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PROLOGUE

Emily Loughlin wanted to cry. Wanted to scream and yell as another one of her going-crazy moments threatened.

Fingers still curled tightly around the receiver, she lowered the phone carefully to its cradle. The usual office noise eddied around her. She couldn't indulge in a crying fit, not with her desk out where everyone could see and would certainly feel free to inquire into her business. 

At twenty-six, she still lived within the same restraints as when she was a teenager, and she had no one but herself to blame.

It wasn't as if she'd really loved the house on Clark Street. So what if the bank had just turned down her request for a loan to buy a home? The bungalow had small windows and tiny rooms. It wasn't anything that stirred her creative blood, but it would have been her place and would have given her designing urges an outlet and made her feel more settled. Something had to.

She'd been feeling very unsettled lately. Unfulfilled, stifled, and frustrated. How did a grown-up woman live her own life without hurting the people she loved?

Placing her hands flat on her desktop, Emily leaned back in her chair and took a deep breath. She had to get a grip, had to subdue the urge to take her credit card and show Mr. Snotty Simms, loan officer, what a bad credit record really looked like.

She'd lived her life as steady as a rock, never failing to pay her bills, never succumbing to the urge to blow her entire paycheck on the gold sequin dress in Babcock's formal wear department. Truthfully, she never wore gold. She had her mother's word on it that the hue made her look sallow, not to mention unladylike. Which made her want to buy the dress even though she knew yellow wasn't her best color.

Staring down at her desk, Emily noted the neat piles of contracts and notes, separated into "to do" and "why wasn't this done yesterday?" categories. She usually took pride, if not comfort, in doing her job well, but now she couldn't help wondering why she worked so hard and paid her bills if doing the right thing didn't garner her any reward.

In the four years since college, she'd worked hard as one of Jim Morris's paralegals, convinced that the job was just a way of supporting herself until better things came along.

Like maybe a personal life with a man who stirred her blood with the force of a thunderstorm. Someone to inspire her with both lust and the deep contentment of a lifetime together.

Gathering a stack of files in her arms, Emily went to the file room, ruminating about the singular emptiness of her life.

She was in her prime, alone and working in a job she despised-still waiting for the payoff of years of patiently being the person everyone said she should be. Emily, the good girl.

Truthfully, she'd been following the path of least resistance for so long it took moments like these to realize she wasn't really living her own life. When had she ever made choices based on what she wanted to do rather than on what was expected of her? She was a coward, too afraid to reach out and grab the life she wanted.

As a result, the going-crazy moments threatened more often now. Only six months back, she'd actually applied for an interior design internship in London. The whole time she'd been preparing her portfolio, she'd known she had no chance. Since leaving college she'd been so busy being responsible that there had been no time for her designing.

Applying for that internship had been her only real attempt to take charge of her life. Not much of an attempt since she had virtually no chance of beating out all the other applicants, but she'd even taken that slight action in complete secrecy.

She barely mentioned it to her best friend, Cassie, but she deliberately hadn't told her parents.

It wasn't so much that her parents would have disapproved. They simply wouldn't have reacted at all because it wouldn't occur to them that she could have a life beyond the small town of Middleton, Texas. A husband and children. Her proper place in society.

After carefully returning the files, each in its place, Emily went back to her desk. With a spurt of hopeful excitement, she decided to call about the volunteer job with the historical society. That, at least, held the promise of some creative release.

Her motto had recently become: "When real life sucks, find a safe diversion." She was so lacking in courage.

"Hello, Mrs. Campbell? This is Emily Loughlin."

"Oh, hello, Emily. How are you, dear?" the older woman asked, her voice stiff.

"I'm fine," Emily responded eagerly. "Have you talked with the fund-raising committee about the job?"

"Er, yes," Mrs. Campbell said. "I've been meaning to call you all week."

Emily held her breath as the other woman paused. "I wish I had better news," Mrs. Campbell said finally. "The committee decided to go with someone else."

"What? But I'm the only one who volunteered to direct the refurbishing of your designer house this year."

"Yes," the woman allowed, "but the committee feels that even if we have to pay someone with a little more...style, it would be a good investment."

"But I have a degree in design," Emily protested desperately. "I have style."

"Yes, of course, dear. It's just that we're looking for flair...”

For the second time in half an hour, Emily clutched the telephone receiver, a lump in her throat. Numbly, she stared down at the drab beige dress she wore.

"It isn't personal, Emily," Mrs. Campbell hurried to assure her as if being judged not creative enough could be anything but personal.

