coming along. For the third time, he pulled the crumpled piece of paper from his back pocket to check the address written on it. He looked from the paper to the house and back to the paper with a growing sense of unease.

      “Are you sure this is the right place?” Randy pressed his lips together in a tight white line, worry clouding his gray eyes.

      “God, I hope not,” Jack said and felt a rush of gratitude that Randy had come along. By the looks of this place, he might need some back up. Chelsea had a tendency to walk hand in hand with disaster.

      The house sat back a ways from the narrow street, cloaked in shadow and looking a good deal shabbier than its dilapidated neighbors. The moon receded behind troubled clouds, leaving the overgrown yard obscured by darkness. Plywood covered the doors and windows, the grayed wood splattered with red graffiti like splashes of blood on a corpse. No signs of life existed beyond the rusted tricycle resting against the broken porch steps, an eerie reminder of better days.

      Jack removed the gun from the waistband of his pants and checked the clip one last time as he moved up the sidewalk and prayed that he wouldn’t need it. Randy followed on his six, stealthy and dangerous as a lion stalking its prey. It was like old times, back on the streets of Chicago, when they’d walked on the wild side.

      The front door was boarded shut but the covering over the back door had been pried away and swung to the side when Jack tested it. Randy pressed flush against the back wall of the house, pistol in hand. Jack raised a hand indicating that his friend should wait. Randy frowned but jerked his head in acknowledgment.

      Jack thrust aside the plywood and took a tentative step into the house. He stopped for a second inside the threshold and waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. At the same time, the moon emerged from its hiding place. Beams of moonlight filtered through the cracks of the boards over the windows and cast eerie pools of blue and gray light into the room. The floor was littered with trash; fast food wrappers, dirty clothing, and wads of aluminum foil used for cooking up the drug du jour. A sickening sweet scent overlaid the heavier odors of human excrement and unwashed bodies. Jack took a deep breath and pulled his t-shirt up over his nose and mouth to keep from gagging.

      His heart sank as he peered through the kitchen and into the vacant dining room. Dirt and age smudged the once white walls, checkered by light square patches where pictures had once hung. Someone had spray painted a man’s face, twisted in an expression of agony, mouth open and garish in the moonlight. It stared at him in surreal disapproval. He thrust an arm out the door, motioning Randy in behind him. He had seen this kind of place before and knew the dangers that lurked behind every corner. Junkies could be freakishly strong and irrationally violent when stirred up. The two men moved silently through the debris into the living room as carefully as if moving through a mine field. Two dirty mattresses rested on the floor covered with a pile of rags. Not rags actually, but bodies wasted by drug abuse, barely recognizable as human. They didn’t stir as Randy and Jack approached and Jack wondered if they might be dead.

      “Holy Mary, Mother of God,” Randy said in a choked whisper and crossed himself.

      Jack bent down and placed a hand on the nearest shoulder, shook it roughly, and was greeted by the upturned face of a boy who couldn’t have been more than sixteen years old. The snub nose and hollowed cheeks were smudged with dirt, the sunken eyes glazed and unseeing. An unhealthy gray tinged the boy’s skin as if he hadn’t seen daylight for a very long time. No doubt he was a runaway. Jack had an unsettling vision of the boy’s mother, sitting at her kitchen table sick with worry, staring at her telephone as she waited for a call that might never come. That boy could have been him if he hadn’t changed his ways, he realized, and felt a rush of sympathy.

      “You can’t save them all, Jack,” Randy said, as if reading his thoughts.

      Right. Jack sighed and shook the boy again who had slumped back to the mattress in oblivion. “I’m looking for a tall girl with straight black hair and blue eyes. Her name is Chelsea. Have you seen her?”

      With great effort, the boy focused in on Jack’s face. The boy shook his head, but Jack squeezed the thin shoulder harder.

      “Are you sure? A pretty girl about this tall?” He raised his hand to his chin in approximation of Chelsea’s height.

      The boy’s eyes sharpened, and he nodded then pointed up the steps to the second floor.

      Mingled relief and disappointment surged through Jack all at once. Part of him had hoped she wouldn’t be here, that this rescue mission would be nothing more than a waste of his time. The other part of him seethed with anger that she had once again put him in this situation. God only knew what horrific sights lay in wait for them at the top of the stairs.

      None of the bedrooms had doors and he could see bodies in all of them. The first bedroom held several people who blinked at him without seeing, shuffling around like rats in the darkness. A boy and girl writhed in the corner, deep in the throes of sex, undisturbed by his presence.

      He found her in the second bedroom, curled up on a pile of rags in the corner next to a gaunt stick figure of a guy with stringy blond hair. They were curled up together like shrimp in a tangle of skeletal limbs. Several emotions coursed through him as he caught sight of delicate features beneath the matted dark hair; shock at her state of dishevelment, anger that she could put herself in such danger, and sorrow that someone he had once cared for had fallen into such a deep pit of despair.

      He crouched down beside her and brushed the hair from her face with a tender hand. She stirred and smiled but didn’t open her eyes.

      “Chelsea?” He took her by the arm, shocked by the frailty of her bones, and shook her. “Chels, wake up. It’s time to go home.”

      “Jack?” She blinked up at him with sleepy eyes. “Come to bed, Jack.”

      “Get up, Chels. It’s time to go,” he said, his voice sharper than he intended.

      “That’s okay. You go ahead without me. I’ll be there in a minute,” she said and fell back asleep.

      “No, we’re going. Get. Up. Now.” He shook her again, hard enough to make her head roll on her shoulders. She roused long enough to take a swing at him then collapsed again.

      Fuck! It couldn’t be easy. Nothing was ever easy with her. He scrubbed his face with his free hand, curbing the urge to throttle her. With a sigh, he shoved his pistol back into the waistband of his pants and began to disentangle the stick figure guy from her. The guy groaned and rolled over but never woke up. At least that was one thing he wouldn’t need to worry about.

      “Jack, you want to hurry it up?” Randy’s urgent whisper floated up the stairs. He’d stayed at the foot of the stairs to keep an eye on things. “We’ve got company.”

      From the back of the house came the banging of car doors and hushed voices floated up the sidewalk. Jack paused from his dealings with Chelsea long enough to peak through one of the windows. A Cadillac Escalade gleamed in the moonlight. A well-dressed young man accompanied by a guy clad in a leather jacket, his hair shaved into a Mohawk, walked toward the house. Dealers, no doubt, come to collect or sell or maybe both. The last thing he needed was an altercation with Chelsea’s dealer. They always hated losing a customer.

      “We’re leaving, Chels. Right now. Get your ass up.” He poked her with the toe of his boot. She moaned but didn’t move. He bent down and scooped her up, throwing her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. She weighed no more than a child and he carried her easily down the stairs.

      Randy met him at the bottom of the stairs. “We can go out this way,” he said, motioning toward a door in the living room. “It goes out to the garage.”

      Jack adjusted Chelsea’s weight over his shoulders and nodded for Randy to lead the way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      A FEW minutes after ten o’clock on Friday night, Ally and Karly stepped out of the cab in front of Felony. The line of admission comprised of various leather clad bikers and head-bangers intermingled with a surprising number of college students, snaked down the sidewalk and around the corner of the building. The bouncer recognized Ally and waved her to the front of the line amid grumblings from those left waiting. With Karly in tow, she stumbled down the dark maze of hallways, an eerie fog swirling around their feet. Music vibrated through the walls like the rumbling of distant thunder. Butterflies fluttered in Ally’s stomach as each step took her closer to Jack. Just knowing that he roamed within the same four walls sent her pulse into cardiac arrest territory.

      “This is crazy,” Karly said eyes wide like a kid at Disneyland.

      “Just wait,” Ally replied as they stepped through a ragged hole knocked in the wall fondly dubbed “The Rabbit Hole” and emerged into a different world on the other side.

      Laser lights and strobes shattered the darkness like strikes of lightning timed with the music. The band raged on the stage, dripping with sweat, instruments ablaze in front of a standing-room-only crowd. Girls in scanty clothes writhed in metal cages and on platforms around the perimeter of the dance floor. Flames danced on large flat screen TVs placed at intervals around the space like windows into an inferno. Those were new, Ally noted, and gave the place an edgy, modern feel.

      “This is awesome,” Karly shouted into Ally’s ear over the heavy riffs of bass guitar. “Now, where’s your guy?”

      “He’s probably in the back – at the bar,” Ally shouted in return and motioned toward the back of the room. As if on cue, Randy appeared at Ally’s elbow. Word traveled fast. The bouncer at the door must have alerted Jack.

      “Come with me. We’ve got a couple of seats for you at the bar,” he shouted, leaning down from his impressive height to her ear, and nodded in that direction. The crowd parted respectfully for Randy as he cleared a path across the dance floor.

      Jack looked up from the cash register when they approached and a broad smile complete with dimples lit his face. Any prior uneasiness dissipated under the warmth in his eyes. She smiled back at him. How any man could look so sexy was beyond her. He wore a weathered leather newsboy cap low over his eyes and an open white dress shirt that revealed the word Revolution tattooed across his abdomen. He could have walked straight out of the pages of Rolling Stone magazine. She made a mental note to ask him where he bought his clothes.

      “Looking good,” he said with an appreciative sweep of her figure. “Nice dress.”

      Thank goodness she had stepped out of her comfort zone long enough to don an indecently short pink baby doll dress. The halter top and bare back weren’t her style, but this particular pink dress had caught her eye and had hung unworn in her closet. She’d never had the balls to wear it until now. The appreciation in Jack’s eyes as he took in her cleavage told her that it was worth the risk.

      “Drinks are on the house, ladies,” he said. “I’ve got two seats for you at the end of the bar.” He nodded to the right. Ally took a step in that direction then froze.

      “Wow! The VIP treatment,” Karly said. Her eyes rounded.

      “Oh hell no.” Ally backed into Karly and tread on the poor girl’s toes. “No freaking way am I sitting there.”

      Jack’s Seat of Shame and the barstool beside it sat empty and waiting despite the cluster of giggling, fawning females gathered behind it. As much as Ally wanted him, she had no desire to sit in that seat. That barstool represented everything she disliked about Jack and herself. If he thought she was just another one of his pitiful groupies, he was sorely mistaken. No matter how much she wanted him, she would not let herself become one of those desperate, pathetic girls who hung on his every word while everyone else laughed behind their backs. Hell no.

      “What’s the matter?” Karly asked, looking from Ally to Jack and back to Ally.

      Jack frowned and walked around the end of the bar. “Is the seat dirty? Here. Let me wipe it off before you sit down.”

      “It’ll take more than soap and water to clean that,” Ally said.

      Jack caught the note of sarcasm in her voice and an expression of enlightenment flickered over his face. He straightened and took a deep breath. A muscle twitched in his jaw. Their eyes met with perfect understanding.

      “Really? You can’t be serious.” He cocked an eyebrow at her and she shook her head.

      “It’s a deal breaker,” she said and crossed her arms over her chest.

      Without missing a beat, he called out to the two bearded bikers sitting at the opposite end of the bar. “Vinnie! Tinker! Get your asses up and let the ladies sit down there.” The two men, adorned with heavy beards and chains sweeping from wallet to waistband, groaned and rolled their eyes but got up anyway. Jack made a deep, theatrical bow and swept an arm in that direction. “My lady.”

      “Am I missing something here?” Karly asked as they sat down. “What is it with you two?”

      “Anything you want, baby,” Jack whispered in Ally’s ear. “All you have to do is ask.”

      Heat rushed into her cheeks. Maybe she’d been out of line, but she couldn’t help feeling a surge of triumph over this small battle. As he passed by her to reclaim his post behind the counter, his fingers trailed along her waist, leaving a trail of goose bumps in their wake.

      People crowded around the bar shouting drink orders, bumping and jostling in the quest for a greater buzz. With the expertise born from years of practice, Jack poured out an extra dirty vodka martini for Karly and a gin and tonic with two limes for Ally. She watched his long fingers as they popped the tops of four beer cans, skimmed along the polished bar surface to scrape up money, and punched buttons on the antique cash register. He did everything with ease, exchanging quips with the patrons as he went about his business, and doling out orders to the other bartenders. No matter how busy he was, he always returned at just the right moment with a fresh drink or a couple of shots for them.

      “This place is insane,” Karly said into her ear while tugging on her arm, drawing her attention away from Jack. “Let’s go dance. I want to dance.”

      Jack appeared in front of them even though there was no way he had heard over the raucous music. “Go ahead,” he said. “I’ll save your seats for you.”

      With a shrug, Ally downed her drink for courage then let Karly drag her out of the bar area and onto the dance floor where bodies jostled against each other and the scents of leather and sweat mingled. The music throbbed with a rhythm that matched Ally’s pulse. Karly was immediately snatched up by a young man with a pierced upper lip and dissolved into the mass of dancers. Ally raised her arms over her head and lost herself to the graveled voice of the lead singer and the demonic counter melody of the bass player. Buffeted on all sides by strangers, it was easy to forget all of her worries and concentrate on the music.
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* * *

      As Ally left for the dance floor, an unfamiliar stabbing sensation caused Jack to raise a hand to rub his chest. The sensation, although distracting, wasn’t altogether unpleasant. It was more akin to the adrenalin rush he felt right before bungee jumping or skydiving — as if something exhilarating and beyond his control was about to happen. It had happened once before when he’d met Ally outside her building to take her to the lake. The moment she had stepped out of those revolving doors and her green eyes landed on him as he waited by the sidewalk, his heart had leaped into his throat.

      “You’re worse than a freaking teenager,” Randy grumbled, shoving him aside to reach the cash register. “You haven’t stopped smiling for the last hour.”

      “Bite me,” Jack replied. With monumental effort, he tore his eyes away from Ally’s ass and back to the business of serving drinks.

      “Seriously, dude. What are you doing? You’ve been sniffing after that chick like a dog in heat. You either need to hit or quit it ‘cause I can’t take it any longer.” Randy held a pitcher underneath the margarita machine. When nothing happened, he slapped it with the palm of his hand and cursed.

      “Yeah, well...” Jack’s voice trailed off. “What can I say, man? She fascinates me.”

      “Obviously.” Randy rolled his eyes then pounded on the top of the machine in frustration. “I’m not against it. It’s just weird seeing you fall all over yourself for a piece of ass. I hate this machine.”

      “You’ve got to hit it on the side above the logo like this,” Jack said with a scowl as he smacked the machine with the flat of his hand. It groaned and sputtered then began to dispense slushy liquid with a deafening roar. “As much as this thing cost, you’d think it would work better than this. And she’s not just a piece of ass. She’s...complicated.”

      Randy handed the pitcher to Tasha, the waitress, and turned around to face Jack. With his arms folded across his chest, he regarded his boss with open curiosity. “Complicated? Really? You must have some kind of death wish. After Chelsea, I would’ve thought you were done with complicated.”

      “Chelsea’s not complicated — she’s psycho. Ally is...” Jack paused long enough to place another pitcher underneath the machine which refused to shut off once it had started. “I just can’t figure her out. There’s so much going on inside that head of hers.”

      Two girls, dressed in hooker boots and mini-skirts, shoved their way up to the bar and beamed at Jack. Oblivious, he moved away to serve another round to Tinker and Vinnie. The girls scowled but brightened as Randy stepped up to take their orders.

      Tasha was the newest addition to the Felony staff. Dressed in torn fishnets and platform leather booths, she was a perfect fit with the crazy atmosphere and her no-nonsense attitude kept the patrons in line. She had been waiting patiently for her next order throughout this conversation, but after a few minutes, slammed her serving tray onto the counter, and walked around the bar to retrieve two canned beers from the cooler. With exaggerated motions, she placed the beer cans on the tray. “Men are such idiots,” she said with a scowl. With a shake of her pigtails, she picked up the tray again and made her way out to the floor.

      “I think I’m in love,” Randy said with a sigh, his eyes following Tasha’s lithe form as she glided away.

      “Don’t screw the help,” Jack replied with a stern glare.

      “Why not? You always do.”

      “And I was stupid for doing it,” Jack replied. “I don’t know what I was thinking. It was a sexual harassment suit waiting to happen. Besides, Tasha’s pretty good and she might actually stay if you keep your hands off of her.”

      “But...”

      “No,” Jack repeated. “There are a hundred girls here who don’t work for us. Pick one of them.”
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* * *

      Out on the dance floor, Ally felt the stress of the work week fade. One song melted into another as she swayed and bounced with the crowd. The heat from all those bodies built until beads of sweat trickled down her back and between her breasts. Pleasantly inebriated, she danced with a pair of guys rocking shaved heads until she felt a pair of hands on her hips. She whirled to find Jack behind her, his dark eyes serious. As if by some silent understanding, the skinhead twins melted back into the throng of bodies. Jack pulled her close. Despite his height, he moved with the sinewy grace of a professional dancer. When she turned away and shot a saucy glance at him over her shoulder, he pulled her back against his chest. With his hands on her hips, he molded against her until she felt every hard-muscled inch of his torso from shoulder to thigh. She put her hands on his thighs, holding him close to her, moving with him in a sexual grind that made her body tingle with anticipation. When she raised her arms and buried her hands in his hair, he leaned forward and planted a kiss on her neck.

      The man could move — really move — in a way that made all the women watch with open mouths and their boyfriends scowl in disapproval. With his hands holding her hips to his pelvis, rolling and grinding against her, it was all too easy for her thoughts to drift towards sex. Jack appeared oblivious to everything but Ally. They danced until she was hot and breathless. The filmy material of her dress clung to the perspiration on her body. When she thought her knees might give out from exhaustion, Jack grabbed her by the hand and pulled her toward the bar.

      “Jesus, it’s hot out there,” he said when they reached her barstool. “What do you want to drink, baby?”

      “A glass of ice water, please, and a shot of whiskey.” The stifling heat left wisps of hair stuck to her temples. She gathered the straggling locks in one hand and raised them to cool her neck. Jack leaned over to blow softly on her nape. The intimate breeze caused her flesh to pebble and her nipples to harden. Despite the heat, she shivered.

      “Hitting it hard tonight, aren’t you?” With one finger, he pushed back a damp tendril of hair from her temple.

      The weight of the shot glass felt good in her hand. She slammed down the shot and met his gaze. “Don’t worry about it. I could drink you under the table,” she said. A muffled squeak escaped her as his hand moved to her thigh and squeezed.

      “Does your friend have a designated driver?” The hand moved a little higher, brushing back the hem of the dress.

      “Yep, the Friendly Cab Service is our DD tonight,” she said, still breathless from his touch and all the exercise.

      “Not you — her. You don’t need a ride home.” His gaze darkened. “I’ll take you home — in the morning.” He dropped a kiss on her shoulder. “Or the afternoon.” One long finger swept from temple to chin then tickled along her neck and shoulder. “I’ve got plans for you tonight.”

      Those words, spoken so softly she had to lean forward to hear them, sent waves of desire straight into her womb. With visions of cheesecake and neckties in her mind, she leaned forward and kissed him full on the lips, teasing his tongue with hers.

      “Shit,” he whispered.

      She smiled at him then turned to scan the crowd for signs of Karly and spied her crammed into a nearby booth with a handful of guys. A beautiful smile graced the girl’s face as she gestured with her hands, red curls bouncing. From the expressions of her companions, they found her as captivating as Ally did. She was telling one of her many amusing tales, Ally thought with a sudden rush of pleasure at seeing her friend so happy. Satisfied that all was well, Ally turned back to Jack.

      “I’d really like to strip off that little dress of yours and see what’s underneath,” Jack said, his voice deep and rough. “You’re not wearing a bra, are you?”

      “Stop it.” Instead of cooling her off, his words raised her temperature another degree. She smiled but glanced around nervously to make sure that no one else had heard. “What would Chelsea say about that?”

      “I don’t give a damn what Chelsea thinks.” He withdrew his hand from her thigh and scowled. “What do you know about Chelsea anyway?”

      “Nothing, because that’s exactly what you’ve told me about her. But she must be someone pretty important for you to run off after her the other night. So, until I get an explanation about Chelsea, this...” She made a grand circle with her hand to encompass her torso. “This is off limits to you, Mister.”

      “Hmmm...” Those dark enigmatic eyes swept down her face to her breasts, lingered there a few seconds while her nipples peaked again, and then ever so slowly trailed down to her pink polished toes and back up. Her body tingled wherever he looked, as if the path of his gaze was as real as his touch. “Are you jealous?”

      “Yes.” Too drunk to lie, she stuck to the bald truth. “I told you before that I’m not into multiple partners. If you want me, then you have to be with me — just me — and no one else. I won’t be another notch on your headboard.”

      “I don’t have a headboard. Besides, I’ve already had you.” The full lips twisted into a sly grin. “What makes you think that I want you again? You know I’m not a repeat offender.”

      Her eyes fluttered down to where the straining fly of his jeans said otherwise. She smirked.

      “I think I like it when you’re drunk,” he said and signaled Randy. “I’ll answer your questions, but you’re going to have to work for it. Dude, bring us a bottle of Crown. Maybe we should play a little game of skill. Do you know how to play quarters?” She nodded. “Okay, well, every time you sink a quarter, you can ask me a question. But if I hit the glass, then you have to answer my questions.”

      “Deal.” She had to bite her lip to hold back the smile.
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* * *

      A few minutes later found them squirreled away in one of the back rooms, seated at a small round table with two shot glasses and a bottle of Crown Royal in the center. The crowd of people was a distant murmur like the droning of bees, the music a noiseless vibration of the walls. Jack lounged in the opposite chair, an overconfident grin on his lean face. Ally smiled back, her features schooled into an expression of innocence. He really had no idea what he had gotten himself into.

      “House rules. Rule number one...” As he spoke, he ticked off his fingers in sequence starting with his thumb. “You keep shooting until you miss,” Jack said. “Once you miss, you drink, and you lose your turn. Rule number two...every time you hit, you can ask one question and the loser drinks. Rule number three...if the quarter falls on the floor the shooter drinks and loses their turn.”

      Randy stood next to them, shaking his head in disapproval. “For the record, I think this is a bad idea. If someone pukes, I am not cleaning it up.”

      “Shut up and give me a quarter,” Jack said with his eyes glued to Ally.

      “Just saying is all.” Randy dug deep in his pocket and slapped a quarter to the tabletop.

      “Ladies first.” Jack filled one of the shot glasses to the line with whiskey.

      Ally took the quarter between thumb and forefinger, grabbing George Washington by the ears. “Do I get a practice shot?” she asked.

      “Hell no,” Jack and Randy replied in unison.

      Overhead the bare light bulb glared off of the shot glass. Ally placed her elbow on the table and lined up the quarter then made a few adjustments to the glass. Squinting with one eye closed, she bit her bottom lip and bounced the quarter off the tabletop. It landed with a plink in the shot glass. Jack’s eyebrows raised in surprise. Satisfied, Randy laughed and left the room, closing the door behind him.

      “Who is Chelsea?” she asked with a smug grin.

      “I have known Chelsea since I was six years old. She took my virginity when I was fourteen,” he said before draining the shot. “Go.”

      Ally frowned. That wasn’t the kind of answer she wanted, and Jack didn’t seem inclined to offer any details without encouragement. She lined up the quarter again and sunk it in the shot glass. “Are you sleeping with her?”

      “No.” He slammed back his shot and nodded to the quarter. “Go.”

      “That’s not an answer,” she protested.

      “Then you shouldn’t ask yes or no questions,” he replied.

      She shrugged, took aim, bounced the quarter again, and smiled in triumph. “When was the last time you slept with her?”

      He scowled. “Three months ago, long before you and I hooked up. It was a huge drunken mistake, and I’ve regretted it ever since.” After drawing in a long shaky breath, he drank the next shot. “I’d say this is beginner’s luck but...”

      With a smile, she stood up and leaned over the table in front of the shot glass. She placed the quarter on the bridge of her nose, took careful aim, and let the coin roll slowly off the tip. It bounced on the table and landed solidly in the glass.

      “Damn! Now you’re just showing off.” Jack leaned back in his chair and rubbed his belly. “I think I’ve been scammed.”

      “I should’ve told you that I was campus champion in college,” she said. “I hit the glass one hundred and ten times in a row.” Jack smacked his forehead and groaned. “It was your game, your rules,” she reminded him.

      “Fine. Next question.”

      “Were you ever in love with her?” She held her breath in anticipation of his answer and suddenly wished she could take it back. One word — the wrong word — would crush her foolish fantasies before they had a chance to take root.

      “Once for about five minutes. Then she opened her mouth and it was all over.”

      She sunk the next quarter in the glass.

      “If it’s over with you guys then why does she keep calling you?”

      “I don’t think I like this game anymore,” Jack said with a scowl and pushed his chair back from the table. “She’s messed up bad and I made her that way. Not on purpose, but I helped. She blames me for the way she is, and I guess deep down that I blame myself, too.”

      His answer only piqued her curiosity more. Determined to get more answers, she began to line up the quarter again when Jack stood up and removed his vest. As she released the quarter, he pulled off his shirt in a symphony of rippling abs and pecs. Her hand wavered and the quarter glanced off the edge of the glass. He stretched, flexing every glorious muscle in his torso, and grinned.

      “That’s cheating,” she said and reached for the quarter. “I’m taking another shot.” Before she could remove the quarter, his hand covered hers and pressed it against the table.

      “Nothing in the rules about clothing,” he said. “My turn.” He deftly sunk the quarter into the glass. “Why are you so afraid to have an orgasm? The other night it seemed like you were enjoying it and then you got all tense and worked up. What’s that about?”

      Jesus! The man didn’t waste any time. A lifetime of embarrassment and self-loathing collided under the guise of a blush that raised her temperature several degrees. Ally cleared her throat and took her time about drinking the shot of whiskey. The liquid slid down her throat in a warm rush. A fine dew of perspiration broke out on her temples.

      “Answer up,” he said with a stern look. If he had been affected by drinking three shots in a row, he didn’t show it while she, on the other hand, felt pleasantly muddled.

      “That’s two questions.”

      “Answer.” He refilled the shot glass while he waited. “Why did you get so freaked out? Was it something that I did? I thought you were enjoying yourself.”

      “I did. I was.” The numbing effects of the alcohol, while lowering the barrier to her emotions, caused her words to tumble over each other. “Sometimes my mind seems to take over and I just can’t let myself go.”

      “Why is that, baby?” With a graceful slide, he moved his chair next to hers. He took the shot glass away from her, set it down on the table, and took both her hands in his.

      “I used to be fat,” she said. The words fell out in a rush. “I mean really fat. Huge. And I guess deep down, I still feel like that fat girl. It’s hard for me to believe that anyone could ever be attracted to me. Especially someone who looks like you.”

      He frowned at that, his black eyebrows drawing sharply together. “Baby, you are smoking hot. I like the way you look.” He cupped her cheek with a gentle hand. “I’m the one who can’t believe you’re with me.”

      As incredible as that idea sounded, he seemed sincere and that instigated a whole new pack of insecurities. He was hot and attracted to her. The only thing more frightening was the power of her attraction to him. “You scare the hell out of me, Jack...I have all these feelings for you that I can’t seem to control. You could really hurt me without even trying. I can’t let that happen. Not after Brian. I don’t think I’m strong enough.”

      The distant sound of the band faded away until there was only Jack. He knelt on one knee in front of her, raised one of her hands to his lips, and kissed the back of it. When he looked up into her eyes, his face held an expression of tenderness that brought the sting of tears to her eyes.

      “I don’t want to hurt you, but I’m not fool enough to make any promises. I can pretty much guarantee that I will hurt you sooner or later. Not because I want to but because I’m an asshole. You already know that. What I can tell you with absolute certainty is that you are the only woman who ever had the power to hurt me back. And that scares the hell out of me.” The full lips brushed the back of her hand again. “We might be really good together. You might be passing up the chance of a lifetime.”

      “That’s just it, Jack. I don’t take chances.”

      “The greater the risk, the greater the reward. You’ll never get anywhere in this world if you don’t risk something.” He sat back on his heels, her hands still in his. “Take a chance on me, Ally.”

      The only sound in the room was the pounding of her heart as he stared up at her with liquid brown eyes. She pulled her hands from his and cupped his face, savoring the scratch of his stubbled cheeks against her palms. Before she could think better of the idea, she leaned forward and kissed him on the mouth. Beneath her lips, his mouth curved in a smile. The kiss deepened as he leaned forward between her knees.

      “I think you’re a hell of a risk, Jack Jameson,” she whispered against his lips.

      With her hands, she traced the curve of his bare shoulders and the lines of his tattoos. A murmur of pleasure escaped him as his lips went down her neck and lingered in the hollow of her throat. Her breath hissed as he nipped the tender flesh. With an unintelligible curse, he stood, strode over to the door, and turned the lock with a click of finality that echoed through the room like the cocking of a hammer on a gun. Very slowly, he turned around and leaned back against the door with his hands behind him. Her belly clenched with anticipation.

      “Take your panties off,” he said his voice low and seductive. His eyes locked on hers. She couldn’t tear away from that gaze if she wanted to. Slowly, she slid them down and let them fall to the floor. “Leave them there,” he said when she made a move to pick them up.

      The long muscles of his throat convulsed as he watched her. When he spoke, his voice was a rough whisper. “It makes me crazy knowing you’re naked underneath that sweet little dress.” One hand went to his fly as he adjusted himself.

      “Then why are you all the way over there?” she asked, breathless.

