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Prologue

 

The woman he loved was getting ready to walk out of his life forever. And there wasn't a damn thing he could do to stop her. How could he stop someone who was, in essence, a stranger yet someone he'd come to know right down to the innermost depths of her soul? How could he love someone who wouldn't even tell him her name? And refused to hear his?

Maybe he was crazy. Maybe his grief had created something that wasn't there. But he didn't believe that. In one short weekend, he'd fallen in love this woman with the flowing, cinnamon-colored hair and vulnerable-as-a-lamb eyes--so much more than he'd ever loved Tawny in a year and a half of marriage. This woman understood him; she'd touched him deeper than anyone ever had. Deeper than anyone except Dakota. Somehow she'd even touched and eased that pain without words. 

He loved her. He didn't want her to walk out of this cheap motel room and disappear from his life as if what had happened between them meant nothing.

She was here tonight, and that meant there was still a chance to convince her they could have a life together outside of this room. He'd convinced her to stay an extra night, hadn't he?

Randy slid across the bed to where she sat with her arms wrapped around her knees. He'd found her like this, so lonely and huddled into herself, each time he awoke. He didn't think she'd slept at all.

Snaking his arms over her shoulders, he felt the cold of her bare skin. One lamp pierced the curtain-shrouded room. Her hair shone like fire in that dim light. Brushing long silken strands back over her shoulder, Randy pressed a kiss into the curve of her neck while allowing one hand to trace the heart tattoo just above her breast. She allowed his touch, too. The ease they'd both displayed in their intimacy still astonished him. He'd never felt this natural with Tawny or the few women he'd dated before her, especially in such a short time. The first time he'd touched this woman, he'd forgotten she was a total stranger.

"I know this great Chinese restaurant. You must be as sick of pizza as I am." He smiled toward the empty pizza delivery boxes on a tattered bistro table. "We could go--"

She turned her head toward him. For the first time, he wondered how old she was. In the half-light, she barely looked old enough to have a license to drive the car she'd met him here in. Then again, the kind of naked honesty she'd laid before him would leave anyone looking like a child.

"When I leave, I leave alone," she said, her tone husky, firm. "When I leave...this never happened."

She'd given him every reason for why she wanted that yesterday. Yesterday her objective hadn't been nearly as unequivocal though. He drew back from it, from her. If he left here alone... Hell, he'd go back to his home and he'd have to face that Dakota was gone. Forever. And I'm not ready to consider that, let alone call it my reality.

Something had died in this woman recently. She'd bared her heartache to him as if they'd needed a reason for meeting and coming together this way. Even if she didn't know it, something had died in him, too. And, God help him, he didn't want to face the emptiness all alone. Not when they could heal each other.

"The hell if this never happened," he muttered. "It happened. We'll never forget it." Instinct took over, and he dragged her back toward him, turning her into his arms. He took her mouth, adding another layer of pain. Physical. Emotional. She was his. Every part of her responded to his passion. She crawled right into him like a caddis fly into its case. Yet she said, "I'll forget you, you'll forget me." 

As cruel as her words were, the way she said them only heated him. With anger. With desire. With the need to grab hold and possess. With the ache to forget so I can find something in life that matters again. "I'll never forget you, sweetheart. I--"

But she stopped his words with a kiss so desperate, he couldn't deny her. "Don't," she begged. "Don't kill me. Because this is all we can have. All I'll ever allow myself again."

Gentle eyes the color of whiskey strengthened his hope. She felt what he felt. This wasn't a casual fling. Strangers getting through a night or two. This was love. Maybe even true love.

"I'll forget you," she whispered. "I have to. Because I don't want to hurt ever again."

She made love to him, at once cutting him and healing him. And, in the morning, she was gone. His emptiness returned.

 


 

 

 

Part I: Paper Doll

 

I am Love.

I can touch those who believe.

I take your heart and I make it bleed.

I bring the rain that darkens the sky.

I am Love, I am Pain.

Turn your eyes on me.

I can set you free.