"We'd love your help," the woman said. "There are many smaller tasks—" 

"Thank you," Emily interrupted, having heard more than enough. "Goodbye, Mrs. Campbell."

This time she slammed the phone down. To hell with what anyone thought.

The noise echoed a second in a sudden silence, her four coworkers startled out of their chatty gossip.

"Is anything wrong?" Cassie asked, pushing her glasses back up on her nose.

"No," Emily denied, too aware that the others were listening. "Nothing's wrong."

Nothing except her entire life, what there was of it. How could she have let things get so bad?

"Well, treat the phone equipment more gently," reproved Mrs. Foster, the office manager. "I don't know what Mr. Morris would say if we had to replace a phone."

"Of course," Emily murmured, very sure what Jim Morris would say, every office-related expenditure having elicited the same string of curses. The man couldn't even swear with imagination. 

Despite years of ingrained restraint, Emily stalked through the next few hours of work, both angry and depressed. She couldn't even manufacture her usual smile. More and more in the last few months, it had felt tight on her lips, and today she just couldn't force her mouth to comply.

The worried looks of her coworkers bothered her some, especially Cassie's. Emily's nonexistent life wasn't their fault, but she couldn't help feeling as if the entire town were in on a conspiracy to keep Miss Emily Loughlin in a very small box of boredom and propriety. It was her own fault, she knew. She should have never returned to Middleton after college.

Some people loved small-town life, felt safe and secure in it. But then regular people like Cassie—who couldn't wait to marry her longtime sweetheart, John Robert—hadn't lived all their lives being the mayor's daughter. Middleton knew everything they did, but somehow it judged them differently from Mayor Loughlin's little girl.

Just as the clock crept toward five-thirty and Emily thought she might be able to survive the day, her boss swept in from court and called her into his office.

She'd worked for Jim Morris since shortly after graduating, and familiarity had certainly bred contempt on her part. Jim never seemed to give anyone else enough thought to even develop such hostility. Still, years of habitual paycheck-seeking carried her into his over-decorated corner office.

He stood pawing through the shuffle of briefs and papers on his desk, his thick hands crumpling phone messages she knew he'd never return. In that way, Jim was nothing more than an ordinary attorney. She'd long lost respect for the profession in general.

Still, her wearily hopeful heart reminded her, there was the matter of the raise she was due and, if life was the least bit fair, a promotion as well. Maybe the added responsibility of directing the paralegal staff would help her feel better about her situation. At least it would give her something to do.

Jim Morris looked up. "Oh, Emily. Sit down, sit down."

He walked around his desk and leaned against the comer nearest her as she perched uncomfortably on the edge of the chair. "You're certainly looking fetching today," he said, his gaze wandering over her.

Oh, gross. He was in one of his icky gallantry modes. "Thank you," Emily murmured, reflecting to herself that she hadn't had her bangs cut in three months and the beige dress made her look sallower than the gold sequin at Babcock's ever could. Still, there was that raise and the promotion to think of.

She sat quietly waiting, her eyes focused on his maroon tie.

"So," Jim said, wandering over to push the office door shut, "I guess we have a few things to talk about."

"Yes."

Jim returned to stand behind her, the sudden placement of his hands on her shoulders making Emily start.

Great. For three years, she'd watched Jim Morris cheat on his wife with a string of bimbos, many employed in the office as "secretaries" during their brief tenures. The last one had departed two weeks ago. Apparently, Jim had some time on his hands.

"How are you doing today?" he asked in a seductive purr as his meaty hands circled on her shoulders.

Emily's body tightened to maximum stiffness. It was true. You never knew how you a respond to sexual harassment until it happened to you.

"I'm fine, Jim." She leaned forward slightly, pulling away from his hands. "Could we talk about the raise?"

Her boss laughed, walking around to sit down behind his desk. "Sure, honey."

A breath of relief slipped out of her and she forged ahead "I understand from Mrs. Foster that you're thinking about letting someone else direct the paralegals, so you won't have to be bothered with it."

Jim smiled across the desk. "That's right, but I'd have to work...very closely with her. She'd be my right-hand person, go to depositions with me, lunch together a lot..."

A sick feeling started in Emily's stomach as Jim's smile widened and his gaze dropped to her chest. "You've worked with me a long time, Emily, and I've always found you...attractive."

"Jim, I'm not interested in having an affair with you," she blurted out, nausea and anger making the words more blunt than she'd intended. The man had a temper when crossed, and four years of witnessing his rages hadn't made her immune to their effect.