      In two long strides, he crossed the room, swept her into his arms, and sat down in the chair with her settled on his lap. The soft denim of his jeans rubbed against her bare bottom, a novel and scintillating sensation. He nudged the bottle of whiskey toward her. “Pour us another shot.”

      “I’m already drunk, Jack,” she said. “I’ll have a hangover tomorrow.”

      “You’ll be fine. I’ll take care of you.”

      The liquid splashed on the rim of the glass as she poured with shaking hands. She handed one of the shots to him and took the other one for herself. Together they tossed them back. The warm liquid spread down her throat and into her stomach, leaving a pleasant relaxed sensation in its wake.

      “Better?” he asked. She nodded in answer, too nervous to speak. He frowned at her. “Jesus, baby, you’re all tense.”

      His left hand rested on the small of her back. Her feet dangled above the floor as he shifted her weight across his thighs. One of his hands stroked her hair, a soothing gesture that only excited the butterflies in her stomach.

      “Close your eyes,” he whispered. The short curly hairs of his chest tickled her palms. His lips brushed her cheek, then her ear; his teeth nibbled on her earlobe and tugged gently. Ally kept her eyes closed feeling the sensations, relaxing under his touch. The heat of his breath burned her skin as his lips trailed along the curve of her jaw and finally up to her mouth. He kissed her then, bending her backwards, slowly and leisurely, as if they had all the time in the world and nothing existed outside of that tiny room.

      When her lips felt swollen with desire, he stopped and pulled back. The walls of her chest ached from the furious beating of her heart. She opened her eyes to find that he was still very close, so close that the gold and black flecks in his brown eyes were visible. Damn, but he is gorgeous. Those agile fingers skimmed along the inside of her halter top, brushing the tops of her breasts. She held her breath waiting for him to go further. He bit his lip and suddenly yanked open the halter so that one breast popped out. The movement was classic Jack; sweet and tender with an element of danger lurking just beneath the surface. One finger traced a circle around her nipple. He smiled as the pink tip hardened beneath his touch.

      “You’re going to have to tell me what you like,” he said. “Do you like this?” He took the nipple between his thumb and forefinger and rolled it gently.

      “I like it,” she whispered.

      “I like it, too.” He leaned forward and nuzzled her nose with his. “Look how hard you are. You have the nicest tits I’ve ever seen.” As if to prove his point, he cupped her left breast and leaned down to take it in his mouth, sucking and swirling his tongue around the tip until she squirmed in his lap.

      “I think we should take this slow,” he said as if just coming to the decision. “I don’t want a repeat of the other night. This is going to be all about you. I’m going to make you beg me for it and when I’m done, you won’t remember your name.”

      “Oh.” That odd panting noise was her breath as he ran his hand along the inside of her thigh, stopping just short of the apex. “I think I want it now,” she said, but there was no thinking about it. The man was about to drive her crazy with his hands stroking up and down her thighs, brushing against her pubic hair, then retreating.

      “What do you want?”

      “I want you to touch me.” The need for propriety disappeared as his fingers teased and retreated over and over again. The only thing she could think about was his touch...anything to make the aching need in her womb disappear.

      “Where?” Jack asked against her lips. “Show me where.”

      “Down there.”

      “Pull your dress up and show me exactly where,” he whispered.

      Eager to obey and alleviate the ever-growing tension, she raised the hem of her dress over her panty-less hips to reveal the small triangle of dark blond curls. The sharp intake of his breath caused her to risk a glance at his face. His eyes gleamed dark and menacing, almost frightening. “Here. I want you to touch me here.”

      “Here?” The tone of his voice turned playful as he touched a finger to the tip of her nose. She scowled at him.

      “You know where,” she said, exasperated. “Do I need to draw you a map?”

      “Easy, baby.” With a chuckle, he outlined her lips with his forefinger, and then slowly slid it into her mouth. She sucked on the tip then bit it gently. “Mmmm…” He took his finger, wet with her saliva and slowly insinuated it into the curls between her legs, pressing gently downward and moving it in slow circles. The delicious sensation sent shocks of pleasure down through her legs.

      The unbelievable bliss caught her by surprise. Her breath hitched in her throat. As his fingers moved in languorous circles, stroking and sliding, up and down, her legs twitched. “Open up for me, baby, so I can get inside you,” he said. One finger slid inside. A second finger followed the first. Who knew that two fingers and a thumb could cause such bliss? She bit her lip to keep from crying out.

      “God, you’re wet,” he said. The tone of his voice revealed just how excited the idea made him. “You promised me a taste of this the other day.”

      “Yes.” All pretense or reluctance flew out the window. She wanted his mouth on her now. “You’re killing me here, Jack.”

      With a growl, he pressed against her, leaning her back. His fingers moved faster and faster, stroking and circling. Pain or something akin to it but much more pleasurable radiated through her belly and down her limbs. She writhed against his hand, looking for relief and finding none. His mouth took hers again and set her adrift in a tempest of sensation.

      “Tell me what you want, and I’ll give it to you,” he ordered, his voice edged with steel.

      “I want you — down there — inside me.” The words tumbled over of her lips, her breath ragged and uneven. I can’t take it anymore, she thought in a panic, and struggled against him. Twisting and pushing, she tried to try to tear away his hand. He grabbed both of her wrists in his and trapped them between his chest and hers.

      Hearing the panic in her voice, he stopped and moved back a little to see her face. Her breath came in deep gulps. She struggled between the urge to run away and to beg him for more.

      “You were almost there, baby,” he said in a soft voice. His eyes are warm and liquid and heated. “What are you so afraid of?”

      “I – I don’t know,” she whispered. “I feel so out of control with you.”

      He grinned and nodded. “That’s exactly the way you’re supposed to feel. Like you’re riding on a wave and you have no idea what will happen on the other side. Just let go and enjoy it.” He lowered his hand back to her sex and stroked it lightly, sending shivers of pleasure through her. “Trust me, Ally.”

      “Alright.” Her voice, small and quiet and reluctant, sounded like it belonged to someone else.

      “Let’s try something else.” He scooped her off his lap, set her back onto the chair, and knelt between her parted thighs. Before she knew what happened, he tilted her back in the chair and hooked her knees over his shoulders so that her calves rested on his back. With two fingers, he lifted the hem of her dress and peeked beneath it. “Mmmm...I can hardly wait to taste you, Allegra.”

      Every time he said her name, desire flooded through her veins in a scorching hot rush. He raised an eyebrow in question, brown eyes turned black as onyx. She squirmed in anticipation as he kissed along the inside of her thigh then slid his nose up and down her sex. The feel of his lips on tender skin combined with the motions of his tongue removed every last coherent thought from her brain. She buried her fingers in his hair the way she had fantasized about so many times. She was beyond herself now, her control tattered and shredded on the battlefield. He slid a finger inside her and she contracted around it, legs jerking and quivering, a cry of surprise yanked from her lips. She tried to squeeze her thighs together, but he held them apart, forcing her to feel the sensations. He paused only long enough to let the shaking subside before he began again, and she dissolved into a spiraling release.
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* * *

      “Jack? Jack!” A heavy pounding on the door preceded Randy’s rough voice. “Jack, we need you out here, man. There’s some shit about to go down.”

      The interruption brought Ally back to reality with a rude jolt. Jack looked up from her lap, eyes twinkling, one eyebrow raised, and his hair in adorable disarray from her clenching hands. Words escaped her as she struggled to gather her wits and regain her breath. He’d stripped every shred of coherent thought from her mind with his nimble tongue and agile fingers. Every ounce of self-control had dissipated. She could do nothing more than lie back in the chair and stare at him.

      “Ally?” Very gently, he shrugged out from underneath her legs and pulled the hem of her dress down to cover her. With a satisfied smile, he leaned up to kiss her forehead. “Ally?”

      “Hells bells,” she said then shook her head to clear the cobwebs. “I think I might have lost a couple of IQ points.” The tingling in her arms and legs made it impossible to do more than sprawl in the chair and gape like a fool.

      He broke into a belly laugh. “Good. Just trying to level out the playing field.”

      Randy pounded on the door again, his voice tinged with aggravation. “Jack! Dude! I’m not kidding.”

      “Hold your fucking horses, man. I’m on my way.” He shrugged on his shirt then scooped her panties off the floor and flipped them at her like a sling shot. They hit her on the chest and slid down to her lap. “I’m not through with you, but we’ll have to finish this later. I’ve got to see what’s up.”
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* * *

      Jack and Ally had been in the back room less than an hour, but in that time the crush of people had thinned and most of the younger preppy crowd had left. Dystopia, a competitor’s club on the upscale north side of town, had the audacity to bring in Cerebral Whiplash as a surprise featured band. While Jack had been successful in stealing away part of Dystopia’s patrons with a few well-placed radio spots and some posters, the strategy hadn’t been enough to keep them throughout the night. Like rats on a sinking ship, they’d hit the door of Felony as soon as Cerebral Whiplash took the stage across town. He’d gambled with the few precious marketing dollars available and it had paid off, however briefly, but not enough to bolster his dwindling bank account. The reality of the situation stung enough to dampen the residual euphoria from his hook up with Ally.

      On impulse, he put his hand on the small of her back to reassure himself that she was still there. She turned to look up at him with an almost imperceptible smile on her lips. The girl had her emotions on lockdown; he’d have to give her that. While her face remained expressionless, those enormous green eyes glowed with a surprising heat that sent a shockwave of lust straight down to his groin. God help him, he had to have her again — for real — in a bed. This time he’d have her on her hands and knees with that pretty little bottom in the air and pound her until she screamed with ecstasy...

      “Dude, did you hear what I said?” Randy snapped his fingers in front of Jack’s eyes with irritation. “Earth to Jack. We’ve got a situation here, man. Put that thing on a leash, would you?”

      “You think you could find somewhere else to stay tonight and maybe get her friend a ride home?” Jack asked, lips pursed in introspection as Ally moved away from his hand and the short hem of her dress swirled around the slender thighs where he’d been just a few minutes earlier. He could still taste her.

      Randy forced his attention away from the situation at hand long enough to take a long look at Karly. “She’s a little hottie. Like a sexed-up Smurf. Except she’s not blue.”

      “Do not fuck her.” Jack snapped back to attention when he saw the gleam in Randy’s gray eyes. “They’re best friends. It could be awkward when you dump her and run.”

      “So, who died and put you on penis patrol? I don’t tell you who you can sleep with and who you can’t.” Randy sniffed and swelled up like an angry lion.

      “Now who’s full of shit?”

      “Dude!” Randy shook his head and nodded toward the gathering crowd of patrons near the dance floor. “We can debate this later.”

      “Um, sorry.” With an apologetic shrug, Jack scrubbed his hands over his face to rein in his imagination and turned to Randy with a glower. “So, what’s so frigging important?”

      “Two assholes at twelve o’clock, one with flames on his leather jacket and the other in the football jersey.” Randy nodded toward a cluster of people a few yards in front of them. The guy with the leather jacket looked vaguely familiar and after a few seconds Jack recognized him as the guy at Chelsea’s crack house. “Word on the street is that the leather jacket guy is packing heat. The dude in the jersey made some comment about Leather Jacket’s girl and it was on from there.”

      “Who the hell wears a leather jacket in this heat?” Jack muttered, wiping the sweat from his brow.

      “Leather Jacket’s got his posse with him. Eight that I know of for sure.” Randy nodded toward the group of rough, bedraggled young men gathered a few paces behind Leather Jacket. They stood tense and uneasy, hands clenching and unclenching at their sides, in readiness. “They’re going to throw down any minute.”

      “Yeah, I can see that.” Jack rubbed an absent-minded hand across his abdomen, fingers tracing the ripples of muscle. With a sniff, he drew himself up, squared his shoulders, and rolled his head on his shoulders to loosen up.

      The last thing he needed was a brawl on his hands. He cast a glance in Ally’s direction to find her barstool deserted and hoped that she’d gone off to find her friend. Probably just as well if she wasn’t around for what might happen next. With Randy’s help, he’d managed to cut the number of altercations in half over the past few months, but the threat remained as long as assholes like Leather Jacket continued to show up. Physical aggression was an unpleasant side effect of heavy metal music mixed with the ungodly July heat and the bar’s location on the rough side of the city. And the combination of metal heads and bikers was an unnatural mix. There was nothing he could do except put the word out that violence would no longer be tolerated, and he was dying to make an example out of this asshole.

      “Let’s do this,” Jack said to Randy over his shoulder and began to press his way through the throng of people. The band broke for the end of the set and an eerie silence ensued while the DJ queued up the house music.

      As Jack neared the two men, the air changed subtly, charged with the scent of testosterone and potential male aggression. Separately the two were impressive but when paired together made an intimidating force; Jack with his piratical air of danger and Randy who looked like a rampaging Scottish Highlander. Together they stood a head taller than almost everyone in the club. The crowd recognized their strength and broke apart as they approached.

      “Is there a problem here?” Jack asked, directing his question to Football Jersey.

      “No problem here,” said Football Jersey. He jerked a thumb at Leather Jacket. “This guy is the one with the problem. I was minding my own business.”

      Jack eyed Leather Jacket. He’d seen the guy here before; unkempt black hair streaked with blue, bloodshot eyes, and a piercing in his upper lip. Rumor had it the guy and his minions dealt crack on the street. Jack had a sneaking suspicion that the guy conducted business in the club as well but hadn’t been able to prove anything as of yet. He’d like nothing better than to take this guy down.

      “Nope. No problem,” Leather Jacket said tearing his eyes reluctantly from Football Jersey to meet Jack’s glare with a cocky smile.

      “We don’t need any trouble,” Randy said, pressing his shoulder to Jack’s to form a wall of muscle. “You need to respect that.”

      “I have a zero-tolerance policy for violence here,” Jack said. “If I see either of you lift one finger towards anyone in this club, I’m calling the cops. And while we wait for them, we’re going to go outside and have a little private conversation with the Angelmaker. Do I make myself understood?”

      Football Jersey raised his hands, fingers spread, in a gesture of compliance and backed away. “I’m good. Like I said, I don’t have any problem. I just came here to have some fun with my buds.”

      “Good.” Jack nodded in dismissal and turned his attention back to Leather Jacket. “What about you? Do you understand, or do I need to draw you a fucking picture?”

      Leather Jacket smirked in a way that made Jack want to bitch slap the guy on the spot. “Where’s the owner? Where’s David? He and I had an agreement. He’s not going to like you blowing me shit.”

      “David’s not here. And he’s not coming back any time soon.” Jack took a step toward Leather Jacket, towering over the shorter, slighter man, and sneered down his long nose at the creep. “He left me in complete charge. What I say goes and David will back me up on that. He brought me in here to get rid of losers like you. So, what I propose is that you and I come to a new agreement.”
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* * *

      While Randy and Jack got a handle on the situation, Ally got a fresh drink and watched Jack from a safe distance away. He made an intimidating picture with his dark hair ruffled and a scowl on his brow. After a brief conversation with the two disgruntled men, the crowd dissipated. Ally roamed the hallways and alcoves in search of Karly. She wasn’t too concerned; Karly made friends easily and always reappeared before the end of the night. In truth, Ally needed a few minutes away from Jack to regain the perspective that he had obliterated with his talented lips and tongue. With a sigh she melted into the darkness of an alcove a few yards from the stage and waited for the band to return from their break.

      When the band started up again, the clash of drums and seething guitar licks caused Ally to jump. Without conscious thought, her eyes flitted around the dance floor in search of Jack, but he was gone. A sudden pang of insecurity made her scour the place until she found him back behind the bar. Their eyes met, and he smiled. The feeling of unease dissipated like mist in the morning sunshine.

      “There you are!” Karly bounded up to Ally with a beatific smile on her face. “Where’ve you been all this time?”

      “I’ve been right here looking for you,” Ally replied. “Where the hell were you?”

      “Up there!” Karly pointed to one of the cages next to the stage where two girls were dancing.

      “No way!”

      “Yes, way!” Karly replied, laughing. “It was awesome.” As she caught Ally’s expression, her tone changed from excitement to concern. “What’s wrong? Did something happen with Jack?”

      “Yes. I mean no.” Ally sighed. “Nothing bad happened. I’ll tell you later.”

      Karly clapped her hands. “Did you guys do it in the back? I saw you go back there.” Ally flushed. “Son of a biscuit! You did, didn’t you?”

      “Shhhh...stop it,” Ally hissed. “We didn’t do it — exactly — just something like it.”

      “What does that mean? You either did or you didn’t. Honestly, getting information out of you is like decoding the Dead Sea scrolls,” Karly said, rolling her eyes. “You should run for President.”

      “He wants to take me home with him,” Ally said. “But I’m not so sure.”

      “Yes!” Karly did a happy dance around Ally, red curls bouncing. “Of course, you said yes.”

      “I didn’t say anything. Besides, I can’t send you home alone.”

      “Who says I’m going home alone?” Karly’s gaze landed on Randy who loomed a few paces away, arms crossed over his chest. Ally followed Karly’s gaze and raised her eyebrows. “Oh, don’t look at me like that. It’s no big deal. He said Jack asked him to take me home, so you guys could be alone.”

      From behind the bar, Jack caught her eye and frowned. With her wits dulled by alcohol, it took a few seconds to realize that he wasn’t looking at her but at the guy standing behind her. A quick glance over her shoulder revealed a guy dressed in ripped jeans and a black leather biker jacket, shoving the shoulder of another guy wearing a football jersey. Heated words split the air. A small crowd had gathered. It pressed back as Leather Jacket leaped onto Football Jersey. Both men tumbled into Ally. Her knees buckled, and she fell to the floor. In a flash, Jack leaped over the bar, baseball bat in hand, looking like the angel of death. She had a quick flash of the word Angelmaker burned on the underside of the bat before someone stepped on her leg. Trapped beneath the fighting guys, Ally pulled up her knees and raised her arms to protect her head. Pain shot through her ribs as Leather Jacket stumbled over her. Her head thumped the floor and stars danced before her eyes.

      God, please don’t let me die on the floor of a club, she thought. My dad will be so pissed. She flinched, waiting for the next blow, when strong hands grasped her wrists and dragged her out from underneath the brawl.

      Within seconds, she sat shaking and trembling in the office with Karly beside her, holding a bag of ice to the knot on the back of her head. After an eternity, the door creaked open and Jack strode in. The air in the small office changed immediately, imbued with testosterone and excitement. The room receded in size, too small to contain him as he loomed over her, all tense muscle and maleness. He crackled with vitality as if he fed off of all the craziness.

      “You alright?” he asked. As he caught sight of her face, his expression changed from one of excitement to one of concern. “That was some crazy shit, huh?”

      Still too shaken to speak, she nodded vigorously, wincing at the sudden movement.

      “I’ve had my eye on that fucker for a while. I don’t tolerate that kind of shit in my club,” Jack said and frowned down at her. One of the straps of her halter dress had snapped, revealing a good deal of her breasts and spatters of blood. “Jesus! Are you bleeding? I’m going to kill that fucker.” He made a move toward the door, but she stopped him with a hand on his arm.

      “Not mine,” she said, and his frown relaxed.

      “Stand up. Let me look at you.” He removed the ice pack from her grip and offered his hand. She stood up, still shaking, and let him guide her to the desk, where he settled her onto the corner. He pulled the remaining pins from her hair and ran his fingers through it so that it settled in waves over her shoulders and down her back. Gentle fingers probed the knot on her skull provoking an unsettling tremor in her stomach and down lower still. “You’ll live,” he decided.

      Satisfied, he placed one hand on each side of the desk beside her, leaned forward and peered deeply into her eyes. The inky long lashes swept his cheeks in half-moons when he blinked, distracting her from any discomfort. How odd that such a virile man should have such beautiful, almost pretty eyes, she thought dreamily.

      “Any dizziness? Nausea? You’re shaking.”

      “No, Dr. Jack.” She scooted back on the desk in a desperate attempt to put some distance between them. Despite their recent intimacy she felt intimidated by her attraction to him. The nearness of his body made her tremble. “I’m fine, thanks. Just shook up a little. Can’t say I’ve ever been trampled in a club before.”

      “You scared me.”

      “I scared me, too,” she replied. His hand caressed her cheek then he bent down and kissed her lightly.

      “I’ve had about enough of this place for one night,” he said. “It won’t take long to close up. You ready to get out of here?”
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      AT THE top of the steps to the apartment, Jack paused long enough to unlock the door.

      “You live here?” she asked. “We are literally ten steps from the bar.”

      “Uh, well, Randy lives here. Technically, I’m between places right now.”

      Ally waited behind him, wordless and subdued. Was she feeling the same hum of anticipation? The ambivalent expression on her face offered no clues. He rubbed his sweaty palms across his jeans; he hadn’t been this nervous with a girl since middle school. Even as a gawky adolescent he’d held the upper hand in his relationships. Ally, however, left him constantly off balance. He swung open the door and stepped over the threshold. Tasha had done her best to pick up the place while he and Randy closed down the bar, but it still looked like the trashy shithole he’d left earlier that day.

      “Hang out here for just a minute — okay?”

      Ally nodded her assent and leaned against the door frame for support while he scoured the place for anything shocking or disgusting. For the first time, he saw the place through someone else’s eyes — her eyes. Fleeting disapproval flickered across her face before that damned mask slid into place and hid her thoughts from view. God only knew what lurked behind that calm expression. After a quick tour, he returned and gave her a smile meant to put her at ease but probably came across as more of a leer. He wiped his palms on his jeans again and held out a hand in invitation.

      “All clear,” he said. After a moment’s hesitation, she took his hand and followed him through the living room to the sofa. “Pretty impressive, huh?” That brought a smile to her face and he relaxed a bit.

      “I don’t care about your place, Jack. I’m here to be with you.” He remained unconvinced. “What were you looking for anyway? Groupies?” A slight smile twitched across her lips.

      “Yeah and dirty underwear.”

      “I thought you didn’t wear underwear,” she shot back. “Or did you mean panties from your groupies?”

      “Well, I never really know what I’ll find up here,” he replied, unable to hold back his grin. “Like I said, this is Randy’s crash pad and he’s a pig. Want something to drink?”

      “No, thank you. I’m pretty lit up already.”

      He fell onto the sofa, tugged her hand, and pulled her onto his lap. The sudden request caught her off guard. She squeaked as she fell across his legs.

      “I like that noise you make,” he said, nuzzling into her hair. The fine strands smelled like strawberry shampoo and tickled his nose as he brushed them aside. She’d left her hair down after the thump on her head. The heavy locks spilled haphazardly down her back and over her shoulders.

      “What noise?” She struggled to push back from him, but he tightened his grasp and held her against his chest. As his tongue swept the shell of her ear, she squeaked again, wriggling on his lap and sending all the blood straight to his groin.

      “That sound. I like it.” Before she could reply, he found her mouth, kissed her long and slow, only to be rewarded with another squeak.

      “Hang on a minute.” She pushed away from him.

      “Right.” With a deep groan, he waited for the blood to return from his groin to his brain. Well, he could be patient; he could kiss her all night if that’s what she wanted, even though he wanted to throw her down on the floor and...

      “Jack? Did you hear me?”

      “Huh?”

      Ally rolled her eyes and gusted a heavy sigh that blew her bangs away from her face. “I said I need to use the restroom. Where’s the bathroom?”

      When the bathroom door closed behind her, his brain resumed normal activity. The idea of a naked Ally, lying beneath him compliant and eager, set a fire in his blood that stripped way all pretense of composure. His hands shook as he raked them through his hair. He wanted her in the worst way, more than he’d ever wanted any woman. More than that he wanted her approval, to please her. This girl needed seduction and reassurance before she’d surrender to all that pent up sexual frustration. And for that to happen, he’d need to step up his game.
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* * *

      When Ally stepped out of the bathroom, Jack had disappeared. She’d been in there longer than necessary in an effort to quash the trembling in her knees and to freshen up after a night of drinking and dancing. The smoldering lust in his gaze left her with little doubt that he was going to have his way with her before she went home, a thought that elicited a new wave of euphoric panic.

      “Jack?”

      “Hey.” He appeared from the kitchen area with a glass of water and two tablets of aspirin. “Take these. You’ll be glad later.”

      “How come you don’t have a place of your own? Isn’t this kind of cramped for two guys?”

      “It’s not bad. I don’t spend too much time here except to sleep.” Jack shrugged and turned to face her, leaning against the counter behind him. “During the day I’m usually at Jameson’s. It seemed a waste to rent a place that I’d never use. I suppose it’s pretty disgusting to someone like you.”

      “Like me?” She arched an eyebrow. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He ran a finger inside his shirt collar, as if to loosen a constriction. “You probably live in a condo or penthouse on the north side. Somewhere with a clubhouse and a pool.”

      “I live in a house in Old Towne, the historic district downtown. My dad has a friend with rentals down there.”

      “How come you never talk about your family?” he asked. “What about your parents? Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

      Ally’s gut clenched. How in the world could she explain the craziness that comprised her family? At this juncture in her relationship with Jack, it might prove prudent to avoid the messy details; he’d run screaming from the room and never speak to her again. The calloused pad of his thumb brushed over the back of her hand. The intimate gesture sent an unexpected shiver of pleasure through her body. When her eyes rose to meet his, the returning gaze was interested and curious without any hint of malice. Very well, then. She’d give him the truth, or as much of it as she could without revealing the ugliness.

      “Wait. Let’s get comfortable first.” Threading his fingers through her hand, he led her to the bedroom. The shabby room glowed with yellow candlelight — he must’ve done that while she was in the bathroom — and smelled of fresh linen. Smooth jazz played from a portable CD player in the corner. He shut the door behind them and locked it.

      “Very nice,” she murmured, appreciatively. “Is this how you treat all your women?”

      “Nope.” He grinned as he toed off his shoes then flopped onto the bed, reclining back on his elbows. “This is only for you, baby doll.” One long-fingered hand patted the mattress beside him. “Take your shoes off and have a seat.”

      Ally sat gingerly on the edge of the bed, but Jack rolled onto his side and pulled her down beside him. With his forefinger, he pushed the hair back from her forehead. “Now talk.”

      “Okay. Well...my dad’s a retired Marine,” Ally began, distracted by the gentle stroking of his fingers through her hair. “I don’t see him much. He likes to travel with his girlfriend du jour.

      “So, your parents are divorced then?” A strand of hair, encouraged by humidity and heat, curled around Jack’s little finger like a tiny serpent. He tugged on the curl, smiling with delight.

      “My mom died when I was young.” The lie slipped easily from her lips before she could stop it. It was so much easier to lie than to explain the endless string of mental institutions and failed marriages that made up her mother’s life. “And I have a half-brother that lives in California.”

      Ally stopped and sucked in a deep breath as Jack’s hand brushed her breast. The contact had been unintentional, but her skin pebbled with gooseflesh all the same.

      “So, you lived with your dad then?” His hand traced lightly down her arm, across her waist and down the length of her thigh to her knee.

      “Well, he was in the Marines, so I lived with my grandparents — his parents — until they died. Then I went to boarding school and away to college after that.” It was difficult to concentrate with that roaming hand teasing along the edges of her dress. She was grateful for the distraction from the pathetic story of her life.

      “What about your brother? Are you two close?”

      “I’ve never met him. I’m not even sure he knows about me.” As Jack’s fingers dipped beneath the hem of her dress and brushed against her panties, she sighed with pleasure. ”What about you? Are your parents divorced?”

      “My parents were married a long time — until my dad died. He ran a bar in Chicago that had belonged to my grandfather and his father before him. Taught me everything he knew about tending bar. My oldest brother runs the place now.” As he spoke, his gaze followed his hand to her breasts. He squeezed one round globe then the other with a gleam of satisfaction. “I come from a long line of alcoholics.”

      “I’m sorry – about your dad,” she said, partly because she was sorry and partly because she’d somehow lost the ability to think coherently. He’d managed to work one breast free of the halter top and bent to flick the nipple with the tip of his tongue. When she gasped, he shot her a grin then rasped his bearded stubble against the tight peak. The contrast of soft and rough sent a pang of desire straight into her womb.

      “You’re fidgeting. Something wrong?” Even white teeth nipped at her nipple then gleamed in a devilish smile. The bastard knew exactly what was wrong.

      “I can’t think when you’re doing that.”

      “Exactly,” he replied with smug self-satisfaction. “Now let’s do the other one.”
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* * *

      Despite the distraction of Jack’s lips and hands on her body, conversation flowed easily between them. He had a way of listening as if what she said mattered, as if there was no other place on earth that he’d rather be. Between kisses and caresses, he dropped tidbits of information that left her curious. She gathered that he had six sisters and three brothers, had lived in Chicago all his life but left when he turned eighteen and hadn’t been back home in almost two years. When she asked why, he shrugged and dropped a kiss on her bare shoulder then swept a hand along the inside of her thigh to stroke her with his thumb. The man knew how to touch a girl in a way that left her wanting more.

      “Jack, you’re making me crazy.”

      “No. You’re making me crazy,” he replied. “Aren’t you going to touch me? You’ve got a death grip on that sheet. Do you think the bed might throw you off?”

      He sat up and pulled his shirt over his head then reclined back on the pillows beside her. An incoming tidal wave of lust rushed through her veins, sending heat into her cheeks and a fine dew of perspiration on her upper lip. The half-smile faded from his lips. He pried her hand from the bed sheet and placed it on his left breast. The thudding of his heart rose to meet her palm.