I can tear your world apart

if you open up and let me into your heart.

But look deeper and you'll find

I'm just a feeling you you'll never see.

I am the Reaper,

and they all fear me...

 

 

Chapter 1

10 years later...

 

"This is a pretty big house for just one person," Randy Briggs commented, watching his younger sister refill his coffee mug. "Six bedrooms, three baths?"

Rod Summers, "the love of Bethany's life" so she claimed, grinned at him like a little boy. "How'd you know?"

Shrugging, Randy picked up his mug. How could he worry so much about his sister's choice and yet be charmed by the very same guy? The first time Randy had met Rod, he'd put him down as a no-account rogue. Maybe he was. But he was also an endearing child, a romantic, a partner in a prospering motorcycle sales and repair shop named Hog Heaven. Rod really seemed to care about Bethany. That was the bottom line. But, despite that Rod had generously invited to put Randy up for a few days or weeks--as long as necessary--Randy couldn't help looking for anything suspicious in the offer. 

He'd found a culprit yesterday when he'd driven up to this house. Mansion. Prospering partner aside, there was no way Rod could afford a house this size and value. Six bedrooms, three baths, every conceivable luxury including an enclosed pool, hot tub, built-in sound system, home theater, and an elaborate second floor gym. While believable that a man-child like Rod would feel the need for all these expensive toys, how could he afford them on his presumed slightly higher than moderate income? Either he was in debt up to his eyeballs or he had something shady going on the side. Neither pleased Randy, considering his innocent and naïve sister had all but picked out a china pattern with this guy already.

"How much did this monster set you back?" Randy continued nonchalantly. Houses were his business, so he knew Rod wouldn't find the question too personal. Bethany might see his true purpose...or simply assume he was trying to bond with her boyfriend. His sister gave him a big smile as she set a healthy stack of pancakes before him. Yup, he'd pleased her with his "efforts."

Rod dove into his breakfast, shrugging in disinterest. Didn't know or had something to hide? Randy's suspicions grew. Those innocent-as-a-lamb eyes gave nothing away. "Did it come with all the amenities or did you have them put in afterward?"  

The way things looked, Randy would have to get another house quick. Bethany had recently given up her apartment to move in with Rod. They'd need a place to live when Randy dragged her out of here kicking and screaming.

"I had most everything installed," Rod said, passing him the syrup, then tossing a cool sausage to the German Shepherd begging at his feet.

This was getting him nowhere. 

"Except the gym," Rod amended with his mouth full. "Josie did that."

"Josie?"

Rod nodded, swallowing. "My sister. JoJo. She owns the house. She's got a chain of fitness clubs. She's filthy rich, but if she had her way she'd still be living in a two-bedroom apartment with just the bare necessities."

Shame kept Randy from bursting into sheepish laughter. He'd painted Rod--despite all appearances--black as a drug lord or a Mafia hitman. Never mind that he didn't have the cold-blooded nature needed for either role. Randy shook his head, murmuring that he hadn't known Rod had a sister. After fanning opening the newspaper, he dug into his breakfast.

He looked up to compliment his sister's culinary skills but found Rod already bestowing gratitude. Since arriving yesterday, Randy had been witness to constant displays of their affection for each other. Every time he felt annoyance, he told himself he should be happy for his sister. Jealousy hadn't occurred to him until now. Could that be why he'd tried so hard to ferret out any suspect behavior in Rod? Was he jealous because he himself had given and received very little affection in the last ten years?

Glancing at Bethany perched snugly against Rod on the stool, he thought, It wasn't as if I didn't try. He'd had dates, prospects... No, he hadn't tried. Loneliness had been a choice, unconscious as it was. Because of her. 

"Where is your sister?" Randy asked. He hadn't met her at all yesterday after he'd arrived. She slept in her own house, didn't she?

"She's in California. Business."

Something in Rod's tone came close to a snort of derision. "She'll be back this afternoon."