His smile didn't waver. "That's such an ugly word, Emily. I'm just talking about a working relationship. Lots of pretty women develop feelings for the men who sign their paychecks."

"I can assure you," she said around the lump in her throat, "that  I will never develop those feelings."

Jim's face hardened. "Are you very sure, Emily? Because I'm having those feelings now and it might be hard to work together if they're not shared. I'd be walking around with a constant hard-on and no relief. Surely, you wouldn't want me to go to court like that."

Emily started trembling, more frightened and disgusted than she could have imagined. "Maybe I'm not the one for the promotion."

He got up and came around to face her again. "Think about this, honey. I'm a powerful, rich man, more powerful than your daddy. Don't you think you'd like sleeping with someone more powerful than Daddy?"

Emily shot up from the chair and retreated three steps toward the door.

"I'm sorry, Jim. I'm not interested," she said breathlessly.

"I'm sorry, too," he growled, his face darkening in response to her refusal. "Because you'll just have to find another job. You're fired, Miss Too-Good Loughlin."

Emily felt as if she'd slipped into another reality. Fired?

"Go on, get out of here," he snarled. "I'll tell Foster to give you two weeks' severance. I don't need prissy, up-tight bitches working for me.”

She'd never thought he'd fire her. Pass her over for the promotion, not give her a raise, and generally make her life at work miserable, but fire her? She'd worked here four years, doing darn good work in a job she'd grown to hate.

"I could sue you for this." The words slipped out, mostly just to see his reaction.

"Try it, honey." He glared at her. "I'll eat you for lunch."

Emily stood by the door, her hand on the knob as realization blossomed throughout her. He deserved to be sued and doing so was definitely her ethical responsibility, but why would she fight for a job she hated?

She never had to come back, she thought. Never again had to drag herself to the office and face another day helping clog the legal system. Never had to see Jim Morris again.

A smile spread over Emily's face. "You're scum, Jim. Real pond scum and I feel sorry for your wife. But you've just done me a big favor."

Emily opened the door and marched through it. Turned down for the loan, rejected as a volunteer for the historical society, and fired by her boss. All in one day.

Being a good girl wasn't paying off.

Screw them all, she was out of here. There was a big, open world to be discovered and she was definitely in the mood to go exploring. Somehow, she had to find some self-respect.

* * * * * 
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Jake Wolf couldn't believe sweet, decorous Emily had gone over the edge.

If her brother, David, hadn't been his best friend since grade school, Jake might have suspected the entire phone call was a prank. But he'd never heard David so desperate before.

Piloting his black pickup truck through dark, dangerous streets, Jake tried to make sense of his friend's garbled words.

From what her brother had said, quiet, sedate Emily Loughlin had snapped In a brief period of days, she'd quit her job, sold most of her belongings, and moved to the big city, claiming to be determined to try every sin the metropolis could offer.

Of course, a lot of people moved to Dallas. Nothing so strange about that. It was the sin part that put the near-hysterical note in David's voice. Emily had grown up in Middleton, Texas, the youngest child in a perfect family, wanting for nothing, sheltered in stability.

As far as Jake could remember, Emily had never done a sinful thing in her life. He didn't count the time she'd thrown rocks at him and David when they were skinny-dipping. After all, they had refused to let her join in and she'd gotten into big trouble with her mother for messing up her dress.

Jake stopped at a traffic light, hearing the lone echo of a siren through the midnight streets. Dallas was no place for Emily. She was a sweet, innocent young woman who had no idea how to manage in a place where crime lent a blood-red hue to the evening news.

The whole thing seemed unfathomable, but the scrap of paper in Jake's hand held the address of her motel and he'd promised David he'd ride to the rescue. David would have come himself if he hadn't been in the middle of a big deal for one of his father's cronies.

"Talk some sense into her," David had demanded. Turning the pickup toward the screaming siren, Jake wondered how he'd talk sense into a woman he hardly knew. He'd left Middleton ten years ago. The grown-up Emily seemed very removed from his world.

And now he was supposed to "handle" her.

The motel looked low and gray in the glare of the dim streetlights, the ambulance's rotating red light seeming surreal.

Panic crowded in Jake's chest. He'd headed out as soon as he'd gotten David's call. Surely, the worst couldn't have happened in so short a time. She'd only arrived in town that afternoon, according to her brother.

Jake glanced again at the address he'd scribbled. Caravan Inn on Ledbetter. He sighed in relief then, noting that the police cars and emergency vehicles were clustered at the far end of the parking lot, away from the room Emily occupied.

He pulled into the lot, steering around a ragtag crowd of onlookers. A surprising number of people, considering it was past midnight on a Thursday.