      “Feel that? It happens every damn time you come near me. Every damn time, Ally.” He pulled her hand down his chest, over the hollow and swell of muscle and bone, letting her become familiar with his body.

      The rhythm of her own heart tripled as her hand traced the hollow of his chest. Two scars like flat circles broke the smooth skin of his rib cage. With a tentative fingertip, she circled his navel and ruffled the trail of black springy hairs that disappeared beneath the waistband of his jeans. The bronzed skin heated beneath her hand and pebbled with gooseflesh wherever her fingers touched. His head tipped back, and his eyes squeezed shut as she explored the generous swell beneath the fly of his jeans. He was as hard as steel beneath the soft denim. As she cupped him, he tilted his hips, pressing into her hand, and groaned.

      “Jesus,” she murmured to herself.

      “What?” Jack’s eyes opened, narrow black slits beneath winged brows.

      “Nothing.”

      “I heard you.”

      “Do you want me to stop?”

      “Hell no.” He placed his hand over hers and pushed it against him, pressing into her palm, his breath hissing sharply. “Just keep doing what you’re doing.”

      Fascinated by his body’s response to her touch, she continued her exploration. Every caress brought a reaction either physical or audible. His hands stroked up and down her back. When she bent to bite his nipple as he had done hers, he grimaced and took a handful of her bottom in his grip. She’d have fingerprints there tomorrow, she thought as she pressed tiny kisses along his abdomen down to his belt buckle. He tasted of salt and smelled like a man should, an earthy combination of soap and sweat and leather.

      Without thinking to ask, she unbuckled his belt, eased down his zipper and came face to face with the evidence of his arousal. It was smooth and pink, except for the tip which was a deep red, and ridged with veins. Underneath her hand it felt hot and heavy, throbbing at her touch.

      “It looks angry,” she said with a smirk. With a careful finger, she traced the vein running down one side then gripped it and pulled. His grunt of surprise made her giggle.

      “You like torturing me, don’t you? It’s not angry. It’s in heaven.” He put both his hands behind his head and smiled down at her. She pulled on it again to hear his groan of pleasure. “But it’s going to get angry if you keep doing that.” He tugged on the hem of her dress. “You’ve got too many damn clothes on.”

      “Can we blow out the candles?”

      “Nope. I want to see all of that gorgeous body of yours. I want you to see what I’m doing to you.”

      “I’m not comfortable with the lights on.” She squeezed her eyes shut as if he couldn’t see her then.

      “Ally, you’re beautiful. Look.” He cupped one on her breasts in his hand. “Beautiful. Perfect.”

      The dark bronze of his fingers stood out in stark relief against her pale skin. It had been a long time since she’d seen herself naked outside of the bathroom mirror which showed nothing below the waist. She watched, entranced, as his hand swept down the rounded curve of her belly to cup between her legs. His fingers stroked through the tiny curls, gentle and reverent. The sight of his lean, tanned length stretched out beside her sent a jolt of desire throughout her body, so strong that her legs convulsed.

      “Beautiful. So beautiful, Ally. I could lick every inch of you and still want more.” The heat of his body pressed against hers, insistent and demanding, while his hands remained gentle. “Keep touching me, baby. Don’t let go.”

      At his insistence, she swept her hands along the groove of his back, feeling the thick cord of muscle on either side. He was gracefully made, long-limbed and perfectly proportioned. The heat of his breath traveled along her collarbone, up her neck to her ear. His nose nuzzled her hair while his hands kept teasing and taunting. The deep rumble of his voice sent chills down her spine as he murmured words of encouragement. Her hands went lower and lower still until she felt the dented muscle on each side of his buttocks. She pulled him onto her and pushed his hips down, demanding satisfaction.

      “Greedy.” He clicked his tongue in mock disapproval, teasing her. “Maybe we should lay off for a while. Concentrate on building this relationship.”

      “Like hell. Maybe you’re not up to it.” The evidence pressed against her belly said otherwise. One of his knees nudged gently between hers, the hairs of his leg scratching against the sensitive skin of her inner thigh. Still, he denied her. Frustrated, her hips jerked in impatience. “Now who’s doing the torturing?”

      “Ally.” The commanding tone of his voice made her stop wriggling and look at him. His eyes were dark and solemn and very, very close. “Ally.” The second time he spoke her name with a reverence that made her forget everything...the tension, the shyness, the embarrassment and shame...forget everything but him.

      “Jack!” He slid home with an unexpectedness that brought his name from her lips in a cry of ecstasy.
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* * *

      Ally awoke some time later in a tangle of sheets and limbs, naked and dripping with sweat, amid total darkness. Jack slept on his side facing her, his hand wedged between her thighs, exuding heat like a blast furnace. The candles had long since extinguished, leaving hardened puddles of wax at their bases. The only sounds in the room were Jack’s deep even breathing and the ticking of a clock on the dresser.

      With exaggerated slowness to keep from waking him, she pushed the sheets away and attempted to slide out from underneath Jack’s legs. The fingers on her thigh tightened until she stilled. His grip relaxed. The urge to put emotional distance between them overwhelmed her and she had to fight to keep calm. Her breath caught in her throat. The sculpted features resting on the pillow beside her remained immobile, black eyelashes fanned in half-moons against his cheeks as he slept. Moved by his vulnerability, she drew her fingers across his full lips then kissed him.

      Jack had made love to her three times in all, each encounter growing with fervor and intensity until he obliterated what little defenses she had left against him. He demanded her full attention from the moment his lips touched hers, forcing her to focus on the sensations of flesh against flesh. When her mind threatened to shut him out, he brought her back to him with unyielding tenacity, using his hands and lips and teeth to subdue the rebellion. With those barriers dissolved, she had feared that he might take everything from her, that she would somehow lose a part of herself. Instead, he gave himself to her in a way that left her trembling and shaken by his generosity.

      Now, as impossible as it seemed after their marathon sex, a fresh wave of lust surged through her.

      “Can you keep it down over there? I can’t sleep with your brain making all that noise.” One eye cracked open and stared at her across the crest of the wave of sheets.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean to wake you. Do you know what time it is?”

      “It’s not time to get up, if that’s what you’re asking.” The deep voice was rough with sleep. “Why? Do you have an appointment?”

      “No. I just...no.” What was she doing? She drew a hand across her eyes and cursed under her breath as her brain warred with her heart. The sensible, uptight Ally demanded an immediate retreat to safer territory while the newly discovered sexually sated Ally wanted to burrow deep into Jack’s arms and never leave.

      “Ally?” Jack’s throaty whisper corralled her attention.

      “Yes?”

      “Go back to sleep or I’ll have to fuck you again.” As he spoke, his hands found her bottom and pulled her hard against him, squashing her breasts against his chest and her hips against his. The feel of his breath on her neck as he nuzzled her hair made her squirm.

      “I’ll never get back to sleep if you keep doing that,” she said with a thrill of anticipation.

      “Like I always say, sleep is overrated.”
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* * *

      Jack collapsed onto the mattress, chest heaving from exertion, the remnants of his release still sparking jolts of electricity down his legs. Ally lay beside him, her tumultuous hair fanned over the pillow, mouth agape, and eyes glazed. He trailed lazy fingers over the velvety white skin of her belly, but she continued to stare at the ceiling with her breasts wobbling after every breath.

      “Are you okay?” He rolled onto his side and propped his head on his elbow. When she didn’t respond, he slid his hand down between her legs. The bold movement elicited a startled gasp. “Good. I was worried for a minute.”

      “I think I had an out of body experience.” She made an ineffectual attempt to push away his hand. “I’m so sore that I won’t be able to walk for a week.”

      “You’ll be fine.” Still, he removed his hand and laid his head back onto the pillow. “I’ll have you in fighting shape in no time.”

      A light snore from the other pillow brought a smile of approval to his lips. About damn time, he thought. It had taken four rounds of skillful sex to break through that freaking wall of armor around her passion. During that time, he’d used every trick in his considerable arsenal of talents to excite her. He’d never had to work so hard for anything in his life. The stubborn girl had fought him every step of the way, but in the end, he’d worn her down with sheer persistence and patience.

      He rolled onto his back and winced in pain. The sharp edges of her nails had raked him from nape to waist when he’d taken her that last time, not that he minded. Her cry of bliss still rang in his ears, a far cry from the bottled-up bitch he’d admired from afar for so long. As she slept peacefully beside him, he twisted to find a more comfortable position, one that didn’t involve his back. A little pain existed in all pleasures, especially those of the flesh. And she had given him considerable pleasure — more than any other woman he’d had.

      With a half moan, she turned toward him, fitting herself into the curve of his body; her head snuggled into the crook of his neck. So sweet, he thought, not minding the weight of her shoulders across his arm. He pulled her closer; tucking her against him as if to protect her from whatever demons might exist in her dreams and pushed away the inexorable lust that flamed when her naked breasts rubbed against his chest.

      “Sleep well, baby,” he murmured into her hair and let himself drift into sleep.
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      BRILLIANT DAYLIGHT exploded behind Ally’s eyelids, sending shards of pain into the epicenter of her brain. With a groan, she drew the covers up over her face and tried to sink back into the dark anonymous bliss of sleep. It was too late. Someone yanked the quilt and sheet from the bed, leaving her naked and shivering on the mattress. With a groan, she lurched into a sitting position and groped frantically for anything to cover her nakedness.

      “What the —?” As the words fell from her lips, the space between her temples exploded. Squinting against the daylight, she found Jack standing fully dressed before her, a half-smile of amusement on his lips. “Oh, it’s you.”

      “You were expecting someone else?”

      Ally snatched up the pillow behind her and used it as a shield to cover her nudity. The mattress rolled as Jack sat beside her. A second groan escaped her lips and she raised a hand to grip her forehead. “I feel terrible. Like someone ran over me, backed up, ran over me again then dragged me behind the car for good measure.”

      “Here. Drink this. It’s a little hair of the dog that bit you. You look like you need it.” He pressed a tall, sweating glass into her hand, the coolness refreshing against her heated palm.

      Warily, she raised the glass to her lips with shaking hands and took a tentative sip, gagged, and sputtered. He took the glass from her, pounded her hard on the back until her senses returned, and handed the glass back to her. “Drink it all.”

      “It tastes terrible. What’s in it?” A violent churning of her stomach caused her to inhale sharply. “I can’t drink it. I’ll puke.”

      “I promise it will make you feel better. Now drink.” He set the glass to her lips and raised it encouragingly as if she were a child. “It’s a secret hangover remedy that’s been in the family for generations. I’d tell you what’s in it but then I’d have to kill you, and I really don’t want to clean up the mess.”

      With a grimace, she did as she was told, forcing down the spicy liquid in its entirety. He took the glass, refilled it with a small pitcher on the nightstand, and encouraged her to drink that one too. The heat of liquor spread through her veins and left a pleasing warmth in its wake. Ten minutes later she felt like a new woman, well enough to stand without vomiting and search for her clothes.

      “What time is it?” she asked as she frowned at the remnants of her blood-spattered dress.

      Jack scowled. “What is your deal with time? It’s like the second thing out of your mouth every time I see you. Don’t you ever just go with the flow?” He rummaged through the chest of drawers and came up with a black t-shirt sporting the Grim Reaper on the back and a pair of cut-off sweats several sizes too big for her frame. “Here. You can wear these. You’re welcome to use the shower if you want.”

      “I saw your shower. It’s disgusting. I wouldn’t give my dog a bath in there.” She raised an eyebrow at him. “You actually use that thing?”

      “Not today. I want your smell on me.” Mischief glimmered in his eyes as he flopped on the bed. “I thought we could go get something to eat before I take you home. It’s too late for breakfast but we could grab some lunch.”

      “That’s okay. I’ll grab a cab.” A feeling of awkwardness descended over her. She needed time to process what had happened between them and physical distance from the sexual chemistry that stretched between them.

      “Are you kidding me? Now that I’ve got you in my clutches, I’m for damn sure not going to let you go — at least not yet.” The sexy baritone turned sweet and cajoling. “Come on. You need some food to soak up that alcohol.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her onto his lap. “A quick sandwich and then I promise to take you home.” Shivers of desire crawled down her spine as his nose nuzzled along her ear.

      “Oh, okay.” Her body melted against his. When he did things like that her willpower dissipated. Lust spiked through her, stronger than before and more insistent. She turned her head to find his lips and lost all coherent thought.
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* * *

      The vibration of his cell phone interrupted their interlude. With great reluctance, Jack tore his lips from hers and tried to focus. She had kissed him first. The novelty sent all the blood skittering to his groin in a flashflood of desire. He’d put his phone on vibrate the night before and in his drunken pursuit of all-things-Ally, had forgotten about it. Sober — or relatively sober — and in the light of day, that idea seemed less sensible than it had.

      With an apology, he disentangled himself from Ally to check his messages. Twenty-two texts and eighteen missed calls. The last two were from Randy, probably ready to return home, checking to see if the coast was clear. The others came from various unknown numbers which were undoubtedly Chelsea. He sighed and scrolled through the texts which ranged from pitiful begging to outrage, all demanding his immediate presence. A sense of impending doom descended on his previous elation and squashed any notion of a day of carefree fun with Ally. He listened to Randy’s voicemail and his heart plummeted to the floor with a thud.

      Chelsea had been admitted to the hospital.

      Shit!

      He raked a hand back through his hair and scowled at the phone then at Ally. At her look of alarm his expression softened, and emotion tugged sharply at his heart. She looked so incredibly hot in his too large t-shirt, with her unruly hair pulled into a messy bun high on her head, and all the makeup washed from her face. Somehow during the night she’d gotten to him, managed to worm her way into his heart, past the emotional stronghold that had kept him safe from women for so long.

      “What’s wrong?” She placed a gentle hand on his face. “Is everything okay?”

      “No,” he said. “It’s not.” He turned his head and brushed his lips over the palm of her hand, forced a smile. “I guess we’ll have to do lunch another time. Someone’s been admitted to the hospital and I need to go see if they’re okay. Do you mind taking a cab home?”

      “It’s her, isn’t it?” The flat tone of her voice made the inquiry more statement than question.

      For a second, he considered lying to her, but it wasn’t his style. There was no chance for a relationship between them if he continued to pretend that Chelsea didn’t exist. “Yes. It is, but it’s not what you think. Like I said…she’s got problems...serious problems.”

      A look of mingled relief and disappointment crossed her face then disappeared behind the mask. In the blink of an eye, he had destroyed the bond of intimacy that had blossomed overnight between them. Chelsea had destroyed it, to be more precise, but he was just as guilty because he had let her do it. Damn her and damn himself for being such a fool. For a brief moment, he considered letting Chelsea rot alone in the hospital, but he would never forgive himself if permanent harm came to her. After all, the responsibility of her demise sat squarely on his shoulders.

      While he placed a quick call to Randy for details, Ally dialed the phone number of the taxi service on her cell and made the arrangements. She gathered her shoes and purse and turned toward the door to leave. He stopped her with a hand on her shoulder.

      “I’m sorry about this. I’ll get it straightened out. I promise.”

      “You’ll call me later, right? Otherwise I’ll worry.” She hadn’t met his eyes since he’d mentioned Chelsea’s name, but she looked up at him now, met his gaze with her green eyes and smiled. The warmth of it tingled down to his toes. She rose on her tiptoes and dropped a light kiss on his lips. “Is that okay?”

      It was more than okay. It was about the best thing he’d ever had a woman say to him. This was about more than mutual sexual gratification; this was about caring. She cared about him. She would worry about him. No matter what kind of shit Chelsea brought his way, he could face it knowing that Ally cared.
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      FOR THE first time in days, Jack needed a cigarette. The antiseptic atmosphere of the hospital set his nerves on edge and evoked memories of a past that he’d rather forget. He twisted in the chair of the waiting room, looking for a more comfortable position and finding none. An hour passed. Tense-faced medical staff rushed in and out of Chelsea’s room, but no one had bothered to stop and talk to him.

      Outside, the heat had climbed to record-breaking temperatures. Inside the hospital, the air was close and humid as if the cooling units couldn’t keep up with climbing heat. The vein on the side of his temple throbbed with an impending headache. He ran a shaking finger around the inside of the collar of his t-shirt. He should have saved a little of that hangover remedy for himself.

      He shifted in the chair again and tried to concentrate on the television news update. Instead his thoughts wandered to Ally. The memory of her sweet kisses brought a smile to his lips that were immediately wiped out by a sharp pang of guilt. It seemed wrong to feel such hope when Chelsea could be dead or dying in the next room. Sure, it was her own careless disregard for her well-being that put her in that hospital bed, but he couldn’t ignore the part he’d played in helping her get there.

      “Are you here for Chelsea?” A young man in green hospital scrubs and a pair of red Doc Marten’s on his feet stepped into Jack’s line of sight. He looked too young to be a doctor, but his professional demeanor said otherwise.

      “Yes.” Jack stood from the chair and shook the doctor’s hand, a nice firm handshake that said the guy knew his business.

      “Are you a relative?” The doctor peered over his black-rimmed glasses with obvious doubt.

      Jack ran a hand back through his hair when he caught a glimpse of his reflection in the waiting room window that looked out over the courtyard. When had he started to look so rough? With his tattoos peeking beneath his shirt sleeves and three days of stubble on his cheeks, he looked like a disreputable homeless person. The doctor released Jack’s hand and wiped his palm on his scrubs.

      “I’m her...husband…ex-husband,” Jack replied, stumbling over the distasteful word.

      “I see.” If the doctor noticed Jack’s hesitation, he didn’t let on. “Well, your wife was quite lucky. She suffered an overdose of cocaine and Valium. Her heart stopped twice in the ambulance, but we were able to revive her. She’s resting comfortably right now. And I’m happy to say that the baby is fine.”

      “Jesus.” Jack’s knees gave way and he sank back into the chair. The baby? He had no idea the girl was in such a mess. No wonder she’d been hounding him for money. She was desperate. The baby’s father had probably ditched her — not that he blamed the dude — poor schmuck.

      “Does your wife have a history of drug abuse, Mr. Jameson?”

      Jack nodded.

      “Do you think this was a suicide attempt or an unintentional overdose?”

      “I’m sure it was unintentional.” Chelsea was too self-centered to kill herself on purpose. “She’s had a problem for the last ten years.”

      “Then I’d like to recommend a treatment facility that specializes in helping pregnant addicts. She can go directly from the hospital to this facility. It would be the best thing. I doubt the baby could survive another traumatic event like this one.”

      “She’s been to rehab before. Six times so far and never made it through even once.”

      “This particular facility has a tremendous success rate. It would be to your wife’s advantage to give it a try.”

      “Can I see her?”

      Jack followed the doctor to Chelsea’s room. At the door, the doctor placed a hand on Jack’s shoulder. “I have to warn you that she’s been quite combative, and we had to restrain her.”

      “Yeah, I bet.”

      Chelsea looked small and helpless on the bed, dark circles under her eyes. Padded restraints tied her arms and legs to the bed, holding her immobile. When she saw him, she turned her face toward the wall.

      “I bet you think this is funny,” she said.

      “There’s nothing funny about it.” He took the only chair, dragged it over to the bed, and took a seat where he could see the side of her face. “I think it’s sad and shameful and a waste of a pretty face — but I don’t find anything funny about it.”

      “You know that I wasn’t trying to kill myself.”

      “Yeah, I know. You’re too damned mean.”

      She snorted. “You’re such a dick.”

      “The doctor says you’re pregnant.”

      “He shouldn’t have told you that.” A solitary tear oozed down her cheek and plopped onto the bed sheet forming a gray circle of wet.

      “What were you thinking, Chels? A baby? You realize that you have got to go to rehab now. You’ve got to make it stick. You have no other choice this time.” She said nothing, so he continued. “What about the baby’s dad? Where is he? Have you told him?”

      She rolled over and stared at him. The blue cat eyes which were usually so sharp and predatory looked flat and defeated. “It’s your baby, Jack.”

      The words punched him in the gut like a fist. His breath rushed out in a whoosh like a burst balloon and all of his dreams for the future along with it.

      “I can see by your expression that you’re thrilled,” she said, her tone flat. “I knew you would be. That’s why I didn’t tell you. I planned on taking care of things myself. That’s why I came to see you. I needed money to…for the...procedure.”

      Fuck.

      The weight of her confession settled around his shoulders like a cement yoke, choking him, weighing him down until he could barely hold up his head. He let his forehead drop into his palms. He felt the quicksand of failure sucking at his feet, threatening to bury him, to drown him.

      “How could you let this happen?” His voice came out muffled through his hands. After a couple of deep breaths, he exhaled loudly and sat up straight, looked her in the eye like a man should. Once the initial shock had worn off, anger began to heat his blood.

      “You were there too, dumb ass. And as I recall, you didn’t have any complaints.” She huffed her bangs out of her face with a mighty breath that sent the raven locks fluttering over her forehead.

      The stubble of his beard chafed his fingers as he scrubbed both palms over his cheeks. “How can you be so sure it’s mine? We had sex one time in the last three years and it was months ago. Surely you’ve been with someone else since then?”

      “It was exactly eleven weeks ago and no, there wasn’t anyone else…” Her voice trailed off in uncertainty.

      “Well, you better be damned sure before you go naming me as your baby daddy. You can bet your sweet ass I want a paternity test.” The hot blood of anger surged through his veins bringing a thin sheen of perspiration to his forehead and causing his fists to clench with the urge to hit something. “This is just like you, Chelsea. Always fucking everything up. I swear to God if you’re making this up…”

      A nurse walked in and squelched the threat that came to his lips. With great effort, he bit it back and nearly choked on the bitter taste of it.

      “I think you should leave now, Mr. Jameson,” the nurse said with an eye on her patient. “Getting upset won’t do either of you any good. Why don’t you go home and get some rest? You’ll both feel better about things tomorrow.”
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* * *

      Seated on a concrete bench in the small courtyard outside the hospital, Jack lowered his head to his hands, scrubbed his face hard, and took a deep breath. After a full minute of deep breathing to slow his racing heart, he patted his breast pocket in search of cigarettes and came up with the one cigarette he carried in case of an emergency just like this one. A small sign in front of the bench read “Smoking is prohibited on hospital property”. Fuck that, he thought and lit up anyway. It had been almost a week since his last smoke. The tobacco tasted good on his tongue; the nicotine went straight to his head and left him dizzy. After a few glorious inhales, the panic began to lessen and the shaking in his hands calmed.

      How the hell did this happen? It was a stupid question; the same one he’d asked Chelsea in her hospital room. He knew how it had happened. Even though he’d been drunk off his ass and the details were a bit fuzzy, he remembered the important parts. Like drinking entirely too much bourbon at his friend’s bachelor party and finding a naked Chelsea waiting in his bed afterward. As much as he wanted to hold Chelsea responsible, he had known exactly what he was doing and had been a willing participant. The next morning, he’d awakened with a headache the size of Hyde Park and a five-foot eight-inch shackle with black hair and exotic blue eyes wrapped around his leg.

      Yes, that had been a mistake of epic proportions. Chelsea had taken their little roll in the hay as a sign of reconciliation. She’d begun to chatter on about moving in together and all sorts of crazy shit that made his skin crawl. When he’d made his opinions on that subject very clear, Chelsea went off the deep end, throwing shit and screaming about his lack of humanity. The neighbors, alarmed by the racket, called the police and of course, being the man, Jack had gone to jail. He’d been so pissed off at himself and her that he’d filed for divorce the very next day. It was something he should have done years earlier, but it hadn’t really seemed important before then. Chelsea would disappear for months at a time. They hadn’t lived together for years. And somehow the knowledge that he was anchored to someone – anyone – had brought him a false sense of security in a life rife with uncertainty.

      The day had begun with so much promise. Despite the little altercation with the Leather Jacket guy at Felony, he’d managed to rake in a profit last night. Not enough to get ahead or to support a family, but enough to show his efforts were effective. With a little more time and some hard work he might be able to pull the place out of debt before the end of the year. The best part of the morning had been waking up with Ally nestled beneath his chin, a pleasure that was much sweeter than anticipated. Her introduction into his life had been a welcome surprise and one that he had no intention of deserting.

      Chelsea is pregnant. One small sentence had altered the course of his life forever, had turned his life back to shit again. He couldn’t think of a curse word foul enough to do the situation justice. No matter how many times he said the words, he just couldn’t wrap his mind around them. Neither he nor Chelsea was equipped emotionally or financially to deal with a child, let alone a lifelong commitment to someone else’s well-being. Hell, he had trouble enough committing to a daily drink special for Jameson’s Pub. The thought made him snort with wry amusement as he tossed the spent cigarette to the ground and crushed it out with his toe.

      He was so freaking screwed.
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* * *

      An hour later, he parked himself on a barstool at Felony and watched as Randy disassembled and cleaned the long-suffering margarita machine. The sight of his friend going about the mundane task of bar maintenance set the world right again. Randy was a walking contradiction with biceps the size of hams and a pair of delicate wire-rimmed spectacles perched on his nose instead of his usual contact lenses. The tight black t-shirt that stretched over his broad chest had a picture of a soulful-eyed puppy surrounded by butterflies silkscreened on the back of it.

      Randy took one look at Jack, raised a ruddy eyebrow, and continued his work. Jack knew that Randy wouldn’t ask for details. He’d wait for Jack to offer up the information.

      “I see you’re spending some quality time with your lover.” Jack nodded toward the machine. “Want me to come back later so you two can be alone?”

      “Very funny,” Randy said but he smiled. “I hate this damned thing. I don’t understand why you don’t get rid of it. We shouldn’t be serving wussy drinks like this anyway. Just beer and hard liquor.”

      “Said the man with butterflies and a puppy on his shirt,” replied Jack.

      Randy grinned, showing big even white teeth against his sunburned skin. “They were giving them out at the animal shelter. You want one too?”

      For all of his brawn and tough guy demeanor, Randy had a soft spot for people in need. Apparently, that penchant stretched to animals as well. He was always volunteering for one charity or another, donating his time and muscle to help those less fortunate. His family had been homeless for a spell during his childhood, moving from shelter to shelter, and living off assistance from various organizations. Now, he saw a chance to give back. Jack admired him for that.

      “No thanks.” Jack stood up and reached behind the bar to grab a glass and a bottle of bourbon from the shelf.

      “That bad, is it?” Randy asked.

      “You have no freaking clue,” Jack replied. “I’m in shit up to my eyeballs and I don’t see any way out of it this time.”

      “You’ll come out alright,” Randy said with a shrug. “You always do. I don’t know how, but you always do. You’re like a freaking cat that always lands on its feet.”

      “Not this time.” He sighed and tossed back a shot. It was cheap bourbon and burned down his throat like battery acid. He sputtered and poured another shot. “Chelsea’s pregnant and she says it’s mine.”

      Randy dropped the screwdriver in his hand. It fell onto the floor with a clatter. He didn’t bother to pick it up, just stood there staring at Jack with shock on his face.

      “My sentiments exactly,” Jack replied.

      “Shit.” Randy shoved a hand back through his auburn hair. “I knew it was bad, but I had no idea it was that bad. How did this happen?”

      Jack raised a hand to stop him from going further. “You remember Forrester’s bachelor party? It was that night. It’s the only time we’ve hooked up in the last three years.”

      “Dude, you were trashed that night. I told you to stay away from the tequila. Bad things always happen when you drink that.” Randy frowned then bent to pick up the fallen screwdriver. “Are you sure it’s yours? Chelsea’s not the most reliable person when it comes to telling the truth. Didn’t you wrap that thing up?”

      Jack hung his head in his hands and groaned. “Hell if I know. I can’t remember a damned thing about that night except waking up with her in my bed. Your guess is as good as mine.”

      Randy shuddered at the idea. “So, what are you going to do? When’s your divorce final?”

      “It won’t be final for another thirty days. It should’ve been finalized a month ago, but Chelsea kept dragging her feet over the settlement. Now I know why.” The bourbon had begun to do the trick, numbing his emotions from the inside out. “I guess I need to call my attorney and find out about child support and visitation and shit like that.”

      “You can’t let her raise that child, Jack,” Randy’s voice was soft, but it cut into Jack’s thoughts like a knife. “You know that, right? She’s a fucked-up mess. I’d hate to see how many ways she could screw up a kid.”

      “I know. I know.” The thought had tormented him ever since he found out about the pregnancy. The poor child was screwed from before birth and his heart ached for it. No kid deserved a druggie for a mom or a promiscuous barkeep for a dad. “You and I both know that I’m not cut out for fatherhood. I can’t very well raise a kid from your fold-out couch.”

      Randy closed the lid on the margarita machine with a sigh and tightened the screws before he spoke again. “Well, as I see it, you’ve got a couple of choices here. Either you take the kid, or you don’t. You’ve got five or six months to figure it out. Hell, maybe it’s not even yours and all this worry will be for nothing. In the meantime, I think you have no other choice than to get shitfaced drunk.” He pulled a second bottle of bourbon from underneath the counter and set a glass on the bar for himself.

      “You going to join me?” Jack eyed the second glass with a raised eyebrow. “Or am I going to be two-fisted?”

      “Of course, I’m going to join you,” Randy said as he took a big gulp of the liquor. “What kind of friend would I be if I let you suffer alone?” He tapped his chest with the side of his fist. “I’m here for you, man.”