Randy went back to his pancakes and the newspaper. After a minute, he glanced at Rod again. Impulsive--that was another trait he saw in his sister's boyfriend. "You cleared me staying here with her, didn't you?"

Another boyish smile told him all he needed to know, but Rod added reassuringly, "She won't mind. She never minds."

Great. Rod hadn't bothered asking his sister. Good way to get in the family graces. She's out of town for a day or two and comes back to find the entire Briggs clan taking over her home. Randy didn't ask, but he had a hunch that Bethany had come in without invitation from this JoJo either. Randy would have to make it clear he could be expelled without hurt feelings at any time--and that meant securing his next job without being as choosy.

When his sister had started attending beauty school in preparation for the salon she now owned, Randy had ventured out of general contracting. For the past five years, he'd been buying houses, fixed them up and selling them--sometimes for twice what he paid. Since he was qualified, certified and/or licensed in all aspects of house building and renovation, he did ninety percent of the work himself and made good money at it. 

Usually, as he put the final touches in and just before he put a house back out on the market, he began the process of seeking out his next project. On rare occasions, like the last one, the house had sold before he'd chosen another fixer-upper. That put him out of a home. Since there was little point to getting an apartment for a couple weeks or months, he'd stayed with his sister in-between jobs over the years. 

When Bethany had heard he was staying at a motel this time, she'd talked to Rod and he'd invited him to stay here. Randy had put aside his reservations about accepting the generous offer simply because he was interested in getting to know the man his sister was sure she'd spend the rest of her life with.

Discovering Rod had "generously" offered what wasn't even his didn't sit well with Randy. He'd spent his life taking care of other people. No one took care of him. And he didn't sponge off the people he knew, let alone strangers. 

After breakfast, he called a real estate agent he knew and made an appointment to check out Stevens Point's finest fixer-uppers. Then he re-packed what little he owned. Just in case JoJo Summers wasn't welcoming strangers today, he'd be ready to go at a moment's notice.
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JoJo didn't say a word when she walked through her front door, exhausted, and her brother announced that he'd invited his girlfriend's brother to stay for a couple weeks. She didn't need the explanation for it either and didn't really listen as Rod gave the details.

She'd bought this house for one reason: Every time she turned around, Rod was living in her apartment full-time and invited everybody he met to live there with them. The friends they had in common she didn't mind. But the deadheads, the flavors of the week, the moochers... At least in this big house, she had an entire wing to herself. She didn't even have to meet Rod's playmates if she didn't want to.

"Should I set a place for you at dinner?" Bethany asked.

Shaking her head, JoJo didn't bother to look at the blond-haired, blue-eyed nymph her brother had his arm around perpetually. Despite the duration of her stay, Bethany Briggs would get old to her roving-eye brother. Rod never stayed with any woman longer than two weeks. Bethany had been here two months--and had pretty much taken over--but JoJo was sure her culinary skills accounted for a lot of that record. "I'm gonna take a bath and go to bed." And call Morris for some answers, she added to herself firmly.

"Come on. You gotta meet him. He's gonna be your brother-in-law someday," Rod claimed boldly.

JoJo couldn't control her snort. "No thanks." She bent to greet her dog Cameron. 

She was too tired to sit through another meal listening to her brother's thoughtlessness and Bethany's currying favor. After Morris, without explanation, had missed his plane out to the new club in San Francisco, she'd gone instead. She'd caught herself up on the details of the acquisition--another of Morris's jobs--during the flight and took care of everything in two days without more than a couple hours' sleep. If I'd known I'd be chief, cook and bottle washer, I would've paid Morris's loan back and left it at that instead of asking him to be a partner, she'd thought more than once since Seasons Fitness Center soared into the black less than a year after she opened.

"He could be here awhile. You're gonna run into him sooner or later," Rod said to her back.

"I'll risk it then." She picked up her staircase and, with Cameron on her heels, climbed the stairs, veering left at the top into her personal wing. She'd converted one of the extra bedrooms there into a personal gym. The other one was empty...