The Caravan Inn consisted of eight connected rooms, dilapidated and scrawled over with gang graffiti. Easing his truck across the pocked asphalt parking area, Jake stopped in front of number eight, wondering if Emily was inside, hiding under her bed. The noise of the city had assaulted even him when he'd first moved here from Middleton, and compared to Emily's, his life had been anything but quiet.

Jake got out and walked quickly to the door. He'd last seen Emily five years ago at Christmas when she'd been a junior in college. Slender and quiet, she'd worn a sedate green dress, her long dark hair pulled back with a bow. He remembered feeling awkward when his gaze had met her wide hazel eyes. The little girl he'd taunted and run from had somehow grown into a beautiful woman.

What was he supposed to say to her now? One o'clock in the morning at a scuzzy roach motel after she'd run away from home at the age of twenty-six.

Jake raised his hand and knocked, unable to shake the weirdness of the moment. He heard a scrabbling sound as if the room's occupant was rattling a safety chain.

"Who is it?" a muffled female voice called.

"Jake Wolf."

The door opened, framing Emily's astonished face in the crack allowed by the chain. "Jake?"

"Hi," he said, burrowing his hands in his coat pockets.

"What on earth are you doing here? How did you know I was..." Her voice trailed off as she brushed back a long strand of dark hair.

"David," she said, after a moment. "He called you."

"Yes," Jake acknowledged. "Can I come in?"

"Do you know what time it is?" she asked coolly, as if he were placing a social call after hours.

"Yes, Emily, I do," he said, starting to feel annoyed.  He didn’t know what was going on with her, but he hadn’t come into the worst neighborhood in Dallas to be kept standing at the door like a member of some annoying religious sect.

She looked at him for a long moment, the usual friendliness absent from her face. “I guess you can come in, since you’re here.”

“Great,” Jake muttered as she closed the door to unlatch the chain. “So much for Galahad on his white horse.”

The door swung wide and she stepped back to allow him entrance.

Jake looked around the room as she locked the door. Two smaller-than-full-size beds huddled against one wall, their coverlets a faded orange.  On the other side of the narrow space, a single sink sat next to a small television that was bolted to the wall. The rug under their feet was stained in more places than he could count, probably with liquids he didn’t want to think about.

In his mind’s eye flashed a picture of the large gracious brick home Emily and David had grown up in with its fireplace and in-ground pool. There couldn’t be a greater contrast.

“So,” Emily said with irritation, “big brother sent in the cavalry.”

“You can’t really blame him for being worried.” Jake looked at her with curiosity, wondering about the woman she’d become. Of average height, slender build, she had the long brown hair and fair complexion he remembered.  Now her face was clouded with emotion, her graceful body seeming taut beneath a baggy T-shirt and a pair of old jeans.

It seemed strange to see her as a woman apart from her family, more than just as David's sister.

"I'm not fourteen years old, Jake." Her hazel eyes flashed with resentment.

For some reason, her hostility made it easier for him. He didn't know what he'd have done if he'd found her crying in a corner.

"Maybe not chronologically," he replied, sinking down on one of the beds without waiting for her invitation. "But it sounds like you've reverted back to something. All of a sudden, you quit your job, sell everything, and move to Dallas to stay in this roach trap of a motel?"

"It's not that bad," she protested, as if trying to convince herself.

"I know you're not deaf, so you had to have heard the sirens out there."

Her face faintly worried, Emily glanced toward the window where the regular red flash from the police cruiser still shone. "Did you see what happened?"

"Someone probably got into a fight," he said, shrugging. "Things like that happen all the time in the big city."

"Did you come here to patronize me?" she demanded, sinking onto the bed opposite him, her long hair spilling like a silken curtain over her shoulders.

"No, but what's more important is why are you here?" he asked, more gently. "Why quit a good job and leave your home?"

Emily sighed heavily. "Jake, you don't know anything about my job. And I don't have a home, just a place where everyone else has ideas about who I am and the way I should live."

"I don't understand."

"I need a new life," she said vehemently.

"What was wrong with the old one?" He didn't know why she was so upset, but he found himself wanting to help.

"Everything," Emily shot back with a hard laugh, her pale face anguished. "You don't understand because you've always done what you wanted, went where you wanted to go-even as a teenager. Footloose, hell-raising Jake Wolf."

"When I was a teenager, no one cared where I went," he said dryly, remembering all the nights when he'd come home to find his hard-drinking father passed out on the couch. "You might not believe this, but I always envied you and David for having a curfew."