      As he spoke, Tasha came in through the side entrance and walked past without a word. Something in the stiffness of her shoulders triggered an alarm in Jack’s subconscious but he was too preoccupied to pay much notice. However, when she threw her purse behind the counter with a huff and stormed into the hallway without a backward glance, pink pigtails swaying, it was enough to rouse him from his misery.

      “What’s up with her?” Jack wasn’t really interested but he needed something – anything – to distract him from his thoughts.

      “Uh…yeah…I was meaning to talk to you about that.” Randy studied the bourbon bottle in front of him with intense interest.

      “Jesus, Randy. Didn’t I tell you to stay away from her? Shit! Don’t tell me she wants to quit.” His head began to thump with a ferocity that made his brow furrow. He rubbed at the crease.

      “She’s pissed,” Randy admitted sheepishly. “I slept with someone else. I don’t know how she found out about it.” He scratched his head as if still puzzled. “It’s not like we’re exclusive or anything.”

      “What did I tell you about that? You should never shit where you eat, man.” The throbbing grew, intensified, until his head felt like it might burst wide open. “We’ve got a big weekend coming up and I can’t get through it with no waitress. Hell, even one waitress won’t be enough.”

      “I don’t need any lectures from you. Your life is ten times more fucked up than mine.” Randy’s eyes flared with temper. “I’ve got this. You go take care of your own shit and let me handle Tasha.” With that, he sauntered into the hallway and left Jack alone on the barstool.

      Although he hated to admit it, Randy was right. He was in no position to give advice to anyone about relationships. His relationship with Chelsea had been an epic failure from the start and after today, he and Ally were headed down the path of failure as well. The thought of her soft green eyes filled with hurt as he confessed his transgressions made his chest ache with unfamiliar remorse.
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      “HEY, JACK. It’s Ally again. I just wanted to make sure you’re okay. I’m sure you’re busy but give me a call back or text me.” The day had passed without any word from Jack. She hung up the phone and drummed her fingernails on the kitchen counter. She was beginning to feel like a stalker and didn’t like it. Still, she worried about him in a way that she’d never worried about anyone before. There was vulnerability beneath Jack’s machismo that brought out a new tenderness within her and a sense of responsibility toward him.

      Despite her concern for Jack, there was no time to stress over it. Her nerves hummed as she prepared for dinner with her father. He’d called her up out of the blue an hour earlier and asked to see her. They had been close once, but she hadn’t seen him since moving to the city. Their weekly phone calls had dwindled to monthly and even though he lived less than an hour from the city, they never saw each other. The idea of sitting across from him in a restaurant made her palms sweat. To know that he had deliberately sought her out didn’t help matters. Michael Taylor had a reputation as a hard-nosed businessman, rough around the edges, and as unyielding as the steel beams he installed in his buildings. His method of parenting was just as cold and unforgiving. That he loved her she had no doubt, but he had never in word or gesture given any hint of emotion behind his blue eyes.

      Although he had assured her on the phone that the motives behind his visit were purely altruistic, she suspected that he meant to break some sort of devastating news to her.

      As Ally stepped out of the shower, the doorbell rang. Shit. It was way too early for her father; he was such a stickler about punctuality. In a panic, Ally wrapped her wet hair in a towel and trudged to the door. Without checking the peephole, she flung the door open.

      “Nice towel.”

      “Jack? What are you doing here? Is everything okay? Shouldn’t you be at the hospital?” She was so relieved to see him that she nearly flung herself into his arms. As always, her heart soared at the sight of him, but the flood of endorphins was followed by immediate panic. With bearded stubble darkening his square jaw and rain drops glistening on the shoulders of his t-shirt, he looked like her father’s worst nightmare. Mike, conservative and narrow-minded when it came to his daughter, would never approve of Jack’s long hair and disheveled rock star chic appearance.

      “Nope. I’m right where I should be.” One black eyebrow cocked in amusement as he lounged against the door frame, a yellow rose clutched in one hand. She let out a sigh of exasperation. Jack ran a hand through his wet hair and grinned. It was so hard for her to be irritated at him, with his dimples flashing and his eyes twinkling. With one hand clutching her towel at the breast, she used the other hand to grab his shirt and pull him over the threshold.

      He stumbled, laughed, and lurched into the foyer with uncharacteristic awkwardness.

      “This is for you,” he said and waved the rose in front of her with a flourish. The sweet scent mingled with the smell of rain. Delicate pale-yellow petals were tipped with pale pink, dotted with drops of water that glistened like diamonds. It was a hybrid tea, a peace rose, her favorite. She knew the name because her grandmother had grown them in her garden and Mrs. Hinkle, the old biddy who lived next door, raised them as well.

      “Jack, where did you get this?” She took the rose from him, careful to avoid the thorns, and took a sniff at the delicate petals.

      “There’s a bunch of them next door,” he said. “You want some more? I can get them for you.”

      “Uh, no. But thank you.” Despite her mortification, she smiled at him. If Mrs. Hinkle caught him in her prize rose bed, there would be hell to pay for both of them. The sweet gesture warmed her however.

      “Jack?” As he walked by her, a whiff of whiskey burned her nostrils.

      “Yep?”

      “Are you drunk?”

      “Nope. I passed up drunk around lunchtime. I think the proper term is shitfaced.” He pulled off his boots one at a time, listing to one side like a sinking ship, stepped out of the foyer and took in the living room with brazen interest.

      In all the times she had seen Jack, he’d never once shown signs of intoxication. He must have been pounding them down to get so drunk. Ah, well, boys will be boys, she thought as he shoved his hands deep into the pockets of those sexy low-riding jeans that he always wore and let out a long low whistle.

      “So, this is your crib, huh?” He turned in a slow circle, but the movement proved too much, and he plopped onto the sofa. “How come you never invited me over here?”

      “I was going to, but you never called me back. And you can’t stay now. My dad will be here shortly, and he won’t appreciate finding a strange drunk guy in my house.” She went back to the door and waited, but he remained on her sofa.

      “You ever been to that little pub down the street? The one with all the hats on the walls?” One of the sofa pillows slipped to the floor. He bent to retrieve it and nearly followed it off the sofa. “Whoa, shit. Sorry.” He tucked the pillow under his arm, stuffing it into the space behind him with enthusiasm, as if it might try to escape again. “Great drink specials and a very nice waitress too. Katie or Kitty or Kathy…I don’t know…something like that. I asked her if she wanted to come work for me, but she said…”

      “Her name is Margaret and she must be at least fifty years old. Jack! Focus.” Ally wavered between amused and irritated. His brown-eyed gaze slid past her, returned, and sharpened. “Did you hear what I said? You can’t stay. My dad’s on his way here. I need to get ready.”

      “So, get ready.” He slid deeper into the sofa, taking a copy of Vogue magazine from the coffee table and leafing through it. “I’ll just hang out while you get dressed.”

      “Well…suit yourself.” She shook her head and bit her lip to hold back the smile that threatened to escape. To her growing amusement, he followed her down the hallway, bumping along the walls to the bedroom and proceeded to watch as she dried her hair and applied her makeup. For a time, he wandered around her room, touching her things and rummaging through her classic album collection. She glanced away and when she looked back, he had a garter belt and thong in his hands. He whistled admiringly.

      “How come you never wear this?” he asked, holding it up as if imagining her in it.

      “Maybe I do,” she answered with a shrug and made a swipe at the garter belt. Her hand slipped off the elastic and it snapped his hand like a rubber band. He laughed like a schoolboy.

      “Will you wear it now? And then let me take it off?” The lopsided grin on his face made her laugh out loud.

      “As enticing as that idea is, I don’t think now is the time.” She snatched the undergarments from him, shoved them back into her dresser drawer, and slammed it shut with a bang. She wasn’t quite sure how to control him. Finally, he sprawled out on her bed, his long legs hanging over the edge as he leaned back on his elbows, looking like a disheveled GQ cover model.

      “You can’t just come over here unannounced and shitfaced. You make me crazy.” She turned around, put her hands on her hips, and tried to look menacing.

      “Yeah, yeah, stand in line,” he replied. “That’s why I’m here. To make peace. Or get a piece. Whichever.” He smirked and leered at her towel. “I missed you, Popsicle.” One black eyebrow arched to taunt her while his dimples deepened.

      “Oh my God! You are infuriating!” With her self-control ruined, she grabbed a pillow from the bed and proceeded to beat him about the head and neck until feathers flew, putting all of her frustration into flogging him. He raised his hands in a feeble attempt to protect himself, laughing so hard that his face turned bright red beneath his tanned skin.

      “Damn, but you’re hot when you’re mad,” he said. “Remind me to make you mad more often.” She rewarded him by swatting him with the pillow again, raining blows over his face and shoulders until her arm ached. Exhausted and exasperated, but feeling somewhat vindicated, she stopped to catch her breath.

      “Come here. I want to kiss you so bad right now.” The low timber of his voice made her toes curl. He crooked a finger at her and beckoned in a seductive come-hither motion.

      Deep inside that sexy man was an incorrigible little boy, she realized. She raised the pillow to swat him again, but he caught her by the forearm and gave it a tug. She bounced onto the mattress with a squeak of surprise. A glimpse at his face told her that he was enjoying this way too much. With a speed that surprised even her, she rolled over and landed on top of him, pinning his arms down by the wrists.

      “Ha! Now I’ve got you,” she exclaimed in triumph. His face was red from laughing and his dimples deeper than ever. They were both breathing hard. He squirmed beneath her, testing her grip. She scrambled up into a sitting position, straddling his waist, and tightened her thighs around him. “Ha!” she said again.

      Suddenly he bucked and before she could draw her next breath he rolled her beneath him and stretched over the top of her, holding her captive.

      “If you’ve got me, it’s only because I let you, baby girl,” he said in a low and dangerous voice. He lifted his head to kiss her. She’d forgotten how soft his lips were. The taste of whiskey burned her tongue; she almost felt intoxicated from the contact.

      “How much have you had to drink anyway?”

      “Dunno,” he replied. “Lost count. Kitty…Kathy…Katie cut me off.” He snorted. “She cut me off. Can you believe it?”

      Ally made a mental note to thank Kitty…Kathy…Katie the next time she visited the pub.

      “Let me up, Jack.” She wriggled beneath him. “I’m serious. My dad hates it when I’m not ready.”

      With a melodramatic sigh, he rolled away from her. “Fine,” he pouted.

      She finished with hair and makeup, just a sweep of blush and clear lip gloss, and proceeded to put on her outfit. Casting a wary glance in his direction, she hesitated.

      “It’s not like I haven’t seen it before,” he said as if reading her mind. She scowled and was rewarded with another one of those rare devastating smiles. “You aren’t wearing that, are you?” He nodded at the clothes draped over the end of her bed.

      “Why? What’s wrong with it?” She had chosen a sleeveless black shell and dark gray slacks. She had put a lot thought into that outfit, searching for the perfect mix of casual and sexy, hoping to impress her father with her conservative good taste. Jack shook his head in disapproval.

      “Great if you want to look like an Amish schoolteacher,” he answered. “What about that green dress you wore to the bar a while back?”

      “You remember that?” For a minute, she forgot to be mad at him, stunned that a man – any man – could recall such a thing. Brian hadn’t noticed when she cut her hair during a personal mini-crisis, let alone her wardrobe on any given day.

      “Sure. Your tits looked amazing. I wanted to rip it off of you – with my teeth.”

      “I spilled a drink on it,” she said. “Besides, we’re only going to dinner.”

      He frowned, deep in thought, then leaped from the bed and began going through her closet. He threw a pair of jeans at her, the ones with bling on the pockets. “I bet your ass looks amazing in these,” he said before she could interrupt him. “Now for the top.” He rifled through the hangers before pulling out a simple short-sleeved white blouse. She raised an eyebrow at him and he shrugged.

      “I’ve got six sisters,” he said as if that explained everything.

      “Can you turn around?” She contemplated dressing in the closet but there really wasn’t room between all of the purses and shoes.

      “No,” he replied. His eyes brightened with mischief. “I’ll help you get dressed.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” As usual he ignored her and rummaged through her lingerie drawer for a pair of pink silk panties. “You’re going to fall down and break something.”

      “Hold onto your towel and step in,” he commanded. He knelt down in front of her, spreading the panties with his fingers.

      The idea of being dressed by Jack was so wholly novel and exciting that she caved. Besides, she had to admit that he was the most fun she’d had in months. Gripping the knot of her towel with one hand, she placed the other on Jack’s broad shoulder for balance and stepped into the panties. His fingers skimmed over calves, thighs, and hips as he pulled the panties up, smoothing the lace around the waistband. He did the same thing with her jeans. She stood breathless as he buttoned up the fly, the tips of his fingers brushing her panties.

      “Turn around and drop your towel,” he ordered. She turned slowly around and let the towel fall to her feet. He threaded her arms through her bra straps, fitted the cups to her breasts, his hands lingering a few seconds longer than necessary before he hooked the closure in the front. Her shirt followed. She watched with bowed head as he buttoned up the front, leaving the bottom few buttons open to expose her navel.

      Being dressed by Jack had to be the most erotic thing ever. Her breath came hard and fast as she cursed her raging hormones. Jack stepped back to admire his work.

      “Fuck,” he breathed.

      Unaccustomed to such open displays of admiration, she blushed and turned to the mirror. The most Brian ever did was give her a pat on the shoulder. In fact, he had never said that she looked nice or noticed the way that she wore her hair. She always chalked it up to male apathy, but perhaps she was wrong. Jack came to stand behind her and watched their reflection in the mirror. Bending down, he kissed the fluttering pulse in her neck and slid his hands into the waistband of her jeans. She watched his reflection in the mirror as his fingers skimmed along the lace of her panties. His eyes, dark as midnight, glanced up to meet hers in the mirror. The sight of his dark head next to her fair one inspired a growing dampness between her thighs. A groan escaped her lips as he spread his fingers against her pelvis and pressed her hips back against his erection. She tried to look away but couldn’t, held captive under the spell of his black gaze. When his lips found her mouth, her fingers slid up into his hair, tangling in the silky locks as his tongue played with hers.

      The doorbell rang again. She jumped as if stung.

      “Shit, shit, shit! You’ve got to hide,” she hissed. She yanked Jack’s hands from her pants and pushed him towards the back of the bedroom as if intending to hide a towering hunk of man candy in her closet.

      “What are you? Twelve? Why do you keep doing that?” Jack laughed, his deep voice echoing through the room. “Do you want me to jump out the window or something?”

      “I don’t care what you do, just get out of sight. He can’t see you drunk like this.” She gave him a final shove and warning glare. He toppled back onto the bed.

      “Mind if I stay here and wait for you? We need to talk about a few things.” The furrow between his brows deepened and a quick stab of anxiety shot through Ally. The doorbell rang again. She’d have to worry about whatever Jack had to say when she got back.

      “Alright but stay out of sight. Okay?” She meant to drop a quick kiss on his forehead, but he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her forward, resting his cheek against her belly. She liked drunken Jack. He could be so sweet when he wasn’t trying to be the tough guy. The thick glossy locks slid through her fingers as she ruffled his hair. “I won’t be gone long.”

      “Promise?” His voice was muffled in the fabric of her shirt, but she felt the heat of his breath on her belly. It sent tingles of excitement all the way to her toes.
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* * *

      Heads turned as Ally and her father followed the maître d' to their table. Female heads. Ally tried not to notice; the idea that her father was hot kind of creeped her out. When she was a kid, women were always bringing over casseroles and pies to the poor divorced father raising his daughter all alone as a neighborly gesture. As an adult, she knew it was because her father had the same charisma that Jack possessed. Michael Taylor was tall and blond and still able to charm the ladies from the appreciative glances of the women and the jealous glares of their husbands. Construction work kept him fit and tanned. He moved with confidence to pull out Ally’s chair then took a seat at the table across from her.

      “So, you’ve got a new boyfriend.” Mike launched into his interrogation without preamble.

      “How could you possibly know that?” The man had uncanny resources when it came to her private life. He might not take an active role in her life, but he certainly kept tabs on her.

      “I have my sources,” he said with an enigmatic gleam in his eye. “Besides, there were giant cowboy boots in your foyer and a pickup truck parked at the end of your driveway that had boyfriend written all over it. Why didn’t you introduce us?”

      “We aren’t to the meet-the-parents stage yet, and he…hum…wasn’t feeling well,” she said which was only a partial lie. “He’s a bartender. And no, he isn’t rich or educated or anything like that.” Might as well get that out of the way while they were in a public place. He’d be less likely to cause a scene.

      “I hope you got someone with a backbone.” Mike said. “What you need is a straight up, no-nonsense kind of guy. Won’t put up with your bullshit. Not like Brian.”

      “Daddy! I thought you liked Brian.”

      “Brian’s an ass. Never liked him. Thinks old money and status are everything. Give me a good old-fashioned hard-working bartender over a kiss-ass ad exec any day.” Mike took a piece of bread, spread a thick layer of butter over it, and handed it to her. “You know I did some bartending back in the day, before I met your mom. Lots of long hours and sore feet from what I remember.”

      “He’s a good guy, I think,” she said, flushing at the thought of Jack waiting on her bed for her return.

      “Not much money in it, though. You need to find someone with his own business, that can afford those ridiculous shoes you wear, and take care of you.”

      “I don’t need anyone to take care of me.” The irritation in her voice made her father’s brows draw sharply together. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve been taking care of myself for years and I’m sure I can get by for another twenty-five years without your or anyone else’s help.”

      “What’s your bartender have to say about that?”

      “It has nothing to do with Jack.”

      Mike raised a finger to the waiter and ordered a glass of Scotch for himself and an iced tea for Ally. “You tell him about your mother yet?”

      “No!” Ally’s eyes widened in horror. If things went well, Jack would never know about her mother. “He doesn’t need to know about her. There’s nothing to tell.”

      “She’s back, you know. Back in town.”

      “I know,” Ally said, eyes fixed on her plate. “She stopped by my office the other day.”

      “Says she’s been getting help and she’s on a new medication for the bipolar disorder. She’s been sober for almost a month.” A second waitress appeared to fill their water glasses and flirt with Mike. He smiled up at her, radiating his special brand of charm that brought a nervous blush to the girl’s face.

      “She made a huge scene and had to be escorted out. That doesn’t sound like sober to me.”

      “Really? Well, that’s not good.” Mike frowned into his Scotch. “Doesn’t surprise me, I guess. When I saw her, she had her shit together. Looked better than I’ve seen her look in twenty years.”

      “Yeah, well, when she’s got a year under her belt, maybe I’ll believe it then,” Ally said, stirring her iced tea with vehemence. “She’s always clean and sober until she’s not. You know that as well as I do. Why should this time be any different?”

      “I don’t know. Seems committed to it this time.” Mike kept his sharp green eyes trained on her. “She said she’s been trying to get in touch with you, but you haven’t called her back. What’s up with that?”

      “I don’t have anything to say to her.” Ally pushed back from the table, her appetite suddenly gone. “She could’ve gotten me fired.”

      “She’s your mother, Ally. The only one you’ve got.” He reached across the table and covered her hand with his big calloused paw. The unusual contact made her uncomfortable. She could only remember a handful of times in her entire life that he’d ever touched her. “I’m not going to nag you about it. Just give it some thought, would you?”

      “She’s the one who left us, Dad. I don’t feel like I owe her anything. How can you forgive her for what she did to you – to us?”

      Mike squeezed her hand again. “I can forgive her because it was a long time ago. She did those things because of her illness and because she was mad at me, not because she didn’t love you. You’ve got to let go of all that anger or it will poison everything you do.” He let go of her hand and took another drink of his scotch.”

      “Fine. I’ll think about it, but I’m not making any promises.” Ally shook her napkin into her lap and bit her bottom lip.

      “That’s all I’m asking.” Mike settled back into his chair and clasped his hands in front of him. “Now, how’s your job going? You making real money yet?” When her face fell, he pressed his lips into a tight line. “I don’t know why you stay there. You should be working for me, learning to run the company. It’ll be yours someday, you know.”

      It was only a matter of time until he began the routine denigration of her career choice, but she had naively thought they might make it through the main course before he started in on her. In Mike’s opinion, she should be at his side, riding on his coattails, learning the business of commercial construction from the inside out. When she’d been recruited by Alessandro Reyes, straight from college, her father had been very vocal in his disapproval and predicted her imminent failure.

      “We’ve been over this a million times. I want to be on my own for a while. And I’ve got a good job now. It just doesn’t pay a lot yet. Most people would kill for a chance to work at Reyes Corp.” With careful deliberation, she set down her knife and fork and chose her next words carefully. “Success isn’t measured by how much money you make.”

      “Who the hell told you that?”

      “You did. The first time you filed bankruptcy. That’s one of the reasons I chose to work for Alessandro. The experience I’ll get is invaluable.”

      “You can get experience at my company.” Mike slammed his hand on the table, making the water glasses slosh and the plates jump. Thankfully, a family with several noisy children had taken the table next to them and no one noticed her father’s escalating irritation.

      “I’m not coming to work for you.” It took all of her self-control to keep her voice even, but she did it. “You can either accept it or not. It’s my life and my decision.”

      They glared at each other over the spray of daisies in the center of the table. She met his stare with equal intensity, refusing to blink. After a long moment, her father’s handsome face cracked into a reluctant grin.

      “So damned stubborn,” he muttered as he took a long drink of his Scotch. “Like talking to a stone wall. You see all these gray hairs on my head? You put every one of them there.”
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* * *

      Two hours later, Mike pulled his extended cab pickup into Ally’s driveway and shut off the engine as if he expected her to invite him in. She stalled, hoping that he’d take the hint, but he hopped out of the truck and came around to her side to help her out.

      “You don’t have to come in if you’re in a hurry, Daddy,” she said, hoping that she didn’t sound too obvious. “I know you’ve got a busy schedule.”

      “Don’t give me that crap,” he said and took her house keys from her hand. “There are a few other things I want to discuss with you and I want to meet this guy of yours.” Mike pushed open the front door.

      Jack met them in the foyer. Freshly showered and clean shaven, he smelled of her raspberry shower gel. Had he used her razor? The idea of her delicate pink razor in Jack’s big hand brought a blush to her cheeks. He must have had clean clothes stashed in his truck because he wore a different shirt and jeans. The traces of inebriation had either worn off or he hid them well; his eyes were sharp and clear. She breathed a sigh of relief.

      “You must be Ally’s dad. I’m her boyfriend, Jack Jameson.” Her boyfriend? Even though her heart thrilled at his declaration, she held her breath as Jack extended a hand to her father. They stood toe to toe in the foyer, eyeing each other like dogs from rival packs. Then they shook hands with much more force than necessary. Jack took a deep breath which seemed to swell his chest and increase his size by ten percent. Her father, who matched Jack in size and build, was undaunted. She shot a pleading look at Jack, willing him to behave. The now familiar glint of mischief twinkled in his eyes.

      “Mike Taylor.” Her father released Jack’s hand and took a step back. Ally let out her breath with a whoosh. “So, you must be the bartender.”

      “Actually, I’m a co-owner of Jameson’s Pub and Felony,” Jack replied and winked at Ally as her mouth dropped open. “I was just getting ready to have a cup of coffee. Would you like some?”

      “No!” Ally interjected. “I mean…Dad’s pretty busy…”

      “Nonsense,” Mike said with a wave of his hand. “I’ve got a few minutes before I need to take off. And make it a Scotch neat, would you? You’ve got Scotch for your old man, don’t you, Ally?”

      Ally followed Jack toward the kitchen. He seemed to know his way around pretty well considering that he’d never been to her house before tonight. She hated to think about what he’d been doing while she was gone.

      “You were supposed to stay out of sight.” She grabbed his elbow and dragged him towards the hall.

      “I really like this passive-aggressive thing you’ve got going on,” he said, dimples twinkling. “It makes me hot.” His eyes darkened, and his nostrils flared as he took her in.

      “He will eat you alive,” Ally hissed.

      “I doubt that. I can hold my own.” He pulled out of her grip and straightened his shirt. “I promise that I won’t tell your daddy that I had my hands in your panties before he got here.”

      “Jack!” In spite of everything, she laughed. He bent down and dropped a quick kiss on her lips. “I thought you’d still be drunk.”

      “Oh, I’m drunker than a skunk,” he said with a lopsided grin. “But I drank a pot of coffee and took a cold shower. I’ll have a hell of a hangover tomorrow and I’ll be wide awake all night.” He began rummaging through cabinets. “Where’s your liquor at?”

      “It’s over here.” She sighed and pointed to the tall cabinet doors on the left. “I figured you went through every cabinet and drawer in this place while I was gone.”

      “I didn’t get as far as the kitchen,” he said. “I got stuck on your nightstand. It was like a damn candy store in there. I might have to revoke your popsicle status after seeing all the toys in there. We’re going to have to take a couple of those items for a spin after your dad leaves.”
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* * *

      To her consternation, Jack and Mike hit it off. They talked about sports and laughed over ribald jokes that she didn’t understand. Jack could be very charming when he wanted and seemed knowledgeable on a variety of topics. Perks of being a bartender, he explained. Once Jack asked about Mike’s military history, they began a long and boring session of military talk that made her temples throb. She pouted in silence, sipping a glass of white wine while Jack drank coffee and topped off her father’s glass, and only took an occasional break to glare at him over the kitchen table. Underneath the table, his hand rested on her thigh. Each time she brushed it away, he replaced it until she finally gave up. If Mike noticed the climbing heat in her cheeks, he didn’t show it.

      Mike raised his glass and peered at the younger man over the rim. “You like the circus, son?”

      Jack’s brows rose, and his eyes flitted to meet Ally’s, puzzled over the abrupt change of subject matter. He shrugged. “Well, I’ve been called a clown before.”

      “That’s good ‘cause this family is one monkey on a unicycle away from Barnum and Bailey’s.” Mike smiled at them both, gulped down the last of his Scotch and nudged the glass forward for a refill.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As Mike regaled Jack and Ally with stories of his stint in the service, Jack couldn’t help but make comparisons between father and daughter. The resemblance was subtle but there nonetheless. Ally’s coloring was fairer and her hair darker, but her features had the same sharpness as her father’s and a similarity of expression that left no doubt as to her paternity.

      “So, what did you want to tell me, Daddy?” Ally interjected with characteristic directness during a pause in the conversation. Jack could feel the tension in the thigh beneath his hand; she was wound up tight like cat about to pounce.

      “Right.” Mike took a swig of scotch and stared into the depths of his glass as if hoping to find inspiration in the golden liquor. “I got married again.”

      “Married? Seriously? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I’m telling you now.” Mike cleared his throat and, for the first time ever, looked somewhat abashed. “It’s Rita. You remember her, don’t you?”

      “Daddy! She’s younger than me. Are you nuts? I hope you signed a pre-nup.” Ally’s tension transferred into Jack’s hand, making his fingers ache.

      Mike pulled out his phone and called up a photo of a very leggy and curvaceous brunette wearing a tiny pink striped bikini. Mike handed the phone to Jack with smug male pride, and he could understand why after he saw the new bride. The picture had been taken at a beach party. Mike had his arm around Rita’s waist and Rita had her bodacious tits pressed against her new husband with bubbling affection. Dozens of people who looked like Rita’s family swarmed around the happy couple. Ally peered over his arm at the picture. A fleeting expression of hurt clouded her brow before the familiar mask of indifference slid into place.

      “Beautiful girl,” Jack said sincerely. “You look very happy together.” Even on camera, the sexual chemistry hummed between the newlyweds.

      “It’s disgusting.” Ally wrinkled her nose.

      “She’s pregnant. Due in January.” Mike cast a sheltered glance at Ally, green eyes unreadable. The word pregnant stabbed into Jack like a dagger, a sharp and unpleasant reminder of his predicament.

      “Oh.” A little of the tension in Ally’s leg eased beneath Jack’s fingers, like a balloon deflating, while his own stress level soared. “Where did you have the wedding?”

      “On the beach at her parent’s place. Just some close friends and family.” Mike reclaimed the picture and stuffed it back into his wallet.

      Ally’s lips pressed into a tight line and Jack saw the glimmer of tears. Apparently, Mike had forgotten that Ally belonged to his family as well. By her expression, Ally hadn’t forgotten. Jack’s heart squeezed in an unfamiliar pang of empathy at this unexpected peek into her upbringing. She was an outsider to her own family. No wonder the girl had trouble accepting his affection.

      “I’ve sold the house here. Rita wanted something closer to her parents. Jesus, look at the time.” Mike glanced at his wrist watch and cleared his throat again. “You got me talking and time flew by. I hate to leave but I promised Rita that I wouldn’t be out too late. We’re flying out in the morning. I had your things boxed up and put in storage. Here’s the key.” Mike dropped a small silver key onto the table beside Ally’s wine glass.

      “It’s been a pleasure to meet you,” Jack said. He rose and shook Mike’s hand. Ally remained seated and silent.

      “You take care, baby girl.” Mike nodded to Ally, more like a passing acquaintance than a father. In Jack’s family, even strangers got a hug when they dropped by for a visit. The physical distance between father and daughter puzzled him. “If you need anything you give me a call.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      WHEN THE door closed behind Mike, Ally said nothing. Jack wanted to comfort her but the distant look in her eyes as she stared out the window suggested she was better left alone. To his surprise, she didn’t protest at his presence or try to throw him out. Instead, she made a straight line for the liquor cabinet, took out a decanter, and poured whiskey into a tall glass of ice. She handed a glass to him, but he shook his head. He’d be buzzed for days after this last binge. She shrugged, took her glass, and with the bottle in her opposite hand headed out the French doors to the small patio.