She walked past the extra bedroom, and then it registered. Backing up, she saw a large carryall on the bed.

That little weasel! JoJo clenched her teeth. Rod's guests went in his wing, never hers. He knew that, so why had he put Bethany's brother over here? Unless he was playing matchmaker again. Damn him!

Dropping her duffel bag where she stood, she moved back toward the staircase, took the plushly carpeted stairs two at a time, and swung toward the voices she heard in the living room.

Something stopped her. Saved her. A word, an inflection, a sigh. Whatever it was, she flattened her back against the wall just outside the living room. Her heart rate had picked up to the point that each breath was a struggle. She couldn't have explained her own behavior because it wasn't until she peeked in to the living room that she understood. And remembered. 

Him!

He wasn't simply a vision or a memory. He was a heat in her blood, a shiver under her skin, an ache down so deep inside her she would have said she'd forgotten him if not for the rush slamming through her.

It was him--older, more masculine, if possible. But he was the same man who'd made love to her like he knew her inside and out only minutes after they met, who'd seemed to understand her on a level no one else ever had, who'd begged her to stay past the fantasy, who'd probably hated her when he'd woken up the next morning to find her gone like a coward.

And, like that same coward, she turned tail now and ran soundlessly up to her bedroom to hide.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

He was Bethany's brother. That little piece of the obvious came to JoJo while everything else was bursting through her senses like fireworks. She let out a choked laugh. 

What are the odds? she thought, hugging her dog. Because it was a coincidence. She didn't believe in fate any more than she believed in true love. If she'd left that hotel room with him, if she'd allowed herself to have faith, in the end every illusion they'd created would have been shattered. She'd survived the last time. She'd been strong enough to close off her heart.

What was she supposed to do now? She couldn't hide up here until he left for good. She had responsibilities. Besides, hiding was weak. 

She gave Cameron a pat, slid off the bed and went to the mirror. She wasn't that vulnerable eighteen-year-old anymore. She didn't spill her guts to friends, let alone to strangers. She didn't let anyone too close. And physically... Well, she'd never been beautiful. She never would be. Still, there was a mature quality to her looks that certainly hadn't been there ten years ago. He probably won't even recognize you, she told herself, pushing both hands through her hair, let alone remember two days a decade ago. Two days and three nights of heaven and hell.

She crossed her arms over her neck, closing her eyes when the memories collided with present reality. His gentleness, his fierce passion. His silence as she'd spoken, then his touch, his tears. Those soft gray eyes, those magic hands, the way he'd laughed and the unbelievable way he'd made her laugh. The sound of his voice, almost a sigh, when he'd called her "sweetheart"...

Oh hell.

"I'll forget you, you'll forget me." She'd said those words, so what was she doing now, reliving the whole thing like a treasured memory?

He'd forgotten. He'd gotten on with his life. He was that kind of man. An optimist. A believer in true love, wherever, whenever it came.

She could go down there and face him for what he was, regardless of what he'd felt like to her a lifetime ago--a stranger.
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Randy pulled his Suburban into the four-stall garage, next to the car Rod had bought for his sister. Beside the white Sunbird was a 4x4 that hadn't been here since he arrived yesterday.

JoJo Summers was home.

He got out and made his way inside the house through the semi-enclosed pool outside the kitchen. When she saw him, Bethany straightened from peeking into the oven. "How did it go? Any fixer-uppers in Stevens Point?" she asked.

Randy had worked on houses all over Wisconsin, beginning in Milwaukee. Today he'd seen in Point what he'd been seeing a lot of lately--modular and prefab houses. They were cheaper, well-built for the most part, more convenient, and, unfortunately for him, the wave of the future. He rubbed the back of his neck, sighing. "Few prospects."

"I hope you find something." She gave him a quick hug. "I'd like it if you lived near us...even if it's just for a little while."

She knew he liked moving around from year to year. What she might not suspect was the heart of his reason for looking for a house in Stevens Point was in case things didn't work out for her. He'd be there if she needed him.