"Yeah, right," Emily said, lying back on the bed, the heavy fall of hair fanning out around her. "But you made the most of it. Middleton's bad boy. Mothers, hide your daughters."

"So, I still don't get it," Jake repeated, not wanting to pursue his reputation with Middleton's daughters. "You just woke up one day and decided you hate your hometown?"

"No. I don't hate Middleton." She sat up. "It's just that life there is the same for me as when I was fourteen. I'm still the mayor's daughter, people still talk about me if I miss church. The ladies at the grocery warn me not to eat too much red meat, and the historical society just can't conceive of me being creative enough to direct their restoration project. Never mind the fact that I have a damned degree in fine arts. If I stay in Middleton, I'll die of suffocation. Always be sweet, little Emily Loughlin and never really myself."

"So you came here," Jake gestured around the motel room, "to be yourself?"

"Yes," Emily said, flopping back on the bed. "I came here to be whatever I want, to try new things, to take chances that the mayor’s daughter hasn’t dared to do. Experience all of life.  I need to explore, to open myself up. My life has been so narrow.”

“I came to Dallas to be like you, Jake Wolf,” she continued.  “For the first time in my life, I’m running wild.”

“Emily,” Jake said uneasily. “I’m not sure what you’re fantasizing about, but running wild isn’t what it’s cut out to be. Believe me, I know.”

“I’ll tell you what I’m fantasizing about, she said, lying back on the bed with a dreamy smile on her face. “Having steamy, passionate sex with a man who drives me wild–“

Jake’s breath caught so hard in his throat that he  had to cough, her words conjuring up a vivid, arousing picture in his mind. Geez, he had to get a grip.

“I want to try everything, go new places, meet people who don’t fit in back in Middleton.  I want to take a lover because he fills me with lust, not because he fits my mother’s idea of a good husband.  I want to dye my hair purple, wear skintight short skirts. Do whatever I want to do–“

“Now wait a damn minute,” he interrupted, struggling to push away the jolting image of her lying naked amid tangled sheets, her hazel eyes filled with invitation. “Have you lost your mind?”

“Yes,” she said happily. “After I do all the wild, impossible things I want to do, I think I’ll go on a talk show. “Good Girls Who’ve Broadened Their Lives.”

“Emily.” Jake leaned toward her earnestly, the throbbing of his libido leaving him feeling as if he’d just run a hundred-yard dash. “What happened? Something must have happened.  I mean, you quit your job. David told me you were saving for a down payment on a house."

"A house I didn't like." She tucked her hands beneath her head and smiled at the ceiling. "I thought maybe if I had a place of my own to fix up, I'd be okay in Middleton. Silly of me, and then the bank turned me down for a loan because I'm a single woman."

"They told you that?"

"No, Mr. Simms just said he was sure that when I was married and settled down in a few years, my credit record would look a lot better."

"Well, that's not fair," Jake said. "But it's no reason to act crazy. And why were you buying a house you didn't like?"

"That's just it," she said, sitting up and swinging around to face him. "I was buying that house to try and fill my empty life. I have no life, Jake. I've been waiting for something to come along, like my mother always said it would, and make me happy. But no more. I'm taking charge of my life."

"So you quit your job? How are you going to live?"

"For right now," she said airily, "I'm in this cheap motel because I'm living on my savings."

"You're what?"

"Living on my savings, Jake. People do it all the time.”

"Not when they don't have to. Maybe if they're fired from their jobs or get laid off."

Emily's hair fell forward, concealing her face, and she stared at the floor. "Well, I'm living on my savings because I want to. I may take a job as a waitress or something if I need to—" 

"A waitress? Why?"

"Because..." She paused. "Because I hate being a paralegal and I've stopped doing anything that I hate."

Jake surveyed her slender form, the pale pink T-shirt skimming delectable curves. "You got dumped, didn't you? You fell in love with some guy and he had a problem with commitment."

"No."

"Honey, the guy's not worth ruining your life over." He leaned forward, feeling protective enough to want to punch the guy out. "I know it hurts and you probably want to make him sorry, but—“

"Jake!" Emily yelled, glaring at him. "There was no guy. I didn't get dumped. I just didn't have a life."

"—you're only hurting yourself this way. The best revenge is being happy. I'm sure if you go back to your job and get back into the swing of things, you'll find someone else—"

"Jake, I didn't get dumped!"

He looked at her a long moment, wondering if this was a case of deep denial. Nothing she said added up. Sure, there were probably some restraints in being a politician's daughter, but nothing that would drive a sheltered, sensitive woman to spend even one night in this hellhole.