      The temperature outside bordered on hot but had cooled considerably with the earlier rain and the humidity had dissipated with the daylight. Ally sat on the love seat. Jack took a seat beside her. It was one of those things that moved back and forth like a swing. His mother had one on her porch and it brought back a sharp pang of nostalgia. Ally rocked it with a bare toe, a little faster than necessary, but that was to be expected given her state of dismay. They sat in silence among the sweet scent of jasmine and the faint refrains of jazz music that escaped the open window of a neighbor’s house.

      “I know that I’m in the business of selling drinks to people, but you’re hitting that bottle pretty hard, aren’t you?” He raised an eyebrow as she emptied her glass then refilled it.

      “She’s twenty-three,” Ally said. “My stepmother is two years younger than me.” She slammed the glass onto the patio table, whiskey sloshing over the sides to form a brown puddle on the tablecloth. “And she’s pregnant. Pregnant! How does that happen?” He knew exactly how it happened but didn’t think he should go into that subject quite yet. “He’s forty-fricking-eight years old. You’d think he’d know how to stop those things from happening.” A shiver of disgust shook her body. “I introduced them, you know. She needed a job to work her way through school and my dad needed an office girl, so I gave her an application. I never dreamed that I’d have to call her mommy.” She slapped her forehead with her hand.

      “Shit happens, Ally. Life isn’t neat and tidy. Most of the times it’s a fucked-up mess and we do the best we can to get through it.” No one knew that better than he did.

      “This is crazy, Jack, and you know it.” Ally jumped up from the glider and began to pace along the deck of the patio — back and forth, back and forth — with the whiskey bottle in one hand and gesturing madly with the glass in the other, sloshing liquid through the air. “It’s irresponsible, that’s what it is. The man has lost his mind.”

      “Well, if you ask me, he seemed pretty stoked about it. I mean — a guy his age knocking up a hottie like that...” Despite the conviction of his words, he felt hollow inside.

      “Not helping, Jack.” Ally stopped pacing long enough to glare at him. A tendril of hair had escaped its hairpin and fell over one eye. She puffed it away with an exasperated breath. It rose like a feather into the air then fluttered back over her eye.

      “I’m just saying, is all. Why don’t you put your drink down and come over here? You’re making me dizzy.”

      “No.”

      Never in all his days had he met such a stubborn woman. With an exasperated sigh, he took the glass from her hand, placed it on the table, and then tugged her into his lap. She wriggled in protest, but he trapped her firmly against his chest and waited for her breathing to slow. It was like holding a bag full of angry squirrels against his chest, but after a few minutes, she relaxed against him. He had intended to tell her about Chelsea, to confess his own terrible mess, but somehow this just didn’t seem the time.
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* * *

      Ally leaned back against Jack’s chest, feeling the heat of his body through her shirt and the rhythmic pounding of his heart against her back. The power of his arms made her feel safe, as if nothing and no one could hurt her while in the circle of his embrace. His nose nuzzled her ear, but he remained silent. After a few minutes, all of the tension in her body eased until she felt boneless, a sudden surrender of the mind that brought a sigh from her lips.

      “Better?” His voice rumbled through his chest, the vibrations massaging her back.

      “Yes. Better.” She let her head fall back against his shoulder and sighed again.

      “Jesus. I thought you were going to blow for a minute there, Popsicle.” Even though he had just shaved, stubborn stubble had already begun to sprout on his cheeks. It tickled against her jaw as he nuzzled her neck.

      “Don’t call me that,” she mumbled. The whiskey and the warmth of Jack’s body combined with the rocking motion of the glider made her eyelids droop with weariness. She was so tired. The meeting with her father had sapped the little remaining energy she had left.

      “Go ahead and close your eyes for a minute, baby. I’ve got you.”
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* * *

      Something tickled Ally’s lips and woke her from the most erotic dream she’d ever had. She jerked to consciousness only to find Jack staring at her with a devilish twinkle in his chocolate brown eyes. It took a minute for her to remember why he was there and then heat rushed into her cheeks at the memory of her dream. Had she talked in her sleep? From the shit-eating grin on his face, she must have done something embarrassing. Then she realized that they were in her bedroom and no longer on the patio.

      “How long was I asleep?” She bolted into a sitting position and rubbed a hand across her eyes.

      “I don’t know. An hour maybe. I thought you’d be more comfortable in here.” Jack certainly looked comfortable, sprawled out on his side next to her with his head propped up on his elbow.

      “You should have waked me.” The heat in her cheeks intensified. Why the hell was he looking at her like that?

      “I tried but you told me to fuck off. You’re really feisty when you’re asleep.” He trailed a finger up her forearm and lingered in the bend of her elbow. “And then you started making these moaning noises, like you were in a porn video.” The long dark lashes blinked in innocent delight. “I sure as hell wasn’t going to interrupt your sex dream.”

      “Oh, God.” She clapped both hands over her eyes and wished she could disappear.

      “Wanna tell me about it?”

      “No.” She flopped back onto the mattress. Moonlight streamed through the blinds, casting striped shadows on the floor, bright enough that she could see the angles and planes of Jack’s face and the curve of his full lips. In her dream, she’d taken his lower lip between her teeth and tugged on it.

      “We could re-enact it. I’d like to make all your fantasies come true.” He leaned over and kissed her lightly on the lips.

      In spite of her chagrin, she laughed. “Do women really fall for that line?”

      “I don’t know. I never tried that one. Most of the time it was about my fantasies not theirs. Do you want to hear one of my fantasies?”

      “Maybe. You’re not into some kind of kinky weirdness, are you?” Her thoughts wandered back to the cheesecake and necktie with a shiver of excitement.

      His eyes lit up. “Oh, I’ve got nothing against kink, believe me. But my number one fantasy right now is to spend the night with you in this bed. I’d like to tie your hands to this headboard and have my way with you.”

      The thought of being completely at Jack’s sexual mercy brought a flutter of excitement to her womb.

      “I might be able to arrange that.” She leaned forward and kissed him, empowered by his relaxed posture and the knowledge that he’d weathered a small peek into her convoluted family life.

      The feel of his stubbled cheek against her palm inspired a slew of lustful fantasies. They stared at each for a long while, enjoying each other’s presence without the pressures of Chelsea or work. It had been a long time since she’d felt comfortable enough with someone to fall asleep in front of them. Jack continued to run his warm hand along the length of her arm. At his encouragement, she removed all the bobby pins from her hair and let it spill over her shoulders. He toyed with a long strand, wrapping and unwrapping it on his finger, tickling her nose with the end of it until she sneezed.

      “What happened at the hospital – with Chelsea? I’m sorry that I never asked. I get too wrapped up in myself sometimes.” The smooth expanse of her forehead furrowed. “I hate that about myself.”

      “Don’t say that. It’s okay. You’ve got plenty of things to worry about besides my problems.” He rolled onto his back, laced his fingers behind his head, and stared up at the ceiling. “Are you sure you want to know? I need to tell you — if we’re going to be together. If you want to be together, that is.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. It depends on what you’re going to tell me. Do you have two wives or something?” Butterflies flitted low in her belly at the words be together. As crazy as it sounded, she began to consider what it would be like to be Jack’s girl and the notion wasn’t altogether unpleasant. In fact, the idea gave birth to a whole new herd of butterflies in her stomach – good butterflies.

      “No. Just the one.” The misery in his voice belied his mild expression.

      “One what? Wife? Chelsea’s your wife?” She shrank back from him as if she’d been stung. Married? He was married? “You better start explaining, Jack. Right. Now.” An overwhelming sense of betrayal hit her in the gut followed by the ugliness of jealousy, causing her stomach to roil, and all her newborn fantasies of bliss to wither.

      “Technically we’re still married, but I filed for divorce a few months ago and it should be final in a few weeks.”

      “How could you have neglected to tell me something like that?” Feelings of anger and deception began to mix in with all the other emotions bubbling to the surface. One look at his face quieted her anger. He looked so sad that her heart squeezed in sympathy.

      “We only lived together for a couple of years. We split up and went our separate ways years ago. She moved to New York with her brother and I went to California with my uncle David and Randy. It’s pretty easy to forget about the whole thing when you’re on different sides of the continent. I had no interest in getting married again, so divorce seemed like a non-issue. Besides, whenever a girl started getting clingy, I could always tell her that I was already married. Problem solved.”

      “If you’re trying to convince me that this is all okay, you aren’t doing a very good job of it.” Part of her wanted to get up from the bed and toss him out the door, but the other part – the part that loved his lazy smile and his bedroom eyes and the way his dimples flashed when he smiled – tried to give him the benefit of the doubt. She owed him that. Besides, he’d always been honest with her up to this point. She had no reason to expect anything else from him.

      “We got married when we were young – really, really young — too young to know what we were doing. She was about the most exciting thing I’d ever met and the day after we graduated from high school, we ran off and got married. I don’t know what I was thinking, except that I thought I was in love.”

      “You said that you weren’t in love with her.” Ally closed her eyes and waited for the answer with impatient dread.

      “I never loved her – not really. I was in love with the idea of having a home and a wife and family and being an adult. It didn’t take me long to figure that out. We had nothing in common. Nothing. After the first month, I knew that I’d made a mistake but by then she was pregnant.” His hand shook a little as he passed it over his eyes, as if reliving the pain of those early years. She put a hand on his arm and he opened his eyes to smile at her, a thin smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

      “I didn’t want the baby, and I didn’t want her. We were struggling to get by and we were both using drugs pretty heavily at the time. The pregnancy was risky, so she couldn’t work. Her older brother let us live in his basement. He was into some pretty nasty shit back then, before he got killed in a drive-by. Anyway, he gave me a job making deliveries and collecting payments – drugs and stolen stuff. That’s how I met Randy. He was running the streets too.

      “She lost the baby about halfway through the pregnancy. I was relieved, but I felt so guilty for being happy about it that I couldn’t even look at her. I told her that I wanted out, but by that time she was pregnant again. I felt like I had to stay, to make it work. My parents were married for forty years and my grandparents for sixty years. Divorce isn’t an option in my family. So, I stayed, and I hated her for it. Just being in the same room with her made me physically ill. She hated me, too, for making her so unhappy, for being such a fuck up. Then I found out that she hadn’t been taking her birth control pills. She’d been trying to get pregnant.

      “When she lost the third baby, I’d had it. I was nineteen years old and all I could think about was getting the hell away from her and her crazy ass brother. I knew that if I stayed, I would end up dead before I was twenty. We said a lot of hurtful things to each other before it was over. I packed up my shit and hit the road with Randy. We went to California to live with my uncle David. He had a couple of bars out there. Chelsea went to New York with her brother and I didn’t see her again for another four years.”

      “Jack – I had no idea. I wish you had told me.” Ally struggled to wrap her mind around his words. There was so much information to process. She could picture a young Jack, overwrought with guilt over a wife that he didn’t love. She turned onto her side, slid her hand into his and squeezed. He smiled at her, a genuine smile this time, and squeezed back. The warmth of his grasp sent a shiver of attraction up her arm. When his fingers entwined with hers, he raised her hand to his lips and kissed it lightly.

      “She popped into my bar one day, looking like hell, strung out, begged me to help her, said I’d made her that way, that she’d never been able to cope with me leaving. I put her in rehab and she seemed better for a while…then she disappeared again for another three years.

      “David -- my uncle -- knew about all the shit I’d been through. He called me up one day and said he was in some trouble and wanted me to take over Felony and the pub for him. I decided it would be a good chance for me to start over and leave all that mess behind. I moved down here, and we came up with an arrangement where I could buy both places from him over time.”

      “And I thought my life was messed up,” Ally said, for lack of anything better.

      Jack shrugged. “Like I said — life happens, and you deal with it the best you can.”

      “She’s in the hospital. What happened? Did she overdose?”

      “Yeah. She agreed to go to rehab — again. The thing is…I feel responsible for the way she is. I wasn’t nice to her. I cheated on her. She cheated on me. I gave her the drugs that got her hooked all those years ago. We weren’t — aren’t — good for each other in any way, shape, or form.”

      Addiction was something that Ally understood. How it wormed its claws into your life and stole it away when you weren’t looking. She wanted to tell him about her mother, but she couldn’t force the words to her lips. She’d kept the secret for so long that it seemed impossible to give voice to it now.

      “It sounds to me like the ties between you two run pretty deep. Maybe you aren’t really done with her.”

      “I was done with her years ago, Ally. It doesn’t mean that I don’t feel responsible for her – for the way that she is.” He kissed the back of her hand again. “I never felt about her the way I feel about you.”

      It took a minute for his words to register, but when they did, she searched his eyes. They were warm and liquid and deep, so deep that she might lose herself in them if she stared too long. From the quiet sobriety in his eyes, he spoke the truth. A tiny stab of nonsensical jealousy caused her temples to throb. Why on earth would she be jealous of a drug addicted ex-wife whom he’d never loved? The idea of Jack sharing a home and his name with another woman turned her vision red and conjured up all sorts of unpleasant urges ranging from panic to violence. In all the years of her relationship with Brian, she’d never felt anything more than minor annoyance at his lack of interest in her life. Even the debacle with Becca had failed to elicit jealousy.

      “Say something.”

      She chewed on her lower lip, too deep in thought for words. What was it about this bartender that made him so different from the other men she’d known? Aside from an inability to button his shirts, he was arrogant and irritating and seemed to enjoy pushing her buttons at every opportunity. He had witnessed her bad behavior and drunkenness, survived an encounter with her father, and after all of that still seemed to like her. Attraction and understanding and empathy pulled her closer to him than she’d ever been to anyone in her life.

      Jack frowned and sat up then began to straighten his clothes.

      “What are you doing?” She put a hand on his arm to stop him. He looked back at her in surprise.

      “You want me to leave, right?”

      A slow smile lit up her face. “No, I don’t think I do.”
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* * *

      When Ally awoke the next morning, the mattress beside her was empty. After the debacle of dinner and Jack’s confessions, he’d made love to her with a tenderness that had caught her off guard. On some level, she wasn’t surprised to find him gone in the morning. Of course, he had fled at the first opportunity. Only a fool would expect anything different. He was – after all – Jack.

      Her heart sank. There really was nothing between them but sex. How many times had he warned her to remain emotionally detached? The wreckage of his former lovers should have been a warning; the last thing she wanted was to become one of those weeping, sniveling girls who trotted on his heels like besotted puppies. She had too much pride for that. Maybe it was better that he had gone. There would be no awkward excuses or stilted conversations this morning.

      She swung her legs over the side of the bed and set her feet on the cool wood floor, flexing her toes and thinking. The touch of his hands still echoed on her flesh. Every muscle in her body screamed with pain, making it impossible to forget where he’d been and what he’d done to her. Her cheeks flushed at the memories. Was it always like that between lovers, she wondered, or was it just Jack? He seemed to think this was something out of the ordinary and given his history, he would know. He had taken her to the farthest realms of pleasure time and again throughout the night. The aching space between her thighs said it was a reality and yet the whole tryst seemed more like some outlandish dream.

      Shrugging on her robe, she padded barefoot down the hallway drawn by the scent of fresh coffee. With her hands shoved into her pockets and shoulders hunched as if to ward off an oncoming blow, she rounded the corner into the kitchen and stopped short. A bare-chested Jack stood next to the breakfast bar, barefoot and wearing his faded jeans.

      “You’re still here.” Her heart soared at the sight of him poking around in her cabinets.

      “Of course. Is that okay?” He rubbed a hand over his bare stomach and stretched like a lazy cat. “I made coffee. Do you want some?”

      “Yes, please. Are you hungry? Do you want some breakfast?” Ally asked, unable to hold back a huge smile of happiness as she walked to the refrigerator.

      “What’ve you got?” Jack came to stand behind her, wrapped his arms around her waist, and rested his chin on the top of her head as she studied the contents of the fridge.

      They ate in companionable silence. She felt comfortable with him. Her spacious kitchen seemed small and overpowered by his tall frame, something she had never noticed with Brian. Maybe that was because Jack seemed to always take the forefront in every scenario while the sedate Brian blended into the background.

      As if sensing her thoughts, Jack looked up from his plate and smiled at her.

      “This is great,” he said, scraping the last bite from the porcelain with his fork. “I’m tempted to lick the plate. Is there more?”

      “You’ve already had three helpings,” she said, incredulous. “Where do you put all of that? You don’t have an ounce of fat on you. If I ate that much, I’d be a hippo.”

      “What can I say?” He shrugged and reached across the table for her plate. “Are you going to eat the rest of that?”

      “No, go ahead.” She slid her plate toward him with a laugh.

      “Fucking always makes me hungry,” he said and grinned at her resultant blush. He gulped down her remaining biscuit in two bites, pushed back from the table, and patted his stomach in satisfaction. “I thought you couldn’t cook.” He took both of their plates and headed for the sink where he proceeded to load the dishwasher while she watched in amazement.

      “I never said I couldn’t cook. I said that I don’t cook. Two entirely different things.” The blatant pleasure on his face gave her a curious thrill and a sudden pang of satisfaction.

      After a few minutes, he slid the dishwasher door closed and turned to face her. She had been staring blatantly at his broad back, admiring the play of muscles as he moved, and blushed at the angry red scratches left there by her nails. His front side was no less spectacular, if less colorful, with the swell of pectoral muscles high above the thick cords of his abs. Caught in the act of checking him out, she swallowed hard and risked a glance at his face. The brown eyes had darkened to black and his nostrils flared when he realized what she had been doing. He reached out a hand to grab the belt of her robe then gave it a small tug so that it fell open to bare her breasts.

      “Jack!” She made a feeble attempt to pull the edges of the robe back together, but he slipped a hand inside and around her waist, drawing her against him.

      He nibbled along her neck just below her ear. “I could get used to this. I like waking up in bed with you. Watching you cook for me. I might never leave.”

      “I might not let you leave,” she said as her robe fell to the floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      ONE DAY melted into the next. As impossible as it seemed, the heat of summer continued to climb. The crime rate across the city reached an unprecedented high as the sultry temperatures caused patience to wane and tempers to flare. The grass turned a sickly shade of brown and heat shimmered over the pavement like a mirage. Ally took no notice, too engrossed with the flattering attentions of Jack to care about anything as mundane as the weather.

      Jack came to her office every day with lunch, to make her laugh and steal kisses. That thirty minutes meant more to her than she cared to admit. When the hands of the grandfather clock in her office approached the noon mark, her stomach began to flutter with excitement and her palms to sweat. Jack brought a different cuisine for each meal and delighted in her hearty appetite. He also brought some inconsequential gift for Penny. The old bat lit up like a neon sign every time she saw Jack and began to treat Ally like less of a pariah and more of a trusted co-worker.

      The days were wonderful, but the nights bordered on pure bliss. Jack kept her up most of the night with his lovemaking, testing her boundaries and forcing her to admit that the desire between them continued to climb alongside the searing temperatures. She was happy.

      Still unconvinced that they belonged together, she had to admit three things. First, the sexual chemistry between them would not be denied. Second, he seemed determined to remain in her life despite the obstacles that fate kept throwing into their path. And third, he overwhelmed every shred of common sense she’d ever possessed. Like the finest scotch served at Jameson’s, he left her breathless and intoxicated. Damn him, damn his sexy black eyes, and damn those long sensual fingers that seemed to hold magic in their touch

      The morning after a particularly grueling sexcapade, Ally struggled to stay awake as she scrolled through the financial statements. Her thoughts kept returning to Jack’s proposition and the possibility that he might be right. Maybe they belonged together. Maybe she would be passing up the opportunity of a lifetime if she ignored their connection. Maybe she needed to take a chance on him. Maybe…maybe she loved him. The revelation brought a flood of panic that forced the breath from her lungs with a whoosh.

      The intercom buzzed and interrupted her revelation. “Mr. Reyes would like to see you in his office.” Penny’s voice echoed through the room.

      “Are you sure?” Ally dropped her pen in alarm. Mr. Reyes only called people to his office for one of two reasons: to promote them or to fire them. Her stomach lurched with dread.
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* * *

      Fifteen minutes later, Ally sat in her car with a cardboard box full of her personal belongings and a pink slip lying on the dashboard. She gripped the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white. Un-freaking-believable! How could this be happening? She had been downsized… outsourced… eliminated… in an effort to reduce expenses and increase efficiencies. Life seemed to be fond of playing cruel tricks on her while she could do nothing but stand by and take it. Feeling numb and out of control, she sat in the car and watched as the number of cars in the garage dwindled until there was no one left on her floor.

      Her cell phone rang and like an automaton, she answered it.

      “Popsicle?” The voice on the other end of the call was deep and masculine, slightly rough, like gravel underneath silk.

      “Jack?” Dismay gave way to pleasure at the sound of his voice, followed by a fluttering between her legs.

      He chuckled, the sound warming her numb body. “Hi, baby. I missed having lunch with you today.”

      “Look –– it’s really not a good time, Jack.”

      “Why not?” He paused, and she could picture the unlit cigarette dangling from his lips as he spoke, a gleam in his dark eyes. “What are you doing?”

      Oh, hell, she thought. Why fight it? She felt like a salmon swimming upstream only to be pushed back repeatedly. The strength to resist had ebbed away with her latest disappointment.

      “Uh, well, I’m sitting in a parking garage staring at the wall.”

      “Bad day, baby?” His voice lowered to a caress that raised goose bumps on her arms. For some reason, the compassion in his voice brought tears to her eyes.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “I’m having a bad day.”

      “Come and see me,” he said. “I can make you forget all about it.” Like a lamb being lured to slaughter, she was powerless to resist him when he spoke in that tone.

      “I’m not sure you can,” she replied as she traced the curve of the steering wheel with a finger.

      “Such a pessimist. Come and see me,” he repeated, his voice turned seductive. “And take your panties off before you get here.”

      “Okay,” she whispered. She teetered on the edge of an emotional precipice, afraid to look down, knowing that one step in his direction would allow him to slip past the tattered barriers of her self-control and send her spiraling into the abyss.

      “I promise you won’t regret it. Get over here. Now.”

      And just like that, she stepped over the edge.
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* * *

      As it was only Tuesday, Felony was quiet and empty when she arrived. Her footsteps echoed down the deserted hallways, reverberating off the walls like gunshots. An air of tension always thrummed beneath the surface. The place slept like a caged lion biding its time with tail swishing and claws sheathed. In the broad light of day devoid of the swirling smoke and flashing laser lights, the place seemed smaller and shabbier, with peeling paint on the walls and stains on the floor.

      She ducked through The Rabbit Hole and came out on the other side to find Jack pacing the length of the bar, unlit cigarette in one hand and his cell phone in the other. He kept his head down and turned away from her. She couldn’t quite make out what he was saying but his tone couldn’t be misunderstood. Twice he slammed his hand against the wall hard enough to make the liquor bottles shake on their shelves. After a few minutes, he turned to look at her. The light in his eyes frightened her. His muscles were coiled tight like a cobra about to strike. Not for the first time, she realized how lethal Jack could be if he didn’t keep a leash on the tension that always lurked just below the surface of his easygoing manner. When his gaze caught hers, his expression softened. As if coming to some sort of decision, he pulled the phone away from his ear and spoke directly into the receiver. “Do not call here again. I mean it.”

      He hung up the phone and took a second to run his hands back through his hair as if regaining his composure.

      “Sorry about that,” he said with a charming smile meant to distract her. “Stupid phone solicitor.”

      “Is everything okay?” she asked. “You look pretty mad.”

      “Not mad, frustrated. Some people can’t take no for an answer.”

      “Sounds like the pot calling the kettle black if you ask me,” she muttered.

      “Oh, it’s not the same thing at all. I know when you say no, that deep down inside you’re dying to say yes.” He leaned down and brushed his lips over hers, lightly enough to make her skin pebble with gooseflesh. “Only your words deny me. Your eyes and your body are all screaming my name. Jack, Jack, OH JACK!” He threw up a hand in a dramatic gesture to emphasize a perfect imitation of her ecstatic screams from the previous night.

      She giggled and tried to stop it by covering her mouth with her hand then cast a quick glance around to see if she should be embarrassed by his outburst. No one was watching. Four guys played billiards in the side room; Ally recognized one of them as a bouncer and another as one of the new bartenders. They were deep in conversation about a music video. Underneath the smack of the billiard balls, the muted refrain of the jukebox could be heard.

      “Come on over here. I have just the thing to make you feel better.” Cigarette in hand, Jack gestured toward the bar and the odd-looking contraption that sat there. He must have been to Jameson’s Pub earlier that day; he wore those tight black dress pants and a white dress shirt with a skinny black leather necktie hanging untied around the collar.

      “What is this?” With a tentative finger, she traced the intricate filigree around the edge of the object and touched the tiny spigot on the end of one of the extended arms. A blown glass globe with hand-cut facets cast prisms of light onto the counter top. Below that, a Grecian goddess fashioned from sterling silver balanced the glass globe on outstretched arms. “It’s beautiful.”

      “It’s an absinthe fountain,” Randy interrupted, appearing from nowhere, to take a seat beside her at the bar.

      “I got this for Jameson’s.” As he spoke, Jack removed the top of the glass globe, filled it with ice, and bottled Evian. “It was my dad’s. My mom found it and thought I might be able to use it.”

      “You’re going to love this.” Randy drummed his fingers on the counter in anticipation.

      “I’m not so sure about that.” Ally eyed the contraption that looked like some kind of fantastic Rube Goldberg machine. “I’m not a fancy-drink kind of girl. Give me bourbon on the rocks any day.”

      “That’s my baby.” The note of pride in Jack’s voice sent a wave of warmth over Ally. He winked at her and smiled. “You need to try this, though. It’s all about the process. La louche, it’s called. The customers at Jameson’s will eat this shit up.”

      “Absinthe is the aphrodisiac of the self. The green fairy who lives in the Absinthe wants your soul,” Randy said, eyes transfixed on the fountain. He’d shaved his head smooth as a billiard ball and wore a leather fedora. He looked like a deranged gangster.

      “Okay. That’s creepy. Is he okay?” Ally lifted an eyebrow and nodded toward the giant red-haired man.

      Jack shrugged. “He’s weird. Just ignore him.”

      “That’s a quote from Bram Stoker’s Dracula. Can’t get any cooler than that,” Randy said with a scowl. “Absinthe is the shit, man. Look at all the great minds that have enjoyed it — Van Gogh, Oscar Wilde, Hemingway, Guy de Maupassant...”

      Ally’s eyebrows shot up into her hairline.

      “Maupassant wrote some killer short stories about war,” Randy said. At her look of disbelief, he shrugged. “I like to read.”

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but Van Gogh cut off his ear, Hemingway committed suicide, and de Maupassant went insane from syphilis. Not exactly great references, in my opinion,” Ally said.

      The broad mouth splits into a grin. “Yeah, maybe, but they had a helluva ride on the way to madness.”

      Jack brought out four crystal glasses that matched the style of the fountain and then brought a brown bottle of absinthe from underneath the counter.

      “One hundred and sixty-nine dollars a bottle.” He lifted the bottle to the light and scrutinized its contents with one eye closed. “This is good shit. About the best there is, I think.” The liquid sparkled like emeralds as he poured it into the faceted glasses.

      Over the top of each glass, he placed a slotted silver spoon fashioned like a dragonfly with delicate outstretched wings. On top of the dragonfly, he balanced a sugar cube. With theatrical precision, he slid each glass under one of the fountain arms and adjusted the spigot with great care. A slow drip of water melted the sugar cube into the glass. With each dramatic drop, the air filled with a sweet herbal scent.

      “Wait for it...wait for it...” Randy leaned forward to get a better look. As if by magic, the emerald green liquid began to cloud and lighten turning to a milky soft shade of jade. “There it is.” He rubbed his big hands together in glee.

      Tasha slid into the seat next to Randy, pigtails bobbing. She wore an interesting combination of combat boots, ripped fishnet stockings, plaid shorts with suspenders and a white tank top. “Good. I made it.”

      “Just in time,” Jack said as he removed the spoons and slid a glass in front of each of them.

      In unison, the four of them raised their glasses. Ally took a cautious sniff and, finding the scent not unpleasant, risked a sip. The texture was thick, almost like cream, and it had a floral taste with a hint of citrus. She closed her eyes and took another drink. A slow pervasive warmth spread through her belly and out into her limbs. When she opened her eyes, she found Randy, Tasha, and Jack staring at her with blatant curiosity.

      “Well?” Randy asked.

      “What do you think?” Jack raised an eyebrow.

      “It’s alright,” Ally said and took another drink.
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* * *

      Two hours and three glasses of absinthe later, Ally possessed a new appreciation for the Green Fairy, as Randy called it. When she asked Jack for a fourth glass, he laughed and shook his head while explaining that she was drunk and didn’t know it. Apparently, absinthe had a much higher proof than her beloved whiskey. He slid a glass of ice water in front of her instead.

      “You don’t want to be hung-over for work tomorrow,” he said, reminding her that she was no longer employed.

      Somehow, it didn’t seem to matter. That was the beauty of absinthe. It made you see life with startling clarity while softening all the ugliness of the truth it revealed. So, what if she was unemployed? She had a little money in the bank and time to figure things out. In the meantime, Jack seemed to be the more pressing issue at hand.