Bethany's glowing smile changed to something closer to dread or caution as she said, "Rod's sister is back."

Randy could read his sister as easily as he could a child's book--she didn't like this JoJo Summers. Curious though he was, now wasn't the time to find out why not. "I noticed. I need to talk to her."

He heard an unfamiliar voice in addition to Rod's, but by the time he reached the foyer she'd disappeared into the east wing upstairs. "Told you she wouldn't mind," Rod greeted him confidently.

Randy followed him into the living room, where the younger man dropped into a lounger.

"What did she say?"

"Nothing."

Nothing? How was that anywhere near "not minding"? "What do you mean nothing? If she doesn't mind, then where is she?" Wouldn't she stay to greet him if she didn't mind?

"If she minded, she would've said so. She speaks her mind when she's pissed about something."

Rod had lost none of his confidence yet, beneath his dark eyes, Randy thought he saw something. Annoyance or sadness. He didn't know Rod well enough to be sure what he might be feeling.

"You want a beer? Soda?"

Randy accepted the soda, watching Rod go to the dorm refrigerator behind the bar. He briefly answered Rod's inquiry about his house hunting endeavors that day. He still wasn't comfortable being here. Until he talked to Rod's sister, he wouldn't be either. Why would she say nothing about a stranger living in her house for an undefined amount of time? It seemed to Randy that there were two reactions to this situation: "Fine" or "No way." Not nothing.

After Bethany popped in to say dinner would be ready in a few minutes, Randy started to get to his feet. He had to confront JoJo. If it meant knocking on her bedroom door, then... He'd risen halfway off the sofa when she entered the room. An unanticipated slam to the gut couldn't have set him reeling back more.

It can't be...But he'd never forgotten her. Not the cat-like grace of her body, the fire of her hair, the vulnerability in those whiskey-colored eyes. Her eyes didn't hold a trace of vulnerability anymore. No emotions were revealed. Not even when their eyes locked and his entire world rocked dangerously. She doesn't remember me. For a long moment, Randy wasn't sure what hurt him most. That she'd lived up to her promise to forget him or that she'd lost that tender innocence he'd loved so much in her. This woman lived in a fortress. He could see every one of the intangible guards standing tirelessly at arms.

You've thought it was her before. Maybe if you look away or if she turns around, you'll realize it's not her just like all those times on the street, in a restaurant, in the bar we met. But looking away, having her come closer, only confirmed the truth. After ten years of conscious or unconscious searching, he'd finally found her again. And it was her, not just some woman who looked a little like her but shared no other similarities.

She came into the room and got right down to business, ignoring him and facing her brother. "You wanna take a look at my truck when you get a chance? The brakes are making noise."

"You drive like a bat outta hell. I'm not surprised."

In profile, Randy saw her clench her teeth. "You gonna look at it or not? I'll take it to Jon or Blackie otherwise." She'd jammed her hands into the pockets of her well-worn jeans. Was she nervous? Every line of her body disputed that.

She'd been voluptuous and soft ten years ago. How could nothing have changed, yet everything had? There was a sleek maturity to her curves, a hardness every bit as sexy to him as the softness. Even the now implacable face that had been warm with emotions was the same, gentled by the fiery silkiness of hair surrounding her face and spilling over her shoulders. Yet that same face harbored the deceptive mark of age.

"You can't drive it if there's something wrong with the brakes," Rod muttered like she was an imbecile. 

Randy wanted to tell him to take it easy, but JoJo's gruff "Fine" assured him that resentment was ingrained deep enough in both of them so neither noticed it anymore.

Within thirty seconds of his cruelty, Rod did a complete about-face in order to cheerfully introduce the two of them. And that was when it happened. A minute, tell-tale sign of vulnerability. As JoJo turned to him, Randy saw a ghost of recognition in her eyes. It came and went, replaced with coldness. She said "Hey" with the same lack of interest she'd show to a bug she'd stomped beneath her boot.