"Have you talked to your parents?" he asked finally.

Emily sighed. "Yes. Sort of. They don't understand either, and yes, David already suggested antidepressants in case I'm going through some kind of 'woman thing.' I'm not."

Jake couldn't help the reluctant grin that came to his face. "You can't blame them for being worried."

"Maybe not," she shot back. "But I can't keep living my life so everyone else is happy. They're worried about me getting hurt. I understand that. I'm not going to take risks just for the hell of it, but I want to know what life is about, and if that means taking chances, I will."

This was a side of Emily he'd never seen. Except the time in fourth grade when she'd insisted on wearing the same red sweater for two weeks. Eventually, of course, her mother's sense of propriety won out, but he'd not forgotten how shocked and upset everyone had been by the episode.

Still, this was different. She could get into real trouble here—Dallas had its rough edges and heaven knew where her "exploration" would lead her.

Unfortunately, it had fallen to him to convince her to see reason and he was failing miserably.

"I don't see why you can't make yourself happy in Middleton," Jake said. "You had a good job in an interesting field. As long as you're supporting yourself, why can't you do whatever you want with your free time?"

Although he prayed her free time wouldn't involve sex for the hell of it. Even though she wasn't at her best at this moment, with her long legs and curvaceous figure, he had no doubt she'd be able to find plenty of takers if she offered herself.

"I'm not going home, Jake. You may not understand, but Middleton is what scares me. I'm a coward there. I don't like who I've become living there, worried about everyone else's feelings until I don't feel my own. I came to Dallas because I'm determined to take chances, to live on the edge, to try everything that's out there."

"Emily—"

"No," she said fiercely, her clenched fists pressing against the bed "Just accept it, Jake. I'm not going back."

At that moment, a knock sounded at the door.

Emily got up to open it, but Jake forestalled her, pushing aside the limp curtains to look out the window. "It's the police."

A male voice called from outside the door. "Police. Would you open the door?"

Emily went to the door, flashing an anxious glance over her shoulder at Jake as she released the chain.

"I just need to ask you folks a few questions," the officer said, his youthful face serious. "We've had a shooting and we need to know if you saw or heard anything."

"A shooting?" Emily said nervously, glancing over the officer's shoulder through the open door.

"Yes, ma'am. Have either of you been out this evening?"

"Not since I checked in about six o'clock."

"And you, sir?"

"I just got here half an hour ago," Jake told him tersely, "after you guys."

The officer nodded, giving him a sideways look. "And you, ma'am. You didn't go outside at all, look out the window? Hear any shots?"

"No, I didn't go or look out," Emily said. "And it has been so noisy outside, I couldn't really say I heard anything. Was anyone hurt?"

This was the Emily that Jake knew, the sweet person who was genuinely concerned about other people. She was an innocent who couldn't begin to conceive of the big-city evils that occurred daily.

"Yes, ma'am," the policeman said, his voice softening in the face of her earnest distress. "But we're doing our best to find out what happened. It was probably gang-related. We get a lot of that in this area. You need to be very careful around here."

"Yes, I will. Thank you, Officer."

"Good night." He left the doorway and went on to question the occupants of the next room.

Jake went to the open door and looked down toward the crime scene. With several of the police cruisers moved, he could see the area by the ambulance clearly for the first time.

A chalk outline decorated the pavement, a dark splatter of liquid beside the tracing of fallen humanity.

Emily's soft gasp drew his gaze down to where she stood next to him in the doorway, staring at the macabre scene with stricken eyes.

"This is what I mean, Emily," he said, his voice harsher than he'd intended. "People were shooting at each other while you sat in this room. What if a stray bullet had come through the window and hit you? It happens all the time."

He saw her jaw firm, despite the lingering horror in her eyes.

"I'm not going back," she whispered, the fear on her face shifting to determination. "I might never have the courage to break free again."

Turning away, Jake swore softly, damning boyhood friendship and stubborn women in one breath.

"I'm sorry," Emily said.

He knew she meant it, that she recognized his dilemma, but her sympathy didn't produce a solution.

"These people mean business," he said in his toughest voice. "They don't care who gets in their way."

"I'm not getting in anyone's way," she asserted. Standing there in the night air, Jake realized he wasn't going to be able to budge her. Gentle, friendly Emily had suddenly turned unyielding.

"Listen," Jake said, swinging around to face her as his brain shifted into crisis-management mode. "It's late. Maybe you won't go back to Middleton tonight, but I can't leave you here. Just for tonight, why don't you stay at my place?”