      From the opposite side of the bar, he stared at her with lust-darkened eyes, his need for her as plain as the nose on his face. It was a beautiful nose, for that matter, long and straight with fine nostrils that flared slightly when he looked at her. Did her lust show as plainly? It must have, for with a suddenness that startled her, he reached over the counter and cupped the nape of her neck, drawing her to him for a demanding kiss. She half-rose from her barstool to meet his lips, returning the ferocity of his need.

      Randy and Tasha sat near the jukebox, making out and proving Randy’s theory that absinthe worked as an aphrodisiac. Jack threaded his fingers through Ally’s and led her toward the back hallway. When he caught sight of Randy and Tasha engaged in a passionate lip lock, he scowled. “Damn it, Randy, I told you to stay away from her.” The couple each raised a hand, dismissing Jack with a wave. He sighed in acknowledgment of defeat. “Well, don’t come to me complaining when you guys hate each other.”
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* * *

      Once in his office, Jack took a seat in the old chair behind his desk and pulled Ally onto his lap, one hand wedged between her thighs and the other lightly stroking her back.

      “You want to tell me about your day?” he asked. “What happened that was so terrible? Was Penny late again?”

      Ally’s heart warmed at his concern. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had even pretended to care what was going on in her life. The realization brought a lump to her throat. In the dim light, his eyes looked almost black, but they were sincere. His concern touched her in a way that she hadn’t felt before. She could almost believe that he really cared. He had that way of looking at a girl as if she mattered, as if he lived and died by her existence.

      “You don’t want to tell me?” He stroked her back, his fingers tracing the curve of her spine from nape to buttocks, up and down, slow and deliberate. “You might feel better if you talk about it. Jesus, you’re so tense. It’s like holding a wildcat in my lap.”

      “I know. I know,” she whispered, the words catching in her throat. “I think I might be going crazy.” Crazy like her mom, she thought. Mental illness could be hereditary. Maybe she was losing it.

      “You’re not crazy, baby, just stressed.” He shifted her weight over his legs and turned her so that she had to look at him. “Look – I’m just trying to help. You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

      His hand was so warm on the flesh of her inner thighs. He hadn’t moved it at all except to squeeze her occasionally for emphasis as he talked. If he had, he might have noticed the dampness accumulating just above where his hand rested. She fought off the urge to squirm. The combination of his fingers on the sensitive bare skin combined with his deep voice vibrating in her ear as he nuzzled along her neck was almost enough to make her come on the spot. A few more minutes of him touching her in that way and she might come. How embarrassing would that be?

      “Ready to talk yet?” he asked. His fingers crept up her thigh. She tried to tug down her skirt, but he brushed her hand away.

      “I got fired from work today,” she blurted.

      He stopped immediately, his face dark and serious. “Shit, baby. That is bad. What happened?”

      “Corporate cut backs,” she said with a shrug. “I’ve been downsized.”

      “So sorry.” He stroked her back again, fingers combing through her hair. “Look – you can’t let yourself get too upset about this. What’s done is done. You need to deal with it and move forward.”

      “I know that,” she said, mollified by his contrite tone. “It’s just that I wanted this job so bad to prove to my dad that I can make it on my own. He’ll have a heyday when he finds out.” She hunched her shoulders forward and shook her head. “I feel like I have no control over my life.”

      “Life happens. It’s ugly sometimes. You can’t control what other people do. What matters is how you handle all this. You can either let it break you down or you can pick yourself up, dust off that pretty little backside, and charge ahead.” He smiled at her. “You seem to me like the charge ahead kind of girl. Maybe this is opportunity opening a new door for you.”

      His kind face blurred through her haze of tears. In theory, his words made sense and it was the kind of reassurance that she desperately needed right now. Somehow, in the circle of Jack’s arms, she felt safe from the outside world. She wrapped her arms around her neck and squeezed him hard.

      “Feel better?” he asked when she relaxed her hold on him. She nodded and gave him a weak smile. “Good,” he replied. His fingers slid another inch up her inner thigh, the tips just brushing her panties. “I thought I told you to ditch these.”

      “I... I forgot,” she stuttered as the deep baritone voice rumbled into her ear and straight down inside her. His lips were hot as if he had a fever and their touch brought gooseflesh to the skin that they touched.

      “Alright. I’ll let you off the hook this time, but next time I tell you to leave your panties at home, you need to do it. Understand me?” His dark eyes gleamed with a wicked mischief that made her mouth go dry.

      There he was -- the sexy devil she’d met and admired from afar for so long. He’d been so patient and gentle with her over the past few weeks, quite unlike his reputation, that she’d forgotten about Jack the Manwhore.

      “Stop thinking so much. That’s what gets you in trouble. You think too damn much.” With a swift shift of his weight, he leaned her back in his arms and loomed over her. “Let me make you feel good. Relax and forget about everything but you and me.”

      “Jesus, Jack.” The words escaped her lips in a frightened but excited hiss.

      “I think I know just the thing to make you feel better.” The only illumination in the room came from the pool of light on the desk from the lamp. Half of Jack’s face was hidden in shadow, the other outlined in sharp relief, highlighting the two facets of his personality. Good and evil. The angel and the devil.

      “I was saving this for tonight, but now might be a better time…”

      He went over to the mini-fridge beside his desk, removed a small square box from inside it, and set it on the desk. With a flourish, he flipped open the lid of the box to reveal a thick, creamy cheesecake. One of his eyebrows lifted, as his dark eyes bored into hers. He gripped one end of the tie around his neck and yanked it from his collar.

      Her breath hissed in as he doubled the necktie. With one end in each hand, he snapped it with a loud crack.

      “Come here,” he whispered. “Don’t be scared. You’re going to love this.”

      “I’m not afraid.” But she was. The look in his eyes frightened her. Control of her emotions was all that kept her safe from him, and the touch of his fingers threatened that control, threatened everything that she believed to be true about herself. It was the absinthe at work, showing her reality with a sharper, clearer edge. If she lost control, she might never be able to regain it. He would break her heart. He held the power. He had done it to so many other girls, and how was she any different from them? But it was already too late. She loved him.

      “Let it go, Ally. For just one night – for tonight – let go of all that bullshit you’ve got bottled up in here.” He tapped her forehead with a finger. “Let it go.” He leaned forward and stared at her with the look usually reserved for unruly drunks and people who played disco on the jukebox. It was a look that said he was not to be messed with.

      “Alright.” She exhaled slowly and raised her eyes to meet his.

      He kissed her then, long, slow, and deep. The tip of one finger dragged across her lips and trailed down her neck to her cleavage. “Now...I’m going to do a few things to you that will make a whore blush, and I’m not going to be gentle about it. Are you ready for that?”

      The absolute lack of moisture in her mouth made it impossible to speak. Instead, she nodded and tried to steady her breathing. Whatever worries had been rattling around in her head died an abrupt death as he reached down between her legs, twisted his fingers in the thin fabric of her panties and ripped them off with a sharp tug that brought a startled gasp from her lips.

      “Give me your hands.”

      He took the necktie and bound her by the wrists, tight enough that the leather cut into her flesh with a pleasant bite. With one hand on the necktie, he stretched her arms high above her head until she was forced to lift on her toes. He placed a hand on her chest and pushed lightly. The touch put her off balance and she fell back against the wall with a startled oof. A slight smile quirked his lips, as if the sound pleased him. He kissed her again, slower and deeper, until her knees began to shake. When he pulled his hands away, she realized that he’d hooked the necktie to the coat hook on the wall above her head.

      “Very nice,” he said with a long look up and down her figure. She stood there, immobile, stretched out for his appraisal, trembling with anticipation.

      “What are you…?” Before she could finish the question, he put a finger to her lips to silence her.

      “You don’t talk, baby girl. You just listen.” His hands rested on her hips then began to travel up her sides, along her waist, over her ribs, to cup her breasts through her blouse. “I’m going to fuck you, Ally. Right here against the wall. The way I should’ve fucked you that very first night.” As he spoke, he unbuttoned her blouse then he yanked down the cups of her bra so that her breasts spilled out over the cups. She groaned and pressed her thighs tight together as a shiver of excitement raised gooseflesh on her breasts. With skillful fingers, he unbuttoned her skirt and slid down the zipper, letting the material fall to the floor with a whisper.

      She stood half-naked before him, breasts jutting out, and nipples hard.

      “I’ve imagined you this way a dozen times.” Jack trailed his lips over the line of her collarbone as he spoke. His breath scorched against her skin. “Naked…subdued…at my mercy.”

      As she watched, he scooped a dollop of cheesecake onto his finger and raised it to his lips. With a flicker of his tongue, he licked it away, dark eyes locked onto hers. He took another dollop but this time he raised it to her lips. She licked it from his finger in the same way that he had done, and he groaned in approval. With a smile, he leaned forward and kissed away the crumbs of the graham cracker crust that clung to her lips.

      “The next bite goes here.” He tweaked one of her nipples with a thumb and forefinger. His other hand slid over her bare belly and slid into the tangle of curls between her thighs. “And the next bite goes here.”

      The troubles of the day melted away as Jack proceeded to rub cheesecake on her breasts and lick it away with a practiced tongue. He licked and sucked his way down to her belly then knelt in front of her. She writhed and moaned as he applied a liberal amount of cheesecake to her most sensitive place and slid his tongue between her legs.

      “Oh…ah…please!” More than anything she wanted to touch him, to run her fingers through his glossy hair. “I need to touch you, Jack.” Her breath was coming in short pants.

      “Nope.” He raised his head long enough to give her a warning glare. His hands left her body. She couldn’t see what he was doing, but she heard the growl of his zipper and the rip of a foil packet as he prepared a condom.

      His lips found hers again. This time his kiss was hard and demanding, pressing her into the wall with all of his considerable height. She yielded to him, struggling to melt into him. The plaster of the wall was cool on her bare bottom and backside while the heat of his chest scorched against her breasts and belly. His foot nudged her feet further apart and then he was inside her in one hard thrust.

      Every nerve in her body flamed as he drove into her over and over. This was pure bliss unlike anything she’d ever known. Jack clung to her, moving her to suit his needs, using her body for his pleasure and giving her pleasure in return. It was more than pleasure; it was pure and unadulterated ecstasy.

      When his hands moved underneath her bottom and lifted her, she wrapped her legs around his waist. He drove deeper and deeper until she wasn’t sure where he stopped, and she began. Her head fell back against the wall with a thunk, but she felt nothing but Jack.
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* * *

      An hour later, they emerged from the office and back into the bar. A panty-less Ally trailed behind Jack, legs shaking, and an obvious case of rug burn on her knees. True to his promise, he’d practiced a few moves on her that she was pretty sure were illegal in most of the fifty states and a few countries overseas. He was rough and demanding, barking out orders and taking control of her body in a way that proved he was used to being in charge. Even worse, she’d liked it. The memory of her greediness for his body brought a fresh flush to her already colorful cheeks.

      Randy and Tasha sat on barstools at opposing ends of the bar with expressions of feigned innocence on their faces. Jack said nothing to either one of them, returning to his place behind the counter with an air of male smugness that Ally found amusing. She slid onto one of the barstools between Randy and Tasha, wincing as her bruised backside met the wood seat.

      “Saddle sore?” Randy asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Shut up,” Jack snapped, pointing a warning finger at his friend. “I don’t even want to know what’s been going on with the pair of you.” He glared at Tasha who blushed an attractive shade of pink. “Don’t you two have somewhere to be?”

      “I live here, dude. Remember?” Randy rolled his gray eyes and Tasha giggled. “Besides, you guys got the apartment last time.”

      “I should probably get home.” Ally glanced at her watch from the depths of extreme embarrassment.

      “Why?” Jack came around to her side of the bar in a flash. “You don’t have to work tomorrow.” His menacing glare softened as he stroked one of her flushed cheeks with the back of his hand. “Let’s go back to your place, baby. I want to stay with you tonight.”

      As impossible as it seemed, a fresh wave of lust jolted through her. How could she want him again so soon after what they’d just done? It didn’t seem physically viable and yet she was overwhelmed with the desire to drag him back to the office and do it all over again.

      “Alright. I guess we can do that.” A show of dimples rewarded her decision and she smiled back at him.
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* * *

      They were in the midst of preparing dinner when the doorbell rang. Jack sat at the kitchen table and chopped vegetables for a stir-fry while she sautéed onions and garlic in a wok on the stovetop. Soft music played on the stereo in the living room, something that Jack had brought with him. She was surprised to find his musical tastes wide and varied, including classical and jazz, considering the type of heavy metal that always played at Felony. When he lit a few candles on the dining room table, the effect was intimate and complete.

      “Were you expecting someone?” Jack asked when the doorbell rang for the second time.

      “No. It’s probably Karly or Mrs. Hinkle looking for her roses.” Jack had pilfered more roses from the arbor next door to adorn their dinner table, and Mrs. Hinkle was certain to take notice.

      “I’ll get it.” Jack rose from the table and dropped a quick kiss on the top of her head before leaving the room.

      A few seconds later, she heard shouting and ran into the foyer to see what was happening.

      Brian stood on the stoop. Jack blocked the door in front of him, looming large and in charge, as if he was bouncing at Felony. They were so intent on each other that neither man noticed when she approached.

      “I told you to get the fuck out of here,” Jack said. “She doesn’t want to see you, man.”

      “Just go get her,” Brian replied. “If she wants me to leave, then I’ll go.”

      “What’s the problem?” Ally stepped up to the door and put a hand on Jack’s arm. “It’s okay, Jack.” He looked annoyed but moved away from the door. “What do you want, Brian?”

      “I need to talk to you, Ally, about your mom.” Brian ignored Jack’s scowl and focused on her face. “And I wanted to pick up my things. I didn’t realize you had company.”

      She moved back from the door in invitation. Brian stepped inside looking uncomfortable and harried – as well he should, given the scowl on Jack’s face. The change in his appearance startled her. Compared to Jack, he was much smaller than she remembered, very pale, and had a weariness of expression that hadn’t been there before.

      “It’s not a good time, Brian. We were about to have dinner. You should’ve called first.” She didn’t invite him past the foyer but stood near the door with arms crossed over her chest.

      “I’ve tried to call you a couple times, but you blocked my number.” He started toward the living room, but Jack stepped in front of him. “I just wanted to get my stuff.”

      “It’s right here,” Ally said. She opened the coat closet near the front door and pulled out a small cardboard box. Brian took it from her and frowned.

      “That’s it? What about my sweaters and the books I loaned you?”

      “When I found you with Becca, I came back to the house and burned them in the fireplace,” she said. Jack laughed, and she had to bite her lip to hold back her own smile. It had been a childish act of revenge but had seemed very satisfying at the time. “This is all that’s left. I would’ve burned that stuff too, but I thought it might catch the house on fire.”

      “Oh. Right.” Brian had the good grace to look abashed. “I guess I deserved that.”

      “And worse,” Jack replied. The two men scowled at each other again. Ally stepped between them to prevent the situation from escalating.

      “Can I have a minute alone with Ally?” Brian asked Jack. Jack lifted an eyebrow in question. Ally nodded.

      “You call me if you need me,” Jack said to Ally then turned to Brian and pointed a warning finger. “You’ve got five minutes.”

      “You better hurry up,” Ally said, enjoying Brian’s discomfort. “Say what you need to say and get out.”

      “Can’t we try to be nice to each other?” Brian’s composure had begun to weaken.

      “I don’t have to be nice,” she replied. “In fact, I don’t have to be anything at all. You’re lucky I don’t have Jack bounce your ass out on the sidewalk.”

      “Look. I just wanted to say how sorry I am about the way things went down between us.” He rubbed a weary hand over his brow and let out a long sigh. “This whole deal with Becca…I don’t know what I was thinking. You’re a good person, Ally, and I was lucky to have you.”

      “It’s past history and I’ve got dinner burning on the stove.” She put a hand on the door knob. “Anything else? You said something about my mom.”

      “She left me, you know,” he blurted. “She met some guy on the internet and moved to Florida to be with him.”

      “What?” Laughter burst from her lips before she could stop it. He frowned and looked down at the toes of his brown leather loafers. As much as she detested Brian, she didn’t want to be cruel, so she choked it back. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t laugh, but you’ve got to admit that you deserved it.”

      “I know. Karma’s a bitch, huh?” His frown melted into an abashed grin and reminded her of the Brian she used to know, the one who carried her books between classes and took her to Prom. “It gets worse. She ran up all my credit cards, too. Thousands of dollars on stupid stuff like psychic hotlines and lottery tickets. She’s not who I thought she was.”

      “I really am sorry, Brian.” Their eyes met. The sadness in his gaze brought a sharp pang of sympathy. She knew what it was to be betrayed by someone you trusted.

      “Time’s up.” Jack came back into the room, filling it with his presence. He stood behind her, his front pressed to her back. Together they formed a united front. “Dinner’s almost ready, baby.”

      “What about my mom?”

      Brian moved to the door, his shoulders hunched in defeat. “Your mother was admitted into the psych ward at the hospital a few days ago. They transferred her over to the Brighter Day Recovery Center yesterday. I thought you might want to know.”

      A flush climbed into Ally’s cheeks. She felt Jack stiffen behind her. Brian’s mother was the founder of the facility that specialized in addiction and mental illness, so she would know all the sordid details about her mother’s insanity. Jack took a step back, allowing cool air to rush between them as Brian opened the door. She felt the loss of his presence emotionally as well as physically.

      “Thanks,” Ally said with a weak smile while trying to avoid Jack’s accusing look. She closed the door behind Brian and bit her lower lip as she turned to face Jack.
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* * *

      Ally closed the door behind Brian and sat down on the sofa. Confused, he scrubbed a hand over his face and turned to study Ally. She was very pale, limbs trembling with suppressed emotion.

      “You lied to me.” The edges of his vision turned red with anger. He didn’t get angry often but when he did, his temper got the best of him. “You told me that she died a long time ago. Why would you do that?”

      “I know. I’m sorry. It’s just…it’s easier to pretend that she’s dead than to go into the whole crazy story.” She shuddered and wrapped her arms around her waist, hugging herself. “I thought you might not like me any more if you knew that I had a crazy mother.”

      “What else have you lied about?”

      “Nothing.” Her green eyes glistened with emotion and he was reminded of Chelsea’s frequent and colorful untruths. She’d played him numerous times with that same innocent expression. Damn if he’d stay around and let another woman make a fool out of him.

      “Right.” He searched his pockets for his truck keys, ready to make a hasty exit, and then remembered that they had taken a cab from Felony to her house. “Why should I believe anything you say? Maybe I can’t trust you.”

      She sprang off the couch like a startled rabbit and rocketed straight into his chest. He stood like a stone with his arms stiff at his sides. She wrapped her arms tight around his waist and squeezed him until his ribs creaked.

      “You can trust me, Jack. I’m so sorry that I lied. I’ll tell you everything, just please don’t go.” With her face buried in his shirt, her words were muffled. It was hard to be angry when he could feel the heavy curve of her breasts and the heat of her breath through his shirt.

      He groaned and hugged her tight against him. “Explain. Now.”

      She stood on tiptoe and nuzzled her nose into his neck. “I didn’t want you to think that I was like her. If you knew how she was…what she’s done…”

      “Baby, you’re not your mom.” With a finger under her chin, he tilted her face up so that he could see into her green eyes. “Understand?” She nodded and began to toy with the buttons at the open throat of his shirt. “Nothing your mom did will make me feel any differently about you.” She nodded again, and he dropped a light kiss on the end of her nose. He scooped her off her feet and carried her to the couch where he sat down and settled her on his lap. “Start talking.”

      “I don’t really remember much about her except that she was really pretty, and she cried a lot. She was always terribly depressed. Sometimes she’d stay in bed for days. I was so little that I didn’t really understand.

      “When I was about six, she had an affair with her best friend’s son. The boy was barely eighteen and it was a huge scandal. They ran off together, but the boy came back after a couple of weeks. My dad went after her, but she wouldn’t come home. I didn’t see much of her for another twelve years.” Ally looked up at him, her eyes huge and glimmering with unshed tears. “She never said goodbye or anything – just left. No explanations or excuses. I don’t think she loved me enough to stay.”

      “It’s her loss, Ally. She’s missed out on a wonderful and amazing daughter.” Those green eyes, luminous with pain, cut right through to his heart. “You aren’t responsible for her behavior. She made her own choices, you know?”

      “She came to my office awhile back and I wouldn’t see her. I mean…I could’ve seen her…but I let them throw her out. She was acting all crazy and I was too embarrassed. Maybe if I had seen her…talked to her…it would’ve made a difference.” Her slender fingers brushed the hair on his chest and sent a tingle down to his toes.

      “Baby, you could spend a lifetime wondering. You’ll make yourself crazy if you do that.” His whole body ached with her pain. He could feel the depth of it throbbing behind her wall of self-control. “I know this is a crazy thought, but maybe you need to go see her.”

      “I know that I should, but I have no idea what to say to her.” She stroked the side of his face with her fingers. He leaned into her touch, savoring the intimacy. “Would you go with me?”

      “You know I would. All you’ve got to do is ask.” He held her close, sweeping her into the curve of his shoulder, as if he could somehow protect her from all the hurt and pain she faced. “Are you going to call your brother?” Jack asked. “Seems like somebody should tell him she’s here.”

      “I don’t know where he is or how to get hold of him.” Ally slumped against him. “I can’t talk about it anymore or I’m going to completely lose it.”

      “It’s okay. We don’t have to talk at all if you don’t want to. Do you want to be alone? Should I leave?”

      “I need you, Jack.” She gripped his hand with a fierceness that stirred his emotions. “Make love to me. When I’m with you, I forget everything else and right now I need to forget.”

      The words cut through his soul with heart-wrenching sincerity. He took her hand in his and kissed the palm of it. She needed him. All he wanted was to take away a little of her pain, to ease her guilt and suffering. He knew plenty about those feelings himself, and if he could save her the torture of regret and self-loathing, then by God it was his duty to do so.

      “Come on.” He stood and tugged her to her feet. “Let’s go take that shower…together.”
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      JACK SHUFFLED through the mess of papers on his desk in search of an invoice and unable to find it, groaned in frustration. He threw down his pen and ruffled his hair with both hands in search of patience. Bookkeeping had never been his forte. He knew how to run a bar, what kind of liquor to stock, and how to manage people. Every minute he spent behind this godforsaken desk seemed like wasted energy when he should be filling coolers and repairing equipment.

      As he slumped back in his chair, Ally came into the office without knocking and the sight of her took his breath away as it did every time she walked through his door. She looked relaxed and comfortable in a pink hoodie and faded jeans, her long hair tumbling in loose waves down to her waist. The smile on her lips washed over him like a gentle caress and for the thousandth time, he thanked God for bringing her into his life.

      Although he hated to see her unemployed when a career meant so much to her, it gave them time together and that meant more to him than he would like to admit. He had gotten used to having her around, to the sweet citrus and sunshine scent that clung to his clothes after he kissed her, and the feeling of absolute bliss that warmed him from the inside out each time she smiled.

      Ally set a large bag on the small table near the door. The scent of burgers and fries wafted into the room and reminded him that he hadn’t eaten yet today.

      “The only thing I love more than a pretty girl in my office is a pretty girl in my office bearing food.” He rose from the desk to greet her. She came into his arms with a rush and raised her face so that he could kiss her. “How was the interview this morning?”

      “Two interviews,” she corrected. “They went really well, but I didn’t get either job. The one guy said I was overqualified and the other one said he needed a person with more experience.” She shrugged and slipped out of his arms to clear a space on his desk for the food. “If I don’t find something by the end of the month, I’m going to be in trouble. I got two months of severance but that only goes so far.”

      “Well, that sucks.” He smoothed back the hair from her forehead and ran a finger down the side of her face from temple to jaw. “Don’t worry. It’ll all work out in the end.”

      “Yeah, well…” She took a seat in the chair across from his desk, propped her feet up on the edge and took a big bite out of her hamburger. “I did get a call from an accounting firm in Philadelphia…”

      “Are you thinking about it? Is it a good opportunity?” Jack sat back down and with his hamburger in one hand, began to sort through the papers with the other, only half-listening to what she said.

      “I don’t know. Not if something else turns up…” Her voice dropped off. The sudden silence broke his concentration. He looked up to find her brows drawn together in a troubled frown.

      “What? What is it?” His own brows drew sharply together.

      “It’s nothing…just…well, I thought about what you said the other day…about my mom. I’m going to go see her Friday.” She attempted a smile, but he saw the trembling of her lips and put his hand over hers.

      “I’ll go with you. We can make a day out of it, if you want. Ride the Harley up there, if it doesn’t rain.” He pulled his hand back and resumed digging through the papers on the desk, sending dust motes into the air and paper clips onto the floor.

      “Okay. Thanks.” The troubled green eyes cleared. “I hate to ask, but what the heck are you doing?”

      “I can’t find the damn statements.” He growled in frustration and threw his hands up in the air.

      “Your desk is a mess,” Ally said. “They have this thing called a filing cabinet. You ought to think about using one.”

      “I have one.” He jerked his head toward the upright cabinet at his elbow.

      “I know and it’s empty. It doesn’t work unless you put the papers inside it.”

      “I have a system,” he said absently. His mind had already returned to the problem of debt-to-income ratio.

      “Well, by the look on your face, it’s not a good one. You need an accountant.” As she spoke, she opened a small container of catsup and dipped one of the fries inside.

      “Accountants cost money and I don’t have any.”

      “I know a really good accountant who’s out of work right now. I bet she’d be happy to help you out for a while at rock bottom prices.”

      That got his attention. “Really?” The idea had crossed his mind before, but he wasn’t sure how Ally felt about working together. “I can’t pay you much. Are you sure? You have no idea what you’re getting into. David left things in a mess.”

      She put her hand on his and squeezed. “I can handle it, Jack. It’s what I do.”
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* * *

      Within a few days, Ally organized the chaos on Jack’s desk and transformed his office into a manageable workspace. Although it was hard work, she enjoyed the challenge. And she was able to combine her two favorite things in life: numbers and Jack. When she showed him the progress she had made, the appreciation in his eyes was worth more than any monetary reward.

      “This is amazing.” He stood behind her, chin resting on her shoulder as she pulled a report off the printer and gave her bottom a gentle squeeze with one hand.

      “Everything is entered into the computer and I have an accounts payable aging report for you to go over. I have some ideas on how you can reduce the debt and get some of the creditors off your back for a while. I’ve spoken with these vendors and they’re willing to defer payment for another 30 days. That will give you a little short-term relief. But that’s all it is…short-term. You need to come up with a plan to get the cash flowing – maybe think about opening up five nights a week instead of three or having some kind of special event.” She ran a finger across the report to direct his wandering attention. His lips brushed over her neck in the sensitive spot below her ear.

      “You have no idea how turned on I am right now.” He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her bottom tight against his hips. The insistent hardness against her bottom suggested that he had a newfound appreciation for bookwork.

      “Jack! Pay attention. I’m trying to explain something here.”

      “No one’s stopping you, Popsicle.” He nuzzled his nose along the nape of her neck. “Go on. I’m listening.”

      “Well, you need to depreciate your assets and…Jack!” She drew in a ragged breath as his hands slipped beneath her sweater and moved upward. With one deft movement, he popped the front clasp of her bra and seized both her breasts, his thumbs sweeping over her nipples.

      “Keep talking, baby girl.” His deep voice rumbled in her ear. “You don’t mind if I bend you over this desk and appreciate your assets, do you?”

      “Um…no…I’m good with it,” she said and dropped the report to the desktop with a sigh of happy resignation. He unsnapped her jeans and yanked them down to her thighs.

      “I’d really like to spank this bottom.” He ran a reverent hand over the swell of her buttocks. “Will you let me do that?”

      “Right now?” Despite her best efforts, her voice trembled with excitement at the idea. She never knew what to expect from Jack. He liked to test her boundaries when she least expected it.

      A knock on the door brought a groan of disappointment from them both. Randy’s amused voice floated through the door.

      “Jack. There’s a girl out here that wants to talk to you. Says she knows you. She’s looking for a job.”

      “I swear that guy has some kind of radar,” Jack mumbled into her neck. “Well, shit.” He took her earlobe between his teeth, tugged then released it. He slapped her bottom gently and tugged her jeans up again. “Sorry, baby. Duty calls. I need a waitress for this weekend. Or you and I will be slinging drinks. Can you give me the office for a few?”

      “Sure. I need a break anyway.” She drew in a deep breath to steady her trembling knees. “I’ll go see if Randy needs any help.”

      Ally hummed under her breath as she stacked clean glasses on the shelf next to the cash register under Randy’s explicit direction. The guy seemed to enjoy giving her detailed instruction as if she’d never washed a glass before. As if! She had to admit that a few months ago, she would’ve turned up her nose at the thought of doing such menial work, but her priorities had changed drastically since then. For the first time, she contemplated the merits of a different life, one outside the stuffy confines of a corporate structure. She didn’t miss the constant pressure of deadlines or the bitter office gossip that always seemed to find her. She liked wearing jeans instead of suits and letting her hair float about her shoulders.

      Most of all, she liked working with Jack. They had been together nonstop since she lost her job taking breaks apart only when necessary. It surprised her how easily she adapted to his way of life. Despite his casual attitude and lazy demeanor, he worked hard at the business of running two drinking establishments. He slept little, worked a lot, and drank too much, but still found time to volunteer at a local children’s center and to spend time with her.

      Someone cleared their throat and put an abrupt end to her musings. She glanced up from her work expecting to meet Randy’s shrewd gray eyes but instead found a tall, slim girl with black hair and a heart-shaped face. The girl caught Ally’s glance and raised an eyebrow as if amused by some inside joke. Ally set down the glass she’d been holding and turned to face the girl. Slanted blue eyes as sharp and fierce as a cat’s raked over her. The girl slid onto one of the barstools, and Ally realized that she was pregnant.

      “Is Jack around? Tell him to get his ass out here. I need to talk to him.”

      “He’ll be out in a few minutes. He’s in an interview,” Ally said.

      The girl snorted. “Is that what he calls it these days? An interview?” Her wry amusement made the hair prickle on the back of Ally’s neck. “Who the fuck are you, anyway?”

      “I’m Ally, Jack’s girlfriend.” For good measure, she put extra emphasis on the word girlfriend. Better to set the scene right away than to let the poor girl embarrass herself needlessly. She wiped her hands on her apron and drew in a deep breath. No matter how many times she encountered Jack’s exes, his promiscuous past still irked her. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Chelsea. Jack’s wife.” The deliberate emphasis on the word wife held a cruel undertone.

      Ally’s stomach clenched as if she’d been punched in the gut. This beautiful exotic creature was Chelsea? Somehow it had been easy to forget about her during the last month. The annoying phone calls had stopped, and Jack never mentioned her again. Ally assumed that the relationship had ended without event. The sickening smirk on Chelsea’s face made it apparent that it hadn’t.

      “You mean ex-wife, don’t you?’

      “No, we’re still married and expecting, too.” A slender hand came to rest on her round belly.

      Ally’s heart hit the floor with a sickening thud. Pregnant? Unable to breathe, she clutched her throat with one hand and fought to remain calm. The bastard was still married and his wife was pregnant? The room tilted as she struggled for breath and fought the urge to bolt out the door.

      “By the look on your face, I’m guessing he didn’t tell you.” Chelsea rubbed her belly with the satisfaction of a cat that had just enjoyed a very sweet bowl of cream. “Come on, Ally. Jack said you were really smart. You didn’t really think he’d ever be faithful, did you? To someone like you? We’re talking about Jack here. The man is walking sex…”

      “What’s going on?” Jack emerged from the hallway with a tall, slender blond in tow. When his gaze fell on Chelsea, he stopped in his tracks and the new waitress plowed into his back. “What are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be in rehab?”

      “Early release for good behavior. I just came from the doctor. I thought you might want to see the sonogram pictures.” She smiled and raised an eyebrow in Ally’s direction. “I’m sorry if I let the cat out of the bag to your flavor-of-the-day.”

      Ally fumbled at the apron strings, gave up, and yanked it off with the rending sound of fabric. The apron puddled on the floor at her feet. She needed to get out of there before she lost control and either burst into tears or punched Jack. Jack was behind the counter in two strides, blocking her path with a look of sheer panic on his face.

      Ally shoved Jack away with strength that shocked both of them then shoved him again for good measure. Married? The asshole was still married? And a baby on the way? Where was her damned purse? She found it at last in a drawer beneath the counter. Shoving the strap over her shoulder, she made her way to the door. Blinded by fury, she ran into the edge of a table, striking and bruising her hip.

      “Ow! Shit! Son-of-a-bitch!” She stumbled, recovered, and kept going. She didn’t trust herself to stop or she might be driven to unprecedented acts of violence. They would make movies about it later. Horrible B-grade slasher flicks about the spurned chick who slaughtered her unfaithful lover in a frenzy of supernatural violence.

      “Ally, wait. Hang on a minute. Let’s talk about this.” Jack appeared to have worked through whatever emotional turmoil was going on behind his fathomless black eyes and made a step toward her. She shot a look at him intending to wither his privates and set his hair on fire. It must have worked because he stopped short and took a step back.

      Hurt welled up inside her with painful intensity so sharp that tears sprang to her eyes. Somehow, she could only think that this was her fault, that once again she had made the wrong decision, had chosen the wrong man. Would she never learn? The answer was yes. In that moment, she made a vow to herself. Never again would this happen to her. Never again would a man make a fool of her. Never again would she let someone behind her carefully construction wall of self-preservation. Never.

      “Seriously, Jack? That’s all you’ve got?” She snorted and shook her head, one hand on the door. “Because from where I’m standing, this looks pretty bad.”

      He stopped halfway between her and Chelsea. His chest rose and fell as he took in a slow deep breath. The long fingers of his hands, so adept at pleasuring her body, curled into fists at his sides then relaxed. One side of him was bathed in soft yellow light from the tiny window next to the door, the other side obscured by the darkness of the bar. He looked more beautiful than ever, dark hair tousled.

      “I know it looks bad.” He came at her again and grabbed her by the biceps, willing her to listen. “But it’s not what you think. You’re getting all worked up over nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing. You lied to me.” When he saw the look in her eyes, he released her and took a step back. “She’s pregnant, for heaven’s sake. Did you really think you could hide that?”

      “I didn’t lie…I just didn’t tell you.”

      “A lie of omission is still a lie.”

      “It’s not the same thing at all. It’s not like telling someone that your mother is dead when she’s not. Now that’s a lie.” His eyes were black and furious and directed at her…as if she was in the wrong.

      “Don’t you turn this around on me, Jack. I told you the truth about her.”

      “Only after you got caught lying to my face.”

      “This isn’t about me!” Her voice, raised to shouting volume, echoed through the empty room. “A dead mother who isn’t in my life is nothing like a living, breathing pregnant wife.”

      “Don’t yell at me. It’s not like I’ve been cheating on you. This was an accident.”

      “Oh, don’t give me that bullshit.” She ripped her arm from his grasp and headed toward the door.

      Jack’s footsteps followed her. “I wanted to tell you, I swear. I wanted to tell you a million different times, but there never seemed to be a good time. You’ve had so much going on with your life…I just didn’t want to hurt you for no reason.” His voice held a pleading note that she’d never heard before.

      “It’s a moot point, Jack.”

      “Moot? What’s moot?” Chelsea asked from her barstool. “Who the hell talks like that?”

      The room became hot and claustrophobic. Ally clawed at the throat of her shirt, desperate for air.

      “Everything is always black and white with you, isn’t it? There’s never any gray as far as you’re concerned.” Jack threw his hands up in frustration. “Look, the divorce has been delayed by the baby but it’s still going to happen. I didn’t tell you about the kid because I don’t even know that it’s mine. I want a paternity test before I’ll believe it.” He glared at Chelsea. “It seemed stupid to worry you over something that might not even happen.”

      “Oh, it’s your baby alright.” Chelsea rose to her feet, blue eyes glittering with indignation.

      “Stay out of this,” Ally and Jack snapped in unison, their gazes locked together. Chelsea scowled but shrank back to her seat.

      “The fact remains that at some point or other you had sex with her.” The words were so distasteful that Ally could barely choke them out. “Did that happen before or after we met?”

      “Before. I swear to God. I haven’t touched another woman since we started seeing each other.”

      From the corner of her eye, Ally saw Chelsea shake her head in amusement and disbelief.

      “How can I believe you? If you lied about the baby, then maybe you lied about the rest, too.”

      “I don’t think that withholding information is lying.” Jack’s jaw tightened with stubbornness. “Especially if I did it out of concern for you…”

      “I don’t care. It doesn’t matter. The fact remains that you’re still married to her. She’s pregnant. And we are over.” She didn’t wait to hear any more of his lies. Instead, she bolted out the door into the fine mist of rain.
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* * *

      When Ally walked out the door, she took all of Jack’s happiness with her. It was as if someone had drawn the shade on a window into his future, shutting out the light and leaving him in suffocating darkness. He started after her, but she jumped in her car and sped out of the alley with an angry squeal of tires and grinding of gears.

      “Let her go, Jack,” Chelsea said. She opened her mouth as if to say more, but snapped it shut when she saw the look in his eyes.

      “What did you say to her? You said something else to get her worked up.” With fists clenched, he charged at her. If she’d been a man instead of a pregnant female, he would’ve thrown her off that barstool and beaten the shit out of her on principle. Fortunately for her, at the sound of raised voices, Randy emerged from the back hallway and stepped between them.

      “Take a breath, brother,” Randy said. He put a hand on Jack’s chest. “Not that she doesn’t deserve it.”

      Chelsea didn’t flinch but raised an eyebrow and smiled. The crazy bitch was enjoying the show a little too much for his liking. He should’ve known. This was what she did. Every damn time his life got a little too sane…a little too normal for her liking…she swooped in like a bird of prey. But Randy was right; he took a deep breath and stepped back, shaking his head to clear away the violent urges.

      “This is your fault. You had no business telling her.” His hands shook with fury as he searched his pockets for his truck keys. He had to find Ally and explain.

      Chelsea’s voice quivered with mirth. “You’re right. It wasn’t my place to tell her. You should’ve told her. Don’t be pissed at me. You fucked this up all by yourself.”

      Randy dug into his own pocket and pressed the keys to his car into Jack’s hand but didn’t release them right away. “Maybe you should give it a little time. You both need to cool off.”

      Jack paid no attention but sprinted toward the exit.

      “You’re going after her?” Chelsea’s high-pitched voice followed him to the door. “Are you kidding me?”

      Jack stopped at the door and turned to face Chelsea, chest heaving with emotion. “Yes. I’m going after her. She’s the best thing that ever happened to me.”
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      BECAUSE SHE didn’t know what else to do, Ally drove around without destination until it grew dark and she was too weary to go any further. Then she went home and sat in the dark, staring at the wall like a mindless fool. Jack called her cell phone repeatedly. She let the first few calls go to voicemail then shut off the ringer. She just couldn’t deal with his excuses and lies. Her heart broke every time she thought of it. He had lied to her…had let her believe that she was the only woman in his life…that she meant more to him than the women of his past.

      The concept of Jack as a married man with a wife and child on the way invoked a raging jealousy within her so powerful that she wanted to punch something. She had visions of Jack sitting at the dinner table with a baby on his knee and Chelsea at his side. She should be the one at his side. It should be their child on his knee, not Chelsea’s. And why did Chelsea have to be so pretty? Why couldn’t she be the gap-toothed, pock-marked, drug addicted hag that Jack’s conversations had painted?

      Because he’s a liar, she thought. He lied about everything else, why wouldn’t he lie about the way Chelsea looked, too?

      You didn’t really think he’d ever be faithful, did you? To someone like you? We’re talking about Jack here. Chelsea’s words echoed through her brain, scorching her heart like a flaming arrow of truth.

      Of course, Jack could never be faithful. The man was too beautiful and too sexed up to be contained by any one woman. Suddenly, a memory of her mother came to mind. Memories of her mother were vague and rare, but she had a sharp vision of her mother seated in a chair by the window of her childhood home, crying into a tissue, waiting for her father to come home. And even though she’d been a mere toddler at the time, the memory of her mother’s voice was loud and clear, thick with pain. “Never fall in love with a man that’s more beautiful than you, Ally. Women will always be chasing him, and you’ll always be wondering if he’s chasing them back.”

      A twinge of empathy for her mother caught her by surprise. Had her father been the source of her mother’s depression and misery? It would explain a lot about her mother’s erratic behavior. In some ways, Mike Taylor was very similar to Jack. They were both handsome, arrogant men with an eye for the ladies. She’d never given her father’s behavior much thought, just accepted it as normal because she’d never known anything else. As a child, she hadn’t seen much of him. He had been overseas on active duty until she was sixteen and when he had retired, it had been business trips and vacations with his lady friends that kept him away. She had no memories of her parents together and now she knew why.

      In one of her college psych classes, she’d read that children often repeat the mistakes of their parents, caught up in a pattern of learned behavior. Victims of abuse often passed along the penchant for violence by beating their own children or spouses. Was she destined to fall into the same trap as her mother by loving a man who could never be faithful?

      After a while, she went straight to the bathroom for a shower as if she could wash away the pain. The water ran over her upturned face and the tense muscles of her neck and shoulders. Water always had a purifying effect on her, washing away the strife of life when nothing else could. The hot stream cleansed the taint of heartbreak and betrayal from her body. She watched it swirled down the floor drain, taking her strength with it, and leaned against the wall as the sobs began. Their intensity bewildered her. She had never cried about Brian. Oh, there had been a sting of tears or an occasional blurring of the eyes, but never a flood like this one. In fact, she hadn’t cried like this since her mom left all those years ago. A low wail came from her throat as she let the pain rip through her. Her body shook until her knees gave way and she sank to her hands and knees on the floor of the shower.

      “Ally? Are you okay?” Karly’s voice floated through the bathroom door. “Ally? Jack called me. He was worried about you. I let myself in with the spare key.”

      Couldn’t she even have a nervous breakdown in privacy? Damn that spare key. She left it there for all the times she locked herself out of the house or came home drunk and couldn’t find her keys. Of course, Karly knew where the key was hidden. They’d used it on plenty of occasions. She tried to pull it together long enough to send Karly away, but the sobs continued until her breath came in huge gasps and her lungs ached with the pain of it. She needed to stop…wanted to stop… but had lost all control.

      “Ally, I’m coming in.” The bathroom door opened, and Karly came inside. “I’m just going to sit here, okay? I’m here if you need me.” She sat on the toilet while Ally sobbed. “Ally, please say something. You’re scaring me.” The alarm in Karly’s voice brought an abrupt end to her sobs.

      “I’m alright,” Ally managed to say after a few seconds. Her voice came out broken and raspy, still thick with tears. “I’ll be alright in a minute.” The repeated reassurance was more for herself than Karly.

      “Okay. Well, I put a towel on the hook for you. I’m going to step outside now, but I’ll be right here if you need me.” The door clicked shut behind Karly. Ally stepped out of the shower in a daze and gazed at her reflection in the steamy mirror. She looked older than her twenty-five years and tired, skin wrinkled, and eyes swollen.

      “Jack told me what happened. He’s really worried about you,” Karly said through the door. They had had so many conversations like this in college, but back then it had been Karly crying in the bathroom, and Ally offering up comfort from the other side of the door. Back then, she had been smug in her relationship with Brian and certain that this would never, ever happen to her.

      “Jack can go fuck himself.” The words came out with a venomous passion that she didn’t feel. A paralyzing numbness had crept over her.

      “Ally, he’s here. I let him in. He wants to talk to you. I think you should let him talk.”

      “No. I can’t. Not right now.” Ally turned and leaned back against the door, gripping the towel around her chest with white-knuckled fingers. “Please, Karly. Not right now.”

      “Ally?” Jack’s masculine voice sent a shiver of attraction up her spine. How could he do that? Even devastated by betrayal, she still wanted him. “Ally, I was worried sick. Are you okay?”

      “She’s fine but I think you should go, Jack. She doesn’t want to talk to you. You need to respect that.” Karly’s raspy voice was firm. The girl could be downright intimidating when she wanted to, despite her pixie stature.

      “I wish you’d let me explain.” From the sound of his voice, he was on the other side of the door. She felt it rattle against her back as he turned the doorknob and found it locked. “Just say something…anything.”

      “Please go, Jack. I need time to think.”

      He sighed. The door vibrated as if he was leaning against the other side. “Fine. I’ll go, but I want to tell you something. Do you know the first time I saw you? It wasn’t at Felony. It was at Jameson’s Pub last summer on the Fourth of July evening. I was here visiting my uncle when you came in with Brian and sat down at a table next to the jukebox. It was a really slow night and there weren’t many people in there. You were wearing that short green dress – the one you said got ruined – and the highest pair of heels I think I’ve ever seen. You had this gold chain with a butterfly pendant and tiny butterfly earrings. A real class act. Anyway, you sat down at the table, but Brian sat at another table with some of his friends. He left you alone for a really long time. You had the saddest look on your face. I remember thinking that if I ever got lucky enough to have a girl like you, I would spend every minute of every day making sure that you never looked that way.” She heard a deep sigh. “I made you look that way tonight, and I am so sorry, Ally. I can live with anything but your disappointment in me.”

      “You were there?” She remembered that night with altogether too much clarity. She and Brian had been fighting because she had to work late that night and he had been forced to cancel their dinner reservations for the second time that week. She’d been on the verge of tears for the better part of the evening. She sat down on the edge of the bathtub and stared at the door. After a minute, she opened the door to find Karly seated on the floor with her back to the wall.

      “He’s gone,” Karly said, and the words echoed through Ally with a finality that snapped her already broken heart in two.
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      AT THE curb in front of Ally’s house, Jack sat in his truck until he saw the lights go out. He’d done it this time. He’d fucked up royally, and Chelsea was right; he had no one to blame for it but himself. Stupid, stupid, stupid! With an angry groan, he pounded a fist on the steering wheel and thought about driving into the nearest light pole. But like Chelsea, he was too mean and too ornery to hurt himself. Self-preservation was one of the few traits they had in common. With his luck, he’d break the pole, get arrested, and be slapped with a hefty fine to boot.

      What had he been thinking? He scrubbed over his face with both hands and hung his head. He knew exactly what he had been thinking – that if he procrastinated long enough that the situation would resolve itself, that a paternity test would prove he was not the father, and Ally would never need to know.

      Chelsea had been adamant that he was the father and refused to sign the divorce papers without a child custody agreement fixed into place. And being the stubborn ass that he was, he refused to sign any kind of custody agreement until paternity had been determined. It was a Catch-22 of the worst kind. If only he had told Ally in the very beginning, this shit storm could have been avoided. Now it was too late.

      Fuck.

      With a tremendous grinding of gears, he pulled the truck into the road and headed for Felony. He found Chelsea waiting for him, still seated at the bar, guarded by Randy. The giant bouncer and the frail woman stared at each other in a stony silence that would have been comical if the situation had been less dire. Judging by the air of tension between them and knowing Randy’s blatant honesty, Jack had no doubt that some heated words had been exchanged in his absence.

      Jack said nothing but raised an eyebrow in question to Randy.

      “I would’ve thrown her out, but she’s got that damn baby bump,” Randy said. “It freaks me out a little.”

      “We need to talk, Jack,” Chelsea said.

      She followed him upstairs to the apartment with a look of smug satisfaction on her face. The baby wasn’t due for another few months, but from the look of Chelsea’s belly it might be sooner. That was fine with him. He was more than ready to get this disaster over with.

      “What do you want for dinner?” Chelsea asked. “I could make some of that chicken you like, or do you want to order takeout?”

      He watched her thumb through the takeout menus on the kitchen counter. She acted as if she belonged there, as if they were some kind of couple. Not the dysfunctional mess that they really were.

      “What do you think, baby?” Chelsea cocked her head to one side in an imitation of a parrot.

      “Are you kidding me?” He realized that he was still standing at the open door, numb from the shock of his encounter with Ally. Chelsea’s words brought him to life again. “Why are you still here? Get out.”

      “Oh, poor Jack,” Chelsea said with joyous hostility. “You are so pathetic. You’ve got heartbreak written all over your face. I don’t see the attraction. Really, I don’t. She’s short and fat and what is up with her hair?” She patted her smooth locks with a manicured hand. “It’s like Medusa hair, all curly and crazy…”

      Her words ended abruptly when he grabbed her by the wrist and jerked her arm, not hard but with enough force to make his sincerity clear. He wasn’t sure how he got from the door to the kitchen so quickly, but the look in her eyes showed the first flicker of true fear he’d seen in years.

      “Shut up, Chelsea. Not one word about her. Do you hear me? Not one word.”

      Chelsea yanked her arm free and rubbed her wrist with a pout, even though the only marks left there were from her rubbing fingers. “So sensitive, aren’t you? I know you’re in love with her, Jack. But it’ll never work. You’re too selfish and she’s too – too dull.”

      His lips pressed into a thin white line as he fought to control his temper. “I am sick to death of you. I’ve already told you that I will take care of this baby if it’s mine. I’ll be a good dad. But that’s as far as it goes. You and I are nothing to each other and once this baby comes, I will divorce you. Understand?” He ran his fingers across her cheek in a mocking caress. “Don’t bite the hand that feeds you, sweetheart. I can make this really difficult for you.”

      Since Chelsea’s overdose, he’d managed to be polite yet distant. Now her words threw fuel on the sparks of panic that erupted over the ruin of his future and the loss of Ally. Frustration and anger roiled inside him, raging to escape the confines of his self-control. The edges of his vision turned red and for one fleeting moment he thought about shaking her until her teeth rattled.

      “You made me this way, Jack. You and you alone,” Chelsea said, going in for the kill. “When you put the needle in my arm that very first time, you sealed our fates. You bound us together forever.”

      “No. You’re wrong about that. I may have got you started, but you’re the one who kept going back to it. The only person responsible for the way you are is you.” He ran both hands through his hair again. “I’m truly sorry about that first time. If I could change the way things went down, I would. But I’m not that person anymore, Chels, and I can’t go on feeling guilty about it forever. I need to move on. You need to move on, too.”

      “Move on to what? Your future is with me and this baby.” She put a hand on his arm. “It is your baby, Jack. I haven’t lied about that. I wouldn’t. Not after all that we went through before.” Her eyes were clear and sincere for the first time in years. He could almost remember the girl that she had been, the one he’d been smitten with as a boy.

      “I know you don’t love me, Jack, but I’ve got you by the balls here.” She stood in front of him, the baby inside her pressed against his belly like a loaded gun. “If you go after her, I will take this baby away and you will never, ever see it.”

      “I really don’t care anymore, Chelsea.” He moved away from her to end the temptation to strangle her in the foyer and busied himself with opening the mail that sat in the basket by the front door. “Go ahead. Do what you gotta do. We can hash it all out in court. Your emotional blackmail won’t work anymore.”

      “I need you around to help me, Jack. I can’t do this by myself.” With a slender hand, she rubbed the top of her belly. “I want this baby. I can’t lose another one. Not again.” Tears glimmered in her eyes. “I’ve done everything you asked. I’m clean and sober. I’m taking care of myself. What more do I have to do?”

      Jack groaned. He could take anything but tears – even from a viper like her.

      “Come here. Sit down.” This time when he took her arm, he was gentle about it. He led her to the sofa and set her down. “We’ve been through some serious shit, haven’t we?” She nodded and sniffled then took the fast food napkin he offered to blow her nose. “We’ll get through this too, Chelsea.” He patted her hand. “But we haven’t been together for a very long time. I don’t love you and I can’t be with you just because you’re scared.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t love you either.” She smiled at him through her tears.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Karly put another slice of pizza on her plate then sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the coffee table in Ally’s living room. Ally took a tentative bite of pepperoni. It smelled wonderful, but her stomach, disturbed by so much emotional turmoil, rebelled at the thought of food. Instead, she took the pitcher of margaritas and filled her glass and Karly’s to the top. Her eyelids stung and felt thick and gritty from weeping. She must look like a freak.

      “You want to talk about it?” Karly asked for the third time in ten minutes. “Or do you just want to sit here and bash men for a while? I’m good either way.”

      “Neither,” Ally replied with a rueful smile. “I’d rather get crazy drunk and pass out.”

      “Whatever works for you is good with me.” Karly raised her glass and took a big gulp of the frozen concoction. “Oh. Ouch. Brain freeze.” She gripped her forehead with her free hand and grimaced.

      “I appreciate you staying here tonight,” Ally said. “But don’t you have a date or something to do? I don’t want to interrupt your plans.” The idea of sitting alone in her empty house brought a fresh sting of tears to her eyes. When the hell did she become such a weeping idiot? She hadn’t cried so much in years and now she couldn’t turn the waterworks off to save her soul.

      “No plans.” Karly waved a hand through the air. “There’s nowhere I’d rather be than here. You’ve done it for me enough times. I’d say I owe you a few.”

      “Seriously? I thought you’d have a guy by now.” With an angora afghan wrapped around her shoulders, Ally settled into the sofa.

      “I met someone a while ago, but I don’t think he’s into dating.” Karly ducked her head to hide the sparkle in her gray eyes. “We had a one-night stand. It was the best sex I’ve ever had times one hundred.” She fanned her freckled cheeks with a pizza napkin. “I can’t stop thinking about it.”

      Despite her gloom, Ally perked up at this enticing tidbit of information. “Really? Who was it? Do I know him?”

      “Yeah. It was Randy. The bouncer guy at Felony.” A painful crimson flush crept up Karly’s neck from her collarbone and settled into her cheeks. She had the milky translucent skin of a redhead that showed every flush of emotion.

      “No way!” For a brief moment, Ally forgot her heartbreak. “He’s a good-looking guy. What happened?”

      “I don’t know. He took me home from Felony and we stayed up all night talking and laughing. He’s really smart and so funny.” Karly bit her lower lip and took another sip of her drink before speaking again. “He really thinks a lot of Jack. He said that you’re the only girl that Jack ever chased after.”

      “I don’t want to talk about Jack,” Ally said with a scowl. “But I like Randy. He seems like a good guy. Are you going to see him again?”

      “Probably not.” The disappointment in Karly’s voice was palpable. “How awkward would that be?”

      “I didn’t think about that. If you really like this guy, you should take a chance on him. Don’t let my problems with Jack stand in your way.”

      “What are you going to do, Ally?” Karly put a hand on Ally’s arm and squeezed in sympathy.

      “I don’t know,” Ally said softly.
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      SOMETIMES IN the mornings, in that split second between waking and dreaming, Ally could feel Jack in the bed beside her. On the morning she was to go see her mother, she felt the heat of his breath on her neck, smelled the leather and tobacco scent of his clothes, and felt the weight of his body on the mattress. For one blissful second, her heart soared with happiness. Then she swept the empty bedside with her hand to find nothing but the cool sheets where he should have been, and her spirits plummeted back to the depths of despair.

      It had exactly a week since they broke up, but it felt like a lifetime. Every bone in her body ached, as if a part of her inner structure had been ripped away to leave only the hollow broken shell of her former self. She forced herself to get out of bed and take a shower, drink coffee, and read the paper like a normal person might do. Without a job, the day stretched before her like a yawning abyss with nothing to distract her from her loneliness.

      At first, she had been too depressed to do anything but mope around the house and watch sappy movies, but after the first couple of days, she resumed her job search without enthusiasm. The position in Philadelphia was still open so she scheduled an interview and set up flight arrangements. At Jack’s urging, she’d made an appointment to visit her mother before she and Jack had fallen out. Several times she picked up the phone to cancel it but hung up before the call connected. She needed to see her mother, if only to resolve her curiosity and close the door on the part of her life. As ridiculous as it seemed, the reality of sitting next to a woman who had so blatantly rejected her, made her stomach churn and her palms sweat.

      The heat of summer had come to an early and abrupt end, replaced by a cool grayness and spatters of raindrops that plinked against the window panes. When she opened the door to leave the house, a gust of wind swept blew her bangs down into her eyes and temporarily blinded her. She swept them away with an exasperated hand and found Jack standing on the bottom step. Her heart did a triple back flip. At her look of surprise, he ran a hand through his hair and shrugged.

      “I hope I’m not late. You said your appointment was at nine o’clock, right?”

      “I – I did. I just didn’t expect…” An air of awkwardness hung between them. “Did I miss something? What are you doing here?” The strap of her purse fell off her shoulder; he caught it before it could slide all the way down her arm and tugged it up into place.

      “Look, I know things aren’t…good…between us, but I promised to go with you today.” He smiled for the first time, a look tinged with sadness. “I’m still willing to go if you want the company.”

      “I don’t know, Jack…” The depth and warmth of his eyes as he studied her sent a tingle straight to her toes. Why did he have to be so freaking gorgeous? It would be much easier to be mean to him if he had a crooked nose or a weak chin. Instead, he was a vision of masculine perfection with an impossibly square jaw, clean shaven for once, and full thick lips that looked soft and inviting.

      “You don’t have to talk to me. I can just go along as moral support.”

      “This doesn’t change anything, you know.” She forced an expression of indifference, but inside she breathed a sigh of relief. The idea of facing her mother alone brought a panic that made her knees shake and spots swim before her eyes. “I’m still mad at you.”

      “You can still be mad at me. I just didn’t want you to go up there alone unless you wanted to. I’m still here for you.” He paused and ran a finger along the curve of her jaw, sending a flood of desire through her veins. “Let me be here for you.”

      It was just like the arrogant son-of-a-bitch to do something so sweet that it became impossible to hate him. Perhaps she had been too quick to judge him. Like he had said, everything was black and white to her, but if the past few months had taught her anything, it was that a million shades of gray existed in between.
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* * *

      Jack sat in the lobby and waited while Ally went in to see her mother. He expected to be bored out of his wits, but there seemed to be some kind of altercation happening in the men’s room that distracted him from boredom. The muffled shouting and banging of a half dozen people inside the restroom made him shift in his seat and cock a wary eye in the direction of the nurses’ station. The matronly woman seemed oblivious to the noise and shot him a reassuring smile before returning her attention to the paperwork on her desk.

      After about ten minutes, a doctor dressed in green scrubs emerged from the restroom and slumped into a chair next to Jack. He wiped a weary hand across his brow and removed the stethoscope from around his neck.

      “Whew! I think everything’s under control in there now.” He grinned at Jack. He was an attractive man in his mid-thirties with sandy brown hair and warm brown eyes. “You got any cigarettes? I’m dying for a smoke.”