As soon as the words were out of his mouth. Jake thought of all the reasons why it was a lousy idea.  ...steamy, passionate sex with a man who drives me wild.... 

She was his best friend's sister, a woman looking for trouble.

Jake had cleaned up his life several years back. He no longer thought of himself as a magnet for a stream of women looking to lose themselves in the sweaty abandon of meaningless sex. That kind of offer didn't present much threat to his reformation.

But a woman wanting to find herself? He couldn't even imagine all the trouble she'd bring. Just being here with her brought back old feelings. She reminded him of who he used to be, the bad kid from a bad family.

Emily apparently shared his ambivalence about staying at his place. She looked up at him with eyes that held both doubt and skepticism. "Your place?"

"Yes,” he said, knowing he couldn't walk away and leave her here. Promising himself that he'd get through to her somehow and get her pointed toward Middleton again in no time. He hoped.

"No, Jake," she said, shaking her head. "I didn't come here to trade one set of keepers for another.”

"It isn't safe here,” he said again.

"This place is just temporary," she told him. "I'll stay the night and find somewhere else as soon as I can."

Jake glanced back at the chalk outline. "Damn it, Emily. You're not staying here by yourself."

"It's just one night," she protested.

"You're not staying here by yourself," Jake declared unequivocally.

"You can't stop me!" she shot back at him, rebellion in her pale face.

"No," he said with disgust as he turned to leave, "but I can damn well sit in my truck all night and make sure you don't get killed."

"You can't do that," Emily said, suddenly aghast. "What about stray bullets?"

Jake just smiled, so angry he wanted to shake her.

"You could be hurt," she protested. ''I'm the one rebelling here. I'll take the risks."

He leaned against the door frame, saying nothing.

"Don't be so pigheaded!”

Jake stared at her, his gaze as stony as he could manage when all he wanted to do was spank her.

"Well," she said slowly after a moment. She glanced again at the crime scene. "I guess I could stay at your place one night."

"Yes, you can," he agreed, turning back into her room. "Where's your suitcase?"

Moving swiftly before she could change her mind, Jake had checked her out of the motel within minutes and was driving through the dark streets with her headlights bouncing off his rearview mirror like the reverse of a shadow. Maybe he hadn't actually accomplished what David had asked of him, but at least she wouldn't get shot at his apartment.

Of course, he couldn't guarantee that he wouldn't strangle her.

It was almost two o'clock in the morning when they pulled into the small apartment complex. Jake grabbed the luggage out of her sensible import and strode up to the door, leaving Emily to trail after.

If he hadn't been so irritated with her, Jake might have worried about dust balls in the comers of his bedroom. As it was, he concentrated on not chewing her out like a Victorian father.

As he set her things down at the foot of his king-size bed, the irony of the situation occurred to him. He couldn't remember one other situation where he'd been the parental voice. Emily's assessment of his youth rang true. He had been a hell-raiser, a bundle of testosterone determined to mow his way through the attractive females of Middleton.

Yes, he'd found his way to a measure of maturity. Owning his own business and paying taxes had a sobering effect.

Still, it felt weird to find himself in the position of trying to keep Emily's tender feet from the same path he'd heedlessly run down himself only a few years before.

The kid from the wrong side of the tracks rescuing Middleton's own princess. How unlikely was that?

"This is your room," Emily said in a breathless rush as she arrived in the doorway.

"Yes." He grabbed a fresh T-shirt and some sweat-pants out of a drawer, trying not to picture her soft, naked curves sprawled invitingly across his sheets. What was he thinking, and of Emily? Such disturbing images of David's sister couldn't be allowed to form.

"I can't put you out of your bed," she protested as he turned to leave.

Jake stilled her with a look. "You've won the big battle tonight. If I were you, I'd retire from the field."

Without giving her a chance to argue, he shut the door, headed for a very uncomfortable night on the couch.

David owed him in a major way.

*
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Emily rolled over, blinking at the sunlight streaming through a crack in the blinds. Instantly, remembrance rushed in, accompanied by the scent of Jake's sheets and the realization that she'd truly done it. She'd shed the encumbrances of her past life and leapt out into the world as naked as a newborn.

Understandably, the thought made her nervous, even terrified. But she'd had to do it, had to step out now and make a life for herself. She might be a bundle of mixed-up feelings about where to take her life, about her own ability to handle the cold, cruel world, but she knew leaving Middleton was right.