      “Nope,” Jack said. “I quit a few weeks ago, but I still get the craving now and then.”

      “Me, too. Sometimes I get the itch so bad I can’t think of anything else. Of course, it helps to be an addictions specialist. Have you tried anything to help with that craving? Chantix and Zyban are good. I could write you a prescription if you like.” The doctor dug into his pocket and pulled out a prescription pad, but before he could put pen to paper the nurse from the station interrupted.

      “Mr. Lorry, please leave this nice man alone. I see you’ve stolen Dr. Armantrout’s prescription pad and stethoscope again.” She held out a roughened red hand and Mr. Lorry sighed deeply before relinquishing the goods. “Now back to your room.”

      “Sorry,” Mr. Lorry said to Jack with a sheepish grin. “It was good to talk to you. Maybe we can visit longer next time.”

      “I’m very sorry, sir,” the nurse said to Jack. “He’s harmless, but lonely. He doesn’t get a lot of visitors.”

      “Uh, no problem,” Jack said, straightening in his chair and biting back a smile.
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* * *

      Ally followed Dr. Armantrout down the beige corridor to her mother’s room. His rubber-soled shoes squeaked on the linoleum floor as they walked, distracting her from her thoughts. The nauseating odor of antiseptic reminded her of a hospital, but the doors to the rooms were open and the patients flowed back and forth between them like dorm room inhabitants. They stopped to stare at her with unbridled interest as if they hadn’t seen an outside person in a very long time.

      “It’s alright. You don’t have to be nervous,” Dr. Armantrout said, noting her unease. “They’re not dangerous. They’re just normal everyday people who have a little more difficulty than most coping with life. Like your mother, most of these people have admitted themselves into treatment.”

      “My mother admitted herself?” This tidbit of information caught Ally by surprise.

      “Yes. She recognized the signs of a relapse and admitted herself right away. I have to say that I’m very impressed with her desire to get treatment. Most patients are too far removed from reality to recognize what’s in their own best interest.” He paused in front of the last door at the end of the hallway and smiled kindly at her. “I’m so glad you’re here. She has tremendous guilt over leaving you and this will really help in her recovery. Are you ready to go in?”

      “I’m not sure how to act.” Ally’s knees began to shake again and her palms to sweat. “I don’t really know her.”

      “Just be yourself. Act as you would when you meet any other person.” He smiled again, reassuring and sympathetic. “It will be fine. I’ll be right here outside the door if either of you need me.”

      Her mother was seated in a chair facing the window, dressed in a pink sweat suit and wearing felt slippers. Ally caught a glimpse of a long slender neck beneath the light brown hair swept into a bun at the nape and a short straight nose similar to her own. Her mother didn’t turn from the window but sat starring outside at the drizzle on the windows.

      “Why are you here, Ally?” she asked after a long moment. She turned then, and Ally was stricken with an unsettling sense of recognition as she stared into a face so like her own that it took her breath away.

      “I heard you were here. I wanted to see you…to see if you’re okay.” Ally’s voice came out uneven and shaky. To keep her hands from trembling, she pressed her palms to her thighs as she sat down on the edge of the bed.

      “Of course, I’m not okay. I’m in a loony bin for Christ’s sake,” her mother snapped.

      “Maybe this was a bad idea.” Ally half-rose to her feet.

      Her mother frowned, but her features softened, and she motioned for Ally to sit again. “No. Please stay.” She bit her lip and cocked her head as her gaze swept over her daughter from head to toe. “You look like me. I didn’t expect that. How old are you now? Twenty?”

      “I’m twenty-five,” Ally said and lifted her chin. “I can’t believe you don’t know how old I am.”

      Her mother’s face lowered, looking abashed. “I lose track of time,” she whispered. “Sometimes a day…sometimes a week…years even. I’m not even sure how old I am today.”

      “It’s okay.” Ally felt a rush of sympathy and pity for this stranger. “It doesn’t really matter, I guess.”

      “I suppose not.” Her mother turned to face the window again, crossing her arms around her chest, hugging herself. “So…why are you here, Ally?”

      Ally took a deep breath and spoke the words she had been holding back for so long. “I want to know why…why you left me.”
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* * *

      When the visit was over, Ally found Jack sitting in the same chair of the lobby, wedged between two very large middle-aged women dressed in matching purple bathrobes. They were both babbling to him and waving their hands in animated conversation. The look of sheer panic on his face as she approached made her forget the trauma of her mother’s confessions and laugh out loud.

      “Do you need a minute to say goodbye to your friends or are you ready to go?” she asked.

      “Nope, I’m good.” He jumped to his feet, popping out from between the women like a champagne cork. “Nice to meet you, ladies,” he said to the Barney twins with an elegant bow. He grabbed Ally’s elbow and started toward the exit with such long strides that she had to trot to keep up with him. “Get me the fuck out of here.”

      Laughter burst from her lips with such force that it surprised them both. It felt good to laugh. He scowled at her then burst into his own loud guffaw. They climbed into his truck and continued to laugh so hard that tears ran down their cheeks.

      “You should’ve seen the look on your face,” Ally said, gasping for air like a landed fish. “I wish I’d had a camera.”

      “That whole experience freaked me the fuck out,” he said with a shudder. He scrubbed his hands over his face, wiping away the tears, and struggled to regain some sense of sobriety. “I hope we never have to come back here again.”

      “We won’t,” Ally said and bit her lip. He caught the change in her tone immediately.

      “What happened?”

      She sighed and looked down into her lap, picking at her fingernails. “Well, I asked her why she left, and she said because she never had a reason to stay. That’s it. That’s all the explanation I got.”

      “Seriously? That’s not an answer.” Rage welled up inside him on Ally’s behalf. If only her mother knew what a good, sweet person her daughter had become, she would think differently.

      “No, it’s not, but it’s all I got.” Ally sighed again. She looked up at him and into him with an intensity that made his toes curl inside his cowboy boots. “And it’s probably all I’ll ever get.”

      “And you’re good with that?”

      “I don’t have a choice, do I? Before I got here, I thought her answer would change my life forever, that it would unlock the secret of my existence, and all my problems would be solved. But then I realized that no matter what she said, nothing was going to change. My past is still my past and it can’t be undone. It’s mine and I might as well own it. It’s what makes me who I am.” She smiled at him, a tiny smile that tugged at his heart, and shrugged.

      “How did you get so freaking smart?” he asked in an awed whisper.

      If he hadn’t known before, he knew then. He was in love with her.
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* * *

      When he pulled into her driveway, they sat in the truck for a minute before she spoke. This was the hard part. She was going to get out of the truck, go into the house, and they would go back to their separate lives without each other. The idea sent him into a panic.

      “Thanks for coming with me,” she said a bit shyly. “I don’t think I could’ve handled it by myself.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said and struggled to swallow the lump in his throat. “I meant what I said before. I’m here for you. Whatever. Whenever. You only have to ask.”

      With a suddenness that took his breath away, she launched across the truck and into his arms. He held her tight against him, savoring the rise and fall of her chest against his as she breathed, stroking the tumble of curls down her back, and murmured words of nonsense into her neck like some love-crazed fool. If only he could make this moment last forever, his life would be complete.

      “I hate you,” she said, words muffled against his shoulder. “You selfish bastard.”

      “I know,” he replied, feeling the lump in his throat again. “I hate you, too.”

      After a minute, she disentangled herself from his grip and sat back on the seat. The windows had begun to fog while the rain beat a pleasant tattoo on the truck’s roof. The cab felt like a warm and safe cocoon from the outside world. He knew that once she opened that door, everything would change.

      “I’d ask you inside, but…” Her voice drifted off and she looked away.

      “I know.” He let her go and slid back behind the steering wheel. “If I go inside, I’m going to have to make love to you and I don’t want to take advantage of you right now. You’ve been through a lot today and I know that deep down, you’re still mad at me.”

      “Right.” She breathed a deep sigh – of relief or sadness – he couldn’t tell which. Her hand drifted to the door handle and his heart skipped a beat. “Well…thanks again. I really appreciate it.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said and gave her a wink.

      She opened the door. Cool, damp air swept into the cab and swirled around him. The door slammed shut behind her and he was left alone…again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      A WEEK went by and then two without any word from Ally. It took every ounce of self-control Jack possessed to keep from stalking her like a desperate loser. He went through the days like a sleepwalker, going through the motions of life without really seeing or hearing anyone. It would have been easy to fall into his old self-destructive habits, drinking and sleeping with random women to chase away the pain, but something inside him had changed. He wanted more. He needed more. Nothing would quench his pain but Ally.

      To keep himself busy, he cleaned out the loft apartment on the fourth floor of the Jameson’s building and moved in. David had lived there years ago but had eventually moved on to greener pastures and turned the apartment into storage. It was an interesting space filled with exposed brick and piping, floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over the city, and weathered hardwood floors. With a few minor renovations and a liberal application of elbow grease, the place became habitable. As he worked, he couldn’t help but wonder what Ally would think of his efforts. Would she like curtains or blinds on the windows? Where would she place the sofa? Where would she put the baby’s crib?

      Strange that he always pictured the baby in Ally’s arms and not Chelsea’s. Chelsea didn’t have a maternal bone in her body. Ally claimed that she didn’t like or want children, but he’d felt the softness in her touch and knew otherwise.

      A rap at the front door tore him from the work of replacing a thermostat, a knocking so soft that he thought he had imagined it at first. Another knock, louder and more insistent, made him put down his screwdriver and wipe his dirty hands on his jeans. It was probably Randy; he had offered to help change out light fixtures in all the rooms, having some electrical wiring experience from a brief stint as a construction worker, and being a victim of his own brand of heartache since Tasha had quit. Jack knew that Randy had had feelings for the girl, even though he had tried to play the tough guy.

      When Jack pulled open the door, he found Ally standing in the hallway with a furrow between her brows and her lower lip tucked tight between her teeth. The unexpected sight of her nearly tore the breath from his lungs. He blinked twice to make sure he hadn’t imagined her, but she was still there.

      “Hey,” she said, in a soft voice. The furrow between her brows lessened. A shy smile curved her lips and the green gaze warmed his skin like a ray of sunshine.

      “Hey yourself,” he replied and stood there like an idiot with his palms sweating and his heart thudding against his chest.

      “Can I come in for a minute?” She waited for him to take a step back then followed him into the apartment. “I ran into Randy at the convenience store and he said I could find you up here.” She stopped just inside the door and swept a curious gaze over the stacks of boxes and hodgepodge of furniture. “Wow. This is going to look great.”

      Her praise felt good, even better than he’d imagined. “Thanks. I’ve been working on it pretty much nonstop for the last few weeks. It still needs a lot of work.”

      “I’m impressed, Jack. It’ll be a good place for the baby.” As her gaze circled around the apartment, it clouded and became impersonal again, like the eyes of a stranger. He hated that look. It was his fault that it was there; he’d stolen something precious from her – from the both of them. Her trust.

      “Thanks,” he said again for lack of anything better. “Have a seat.” He whipped the sheet off of the sofa and nodded toward it in invitation. “You want something to drink? All I’ve got is water, but I can have someone bring up a beer or something from the pub.”

      “No, thanks. I’m good.” She didn’t sit down but stood in the middle of the room, shifting from one foot to the other with her hands jammed into the pockets of her suede jacket. She looked damn good in faded jeans, knee-high brown boots and a white sweater. Clean and wholesome like a picture out of a Towne and Country magazine. “I just came by to say hi and see how you’re doing. I hate the way we left things…I hate it. I didn’t know I’d miss you so much.”

      “I know,” he said softly. It was difficult to choke the words past the lump in his throat. “I miss you, too, Ally.”

      Suddenly he was hit with the realization that at any minute, she would leave again, and he would have to endure the heart-rending pain of separation once more. Fear sliced through him and brought a cold sweat to his brow. Maybe this was the last time he would ever see her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It took every ounce of self-control Ally possessed to keep from launching into Jack’s arms. She had promised herself that she would be calm and impersonal, that she only wanted to say goodbye before she left for Philadelphia. All of those intentions went out the window when Jack opened the door wearing a sweat-stained gray t-shirt that molded over his tight six-pack and her gaze met his dark brown eyes. He looked older and tired, as if he had the weight of the world on his shoulders and couldn’t shake it. She wanted to smooth back his hair and kiss away the deep lines on his forehead.

      “You cut your hair,” she said to break the awkward silence.

      “I did. What do you think?” He ran his fingers through the short wavy locks and across his clean-shaven cheeks. “I needed an image upgrade.”

      “I liked it before, but I like this too.” His dark shoulder-length hair had been one of her favorite things about him, but this new tousled short style showed the angles and planes of his handsome face, accentuated the curve of his full lips. “It’s sexy.”

      “Not exactly the image I was going for, but I’ll take it,” he said with the lazy smile that was more like the old Jack. The sight of that familiar grin caused her heart to drum against the walls of her chest and she felt suddenly dizzy. “Are you okay? You’re looking a little pale.”

      “I’m good. Just a little tired, I guess.” She waved a hand to keep him away. If he got too close, she might give into temptation and seek refuge in his lips.

      “Hey, I’m glad you stopped by. I’ve got something for you.” He rummaged through a pile of papers on the kitchen table and came up with a rumpled piece of paper covered with Jack’s loose, slanted scrawl.

      “What’s this?” She took the paper and squinted at it.

      “It’s your brother’s address and phone number,” Jack said. “I had a friend of a friend who knew someone that heard of your brother. Perks of being a bartender.” The dimples around his mouth winked as he grinned. “I don’t know if you want to contact him, but at least you know where he is.”

      She sank onto the sofa before her knees could give way and rested her head in her hands. He had gone to a lot of trouble for her. The gesture brought a sting of tears to her eyes. “I can’t believe you did this.”

      He shrugged. “Are you sure you’re okay? I can get you a glass of water.”

      “I’m not thirsty,” she snapped and was immediately ashamed of her tone.

      “Sorry. Bartender,” he replied in explanation. “It’s in my blood.”

      “I didn’t mean to be short. I’ve been up all night. I had a job interview in Philadelphia yesterday and I just flew back in this morning. That’s why I came by. To see if you’re okay and tell you that I got the job. To tell you that I’m moving there tomorrow.”

      “Philadelphia?” Jack’s voice cracked. “You’re moving to frigging Philadelphia? Tomorrow?” He found her hands and gripped them tight. When he said it like that, it sounded like a world away.

      “Yes.” She tried to pull her hands away, but he kept them in his grip. “It’s not a great job, but it’s a good starter position. I can’t find anything here and the lease on the house is up next week.”

      “You’re leaving, and you weren’t going to tell me?” Anger and hurt tinged his words.

      “I’m telling you now.” She snatched her hands back. For once in her life, she didn’t try to hide her emotions. Anger and helplessness and betrayal bubbled up like lava from a volcano. “It’s not like I owe you an explanation. You’re married. You’re having a baby with someone else. We’re over!”

      “I’m not married. The divorce was final yesterday. And if we’re over, it’s because you want it that way. Not me. It’ll never be over for me. I love you, Ally. I’m fucking miserable without you.” He took her hands again and lifted them both to his lips. “There will never be anyone else for me. It’ll always be you.”

      He loved her. The words hit her ears like the sweetest notes of music she’d ever heard. She searched his eyes. One look at the sincerity of those dark chocolate depths flecked with gold and black and she knew she still loved him, that she had never stopped loving him.

      “It’s not like it will be forever. Chelsea will have the baby – which may or may not be mine – and life will go on. And I want it to go on with you in it.”

      “It is forever, Jack. That’s the thing about kids. They don’t go away. You and Chelsea will be tied together forever with this child.” A sudden weakness turned her knees to noodles and she slumped into the chair. “We’ve already been over this. Please don’t make me do it again.”

      “I get it, Ally. I know this is hard for you. It’s hard for me too, but I never once thought that you’d leave. I thought we’d be able to work things out. Now I have this terrible feeling that if you walk out that door, I’ll never see you again.”

      Silence blanketed the room. Ally stared down at her hands clasped in her lap, and bit down hard on her lower lip to hold back the desperate emotions that struggled inside her. She wanted to throw her arms around him, to slap him for hurting her, and to beg him to go to Philadelphia with her.

      “I can’t do this without you, Ally,” he said, shifting from the sofa to kneel on the floor in front of her. He took both of her hands in his and looked into her eyes with haunting desperation. “I need to know that you’ll stay with me through all of this. You can move in here with me and work in the office. I’ll talk to David and see if we can put you on salary. Fight for us, Ally.” He turned his head and brushed his cheek across her knuckles. “Don’t make me beg you because I will.”

      They sat like that for a long time. How she loved his face. If life and time allowed, she could stare into the depths of those chocolate brown eyes forever. The rough calluses of his palms pressed against the smoothness of hers. Their hands gripped so tightly together that she could no longer distinguish her pulse from his. A thousand words were spoken in that moment, yet neither one of them made a sound.

      After a while, he laid his head in her lap. She stroked her fingers through his damp hair, feeling the smooth solid curve of his skull beneath the silky strands.

      “Everything is such a mess,” she murmured.

      “Not when I’m with you,” he replied.

      Tears stung her eyes as she shook her head. Things had progressed too far to stop now. She had accepted the job in Philadelphia and her future was there, not with Jack and his pregnant ex-wife. “I’m sorry, Jack. I just can’t.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      ALLY HUNCHED her shoulders against the cool fall air as she walked to her car. Dry leaves skittered down the sidewalk and swirled around her feet. The tall buildings of downtown stood out in stark relief against a colorless gray sky. It was going to rain soon from the look of those roiling gray clouds.

      When she reached her car, she stood next to it for a full fifteen minutes with keys in hand knowing that once she pulled away from the curb, the chapter of her life that contained Jack Jameson would be finished. She clutched the keys tighter until her knuckles turned white. Was that really what she wanted? To walk away from the only man she ever truly loved?

      She did love Jack. More than ever. She loved his willingness to support a child that might not be his. She loved his dimples and his laughter and the wicked way his eyes sparkled when she touched his bare skin. She had never been one to gamble, always choosing the safe options when given a choice. Jack was impulsive and dangerous, a combination that she always avoided, and two things that drew her to him.

      If she went to Philadelphia, it would be over forever. He was right about that. She passed a shaking hand over her eyes and suddenly it all became clear. She loved him. He loved her. It was as simple as that. She didn’t need anything else. If the love was there, the rest would come.

      Before she knew it, she was walking back to Jameson’s, running up the stairs and down the hallway, her feet barely skimming over the floor. She needed him. She couldn’t bear the thought of even one more minute without him. Forget Chelsea. Forget the baby. Nothing mattered but Jack.

      They collided in the hallway. One minute she was running and the next minute her nose was crushed against his chest as he hugged her to keep them both from falling. His breath went out of his lungs with a whoosh as she squeezed him tight.

      “What the fuck?” He took a step back to get a closer look at whatever had barreled into him. “Ally?”

      She held tight, afraid to let go. The tension left his arms as he realized it was her and he hugged her tight to him, his nose buried in her hair. There was nowhere else she wanted to be besides in his arms.

      “I love you,” she said. The words were muffled in his chest. He bent down to hear.

      “What? Are you okay? Is something wrong?”

      “I love you, Jack.” This time she lifted her head. His eyes were filled with concern. “You’re worth fighting for. I don’t want to leave you. I don’t care about Chelsea or the baby. I just want to be with you.”

      “What?” He pulled her away from his chest and took a step back as if unsure.

      “Are you deaf? I said that I love you.”

      She was rewarded with a blinding smile bracketed by dimples. “I heard you, Popsicle. I just wanted to hear you say it again.” He pulled her closer, enveloping her in the scent of leather and his musky scent. “Please say it again.”

      “I love you.” She lifted on her tiptoes and turned her face up to his. Taking her cue, he kissed her. She plunged her fingers into his short hair and moaned, overwhelmed with sudden heat. This was where she belonged. He turned and pressed her against the wall, pinning her body to the plaster with his. She was reminded of that fateful night four months ago when he’d kissed her in the back hall of Felony. Had it only been four months? It seemed like a lifetime ago.

      “Does this mean you’re not going to Philadelphia?” he asked when their lips finally parted.

      “Yes, I’m staying,” she replied, breathless. “But I’m going to need a place to live if your offer still stands.”

      “You know it, baby girl.” He put his hands beneath her bottom and hoisted her up. She wrapped her legs around his waist as he carried her back to the apartment. When he reached the threshold, he stopped and let her slide gently to her feet. “Oh, shit. Chelsea’s here. I’m surprised you didn’t pass her in the hallway. I haven’t seen her since we were all at Felony. She just dropped by…”

      Ally put a finger to his lips to silence him. “I’ll take care of this,” she said.
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* * *

      Chelsea was sitting on the sofa in front of the television, snacking on cheese curls when Ally came through the door. Chelsea looked up when she heard the light footsteps, a curious mix of displeasure and resignation on her delicate features at the sight of Ally. With a loud sigh, she closed up the bag of cheese curls, dusted off her hands, and rose to her feet with an awkward lurch.

      “You’re back,” Chelsea said, blue eyes boring into Ally’s.

      “Yes, I’m back,” Ally replied. “And I’m not leaving this time. You are.”

      “Well, shit.” Chelsea kept her gaze on Ally, as if assessing her temerity. “I had a feeling it would go down like this.” She took her handbag from the chair where she’d dropped it earlier and slung the strap over her shoulder. “Are you sure you want this? I’m not giving up on Jack. I need child support and help with this kid. If you think I’ll just go away…”

      Ally interrupted her with a wave of her hand. “You don’t have to worry about Jack. He’ll support the baby because that’s the kind of guy he is. And I’ll support Jack one hundred percent because I love him. You’ll have both of us to help with the baby.” She took a step closer to Chelsea. “But that’s all. You can’t have Jack. He’s mine and I won’t let you come between us.”

      “It’ll never work, you know.” Chelsea sighed again, shrugged her shoulders, and gave Ally a wry smile. “It’s about time you grew some balls, girl. They look good on you.”

      Jack poked his head inside the door. “Can I come in now? Or are you ladies about to throw down?”

      “We’re good.” Ally turned to Chelsea. “Right?”

      “Yeah, we’re good.” Chelsea shrugged again and shook her head as she lumbered toward the door, one hand on her back for support. “Do either of you have a twenty? I need cab fare home.”

      Jack slapped a ten into her hand, but he only had eyes for Ally. “Lock the door behind you,” he said to Chelsea as he scooped Ally into his arms. His next words were for Ally’s ears only. “I think this occasion calls for a little cheesecake.”

      “You have a cheesecake? Seriously?” She wrapped her arms around his neck.

      “No, but the bakery down the street delivers,” he said with a smile.
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      A collective shout rang across the dark interior of the sports bar, followed by groans and jeers of disappointment. College students and faculty overflowed booths and tables, eager for a break from the summer heat, their voices a steady hum over the flat-screen TVs. Grease and onions scented the air. Karly rolled her eyes at the clock above the bar mirror and sighed. The hands appeared to be moving backward. Two hours and fifteen minutes remained until her shift ended; it might as well be an eternity.

      Like most Thursday nights, they were short-staffed. Josh tended bar while she and two other girls covered the floor. Between drink orders, she bussed tables. A trickle of sweat ran between her breasts, soaking the white cotton of her tank top. The air conditioning couldn’t quite keep up with the heat or the volume of people.

      When her glance went to the corner booth, she sucked in a startled breath at the familiar face staring back at her. Randy Mackenzie lounged in the shadows beneath the pendant light. His piercing, deep-set eyes followed her across the room with focused intensity. Self-conscious, she wiped sweaty palms on her apron before clearing away barbecue-smudged dishes and empty beer mugs from an adjacent booth. When she glanced his way again, the booth was empty.

      Before she could dissect the reason for her feeling of disappointment, the cell phone in her apron pocket vibrated with an incoming text. She turned her back to the bar and read the message. Fear and concern made her breath come short. With one hand pressed to her chest, she hit redial and held her breath while the call connected.

      “Hi.” Emma answered on the first ring, her high-pitched, pre-teen voice a breathy whisper.

      “Hey, girl. What’s up? Are you okay?”

      “It’s bad. Really bad tonight.” Emma’s voice hitched with a muffled sob, and Karly’s heart plummeted.

      “Where are you? Are you safe?”

      “I’m in the closet. Mom’s crying in the bathroom. I think she’s hurt, but I’m afraid to go see.”

      The terror in Emma’s voice brought back a flood of disjointed memories. The scent of gin and cigarettes when her father came home late from work. The muffled thuds of booted feet pummeling her brother Mitch when he forgot to take out the trash. Hiding in the closet with toddler Emma clutched in her embrace until her father passed out. Anger, frustration, and helplessness clogged her throat until she could barely breathe. Unless she did something, Emma would face those same memories.

      “He didn’t touch you, did he?” I swear to God, if he lays a hand on her… Her heart rate tripled as she waited for the answer.

      “No. I’m fine. I hid as soon as he came home drunk.”

      “It’s alright, june bug,” Karly crooned, cupping the phone as a patron passed by on the way to the restroom. “Mom can take care of herself.” She’s been doing this long enough, she thought bitterly. “Stay where you are. He won’t find you there. You have to keep yourself safe. Do you understand?”

      Emma didn’t answer, but Karly heard a catch in the girl’s throat. She slammed her hand against the wall, causing the black-framed pictures of historic buildings to rattle against the wallpaper.

      “Listen to me, Emma. Get your MP3 player and ear buds. Put in some good music and turn it up loud enough to drown everything out. Understand?”

      “Y-yes,” Emma stammered. Karly had a vision of the red-haired girl sitting in the darkness, surrounded by coats and boxes, clutching a tattered teddy bear to her chest, heart-shaped face pinched and pale with fear. “I’ll be okay.”

      Brave little girl. Tears stung her eyes. “Yes, you will. And why is that?”

      “Because I’m strong,” Emma whispered. “Because I’m a survivor. Because no one can break me.”

      “That’s right. You’re so wonderful, Emma, and you don’t deserve this. None of this is your fault. I love you so much. Don’t forget that.”

      “I love you, too,” Emma said, sounding stronger.

      She made Emma promise to text back later, hung up the phone, and dialed Mitch. The phone rang a half-dozen times before he answered, sounding disheveled and irritated.

      “What the hell? Do you know what time it is?”

      “He’s at it again,” she snapped. “Emma just called me. She’s in the closet while that bastard knocks Mom around.”

      His heavy sigh crackled over the phone. “So, what do you want me to do about it?”

      “You’re a cop, Mitch. Arrest him. Do something. Anything.” Frustration tensed every muscle in her body until she thought her bones would crumble. How could he be so callous? Times like these made her wonder if the same blood ran in their veins. They looked similar with their fair skin, pale gray eyes, and red-gold hair, but their personalities couldn’t have been more different.

      “We’ve been over this a dozen times. I can arrest him, but then Emma’s going to go into the system. And we both know what that’s like, don’t we? Do you really want to put her through that?”

      A deep ache constricted her chest as past and present collided. Sleepless nights in a stranger’s house. Tossed around from family to family like some kind of unwanted nuisance. The infinite torture of never knowing where or how long you’d be in any one place. If the next foster home would be better or worse than the first.

      “Then you take her,” Karly snapped, rubbing the ache between her brows with two fingers.

      “Me? Are you fucking nuts? I’ve already got two kids, child support, two mortgages, and a baby on the way. How the hell can I take her?”

      “You’ve got another kid on the way? I didn’t even know you were seeing someone. When were you going to tell me?”

      “I’m telling you now. I’ve been seeing Pilar, and she’s knocked up.” He groaned. She heard the rustle of bedclothes and a questioning female voice in the background. “Do you really want to talk about this right now?”

      She leaned against the wall, pressed her back into the cool plaster, and shut her eyes against the light. If only she could shut out her problems as easily.

      “I can’t stand by and do nothing,” she whispered.

      “Look. We lived through it. She will too,” Mitch said. “If you’re so damned concerned, you take her.”

      “You know I’ve tried. No judge is going to give custody to a twenty-three-year-old waitress.” She turned to face the wall and pressed her forehead against the cool surface. With a forefinger, she scratched at the peeling wallpaper above the chair railing.

      “Well, then. There you go,” Mitch replied, clearly finished with the conversation. “Look. I’ve got to get off here. I have a five AM start tomorrow.”

      The buzzing dial tone hit her like a slap in the face. In typical Mitch fashion, he’d dismissed anything unpleasant or inconvenient as unworthy of his time. She slid her phone into the pocket of her apron and hastily brushed the tears from her cheeks. Mitch could be a heartless bastard when he wanted, but he was right about one thing. They’d spent their fair share of time in foster homes and youth centers; she didn’t want sweet Emma to endure anything remotely similar. All she could do was be supportive of Emma until an opportunity came to change the situation.

      “Those drinks aren’t going to serve themselves, Eriksson,” Scotty, the bar owner, bellowed to her from the kitchen. Clouds of steam bubbled from the stainless steel pots on the stove behind him and surrounded his corpulent figure. Sweat dripped from his shiny forehead. “Get your ass out there.”

      With a heavy sigh, she adjusted her ponytail and smoothed the hair from her face. To keep from going crazy, she compartmentalized her problems, putting family and money issues behind her for later. All she had to do was get through the next couple of hours, get out on the floor, and make some money. Once at home in her dingy little apartment, she would devise a plan to help Emma.
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