A woman couldn't really live without self-respect. Still, lying here safe in Jake's bed, she remembered how terrified she'd been at the motel before he arrived, not that she'd have ever let him see that. The fear didn't matter, though. As scary as jumping out on her own was, staying in her old life had felt like slow suffocation. At least fear was a real feeling.

Staring up at the ceiling thinking about feelings, Emily thought about her would-be rescuer and how he must have felt when friendship dictated his late-night assignment as a social worker. She shook her head. No doubt, he saw her as a mixed-up kid, a poor shadow of a girl trying foolishly to lead a full-bodied life.

There was nothing new about Jake thinking of her as a nuisance, if he thought of her at all. She'd more or less existed on the fringes of his life all these years, David their only real link.

Emily refused to consider her youthful crush on him in days past when he wore black leather and drove his Harley down Main Street with the roar of devils. No, she didn't just want a boyfriend who was bad to the bone, she wanted-needed-to live a new, precarious life herself. She needed to be free to make her own mistakes. No longer too timid to face life.

Of course, the thought of a leather-clad lover anything like Jake couldn't help but triple her heart rate for a moment.

Looking around the bedroom, Emily reflected that it screamed "unattached macho male" from the dark plaid comforter to the dusty miniblinds at the window. How many times had she wondered about his life since he'd left Middleton?

Jumping out of Jake's bed—she couldn't think of it otherwise—Emily quickly dressed, pulling her long hair into a pony tail. From the sunlight at the window, the morning was half gone and she had some changing to do.

Minutes later, Emily quietly cracked open the bedroom door, instantly spotting Jake, still crashed on the too-short couch. Pushing back her guilt at what she knew had to have been a very uncomfortable night, she tiptoed across the small living area trying not to wake him.

He slept facedown, buried in a pillow, his dark hair rumpled. Emily swallowed. Jake had always been something like a natural wonder with his vivid blue eyes and dark hair, even back in the days before his six-foot frame had filled out.

Now he had the muscular grace of a man. The slope of his broad shoulders beneath the thin knit of his T-shirt seemed to call out for the smoothing of her touch. Emily rubbed her palm against her pant leg and reminded herself that to Jake she was as sexless as a house plant.

Turning her gaze away from the length of his powerful legs, she searched for a piece of scratch paper to leave him a note.

"Darn it," she said softly. Here she was embracing a new liberated life, unrestricted by social niceties, and already she was automatically falling back into her old, good-girl ways.

Screw leaving him a note. She was an adult. She could go anywhere she wanted.

But he'd worry if he woke and found her gone.

Still, she hadn't asked to stay here. If he'd left her at the motel, which would probably have been perfectly safe—how many shootings could happen in one night?—then he wouldn't even have known enough to worry.

Emily took a step toward the door, then paused, glancing back to where he lay sleeping. She should just leave.

Maybe he wouldn't even care that she was gone, but just be relieved. David couldn't expect him to keep her shackled to his side. Not really.

Shifting from one foot to another, Emily dithered for another two minutes and then, with a muffled mutter of irritation, found a piece of paper.

She settled her conflict by leaving him a very brief note and being completely nonspecific. She had gone out, she'd be back later. Thanks for the bed.

The last line scrawled itself out before she realized it, but Emily refused to rewrite the whole thing. Propping the note on the table by the couch, she scurried out of the apartment.

*
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Jake left the shop area and walked through the deserted office, his eyes gritty with fatigue, despite sleeping in until nine-thirty. He felt old. Who would have guessed that by the age of thirty, two o'clock in the morning would seem late?

Of course, dealing with a woman who'd gone off her rocker hadn't helped his stress. He'd been wondering where she was all day. Many things could happen to a woman in a city the size of Dallas, especially a woman as sweet and innocent as Emily.

Had she even had a lover? Jake shoved the errant thought aside. Emily's sex life wasn't his concern.

Pouring himself another cup of coffee, he wondered where his sales staff was. Now that he thought about it, even the shop had been empty, despite the fact that it was only three in the afternoon.

A murmur of voices drew him toward the showroom, a glass-fronted area that held a herd of gleaming Harleys, otherwise known as hogs by their besotted fans.

Jake frowned over his coffee cup as he spotted a tight circle of his employees gathered around someone who was perched on one of the motorcycles. He employed two sales guys and half a dozen mechanics, most of who appeared to be in the cluster.

Curious about who could hold the attention of his rowdy bunch, Jake wandered over. 

As he grew closer, he could see over Mark's shoulder. A woman.

That fit. Only two things secured his head mechanic's attention, hogs and women, in that order.

Still, she'd have to be a babe to gain this much notice, even in this testosterone-rich environment.
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