That split-second slip was all that kept Randy from anger. If he meant nothing to her, if she'd completely forgotten him, she wouldn't try so hard to be indifferent, and she wouldn't avoid him the way she did when Bethany came in again to announce that dinner was on the table. "I've got a phone call to make," she murmured her excuse for not joining them.

She followed her brother out of the room, diverting to the staircase. Randy followed her. He reached the spindle post just as she took the first two steps. "I hope you don't mind that your brother invited me to stay. I didn't realize--"

"No," she cut in. And then she slipped again. He strongly suspected that she wanted to say something. Her mouth tightened around words he would have given his next breath and then some to hear, but then she let them fade. Instead she said, "Stay if you need to."

Randy could have been convinced she really didn't care in the least if she hadn't bit her lip. Holding back recognition? A greeting? Shock?

Her spine and head went straight as arrows as she climbed the staircase. Randy watched her, overwhelmed by sadness. What happened to you, sweetheart? You believed love would kill you if you gave in to it a second time. So you killed it instead.

He sighed. No vulnerability and therefore no truth. No love. No life.

For one moment, he considered leaving it at that. Letting her play whatever game she needed to in order to protect herself. But then Randy had always believed in true love, that they'd had it, however briefly, and that someday they'd meet again to get it right. He'd just never expected to have to battle her to make her see fate at work.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

JoJo moved down the stairs in the darkness, turning on the stove light when she reached the kitchen. Using a wooden match, she lit one of the cigarettes she'd sworn off upon realizing that her teenage ulcer was back. She needed a smoke now. Damn her shaking hands!

The cigarette calmed her some and doing a routine chore like paying bills helped more. She didn't react to the credit card bill Rod had run up again. She'd stopped getting mad at him for his extravagance the day she'd realized getting her pissed was exactly why he spent her money hand over fist. He had plenty of money of his own--a legacy from a father who hadn't wanted anything to do with him. Instead, Rod used her money without conscience. She had more money than she could ever use and money meant nothing to her. The day she'd acknowledged Rod's motive, she'd given him his own card on her account without a word.

Trying to infuriate her seemed to be Rod's favorite pastime, only God knew why. He could do it sometimes, too. She'd wondered more times than she cared to remember what had happened to the brother she'd been so close to she'd considered  him her soulmate as a little girl. You know what happened, she reminded herself. You stopped letting anyone in. You've changed more than he has.

He'd gotten to her today. Rod inviting his girlfriend's brother to stay here infuriated her beyond bearing. And he'd put him up in her wing to cinch his plans--whatever evil he had in mind.

She finished the cigarette, then sealed the last paid bill. Tossing it with the others in the middle of the table, she got up and walked out to the patio. Cameron came out after her. She treaded her toe in the heated water, considering a skinny dip. Wading in the moonlight with nothing but the sound of crickets and the soft lap of the water sounded beyond relaxing. It was something a person like JoJo indulged in so rarely it could qualify as a cardinal sin.

Instead of giving into temptation, she sat at the edge of the pool, soaking her feet and hugging her dog's coarsely furred neck.

Randy Briggs. Hell, he had a name--a name that fit him so well it seemed like she should have always known it. Big, burly, soft-spoken, gentle giant Randy. And he's Rod's girlfriend's brother. If that isn't the biggest damn coincidence...ever. 'Cause you know it's not destiny or some stupid fairy tale like that. A bark of maddened laughter flew out of her mouth, and she bit down on her lip until she tasted blood.

Too close. Laughter and tears were close enough to cross into each other's borders right now. She couldn't take the chance because, if she opened that vault, the blackness behind it would suck her in like a vacuum.

A prickling sensation crept along her senses. Someone was nearby. Him. She knew it as positively as she knew she had to grab control of this situation and make sure she gave nothing away. "In some cultures, it's considered rude to lurk in doorways," she said, her voice well above the whisper the night called for. If she wasn't imagining things, he'd make himself known. If she'd imagined a presence...even better than testing her strength.

"It's considered rude not to say 'How the hell are you?' to an old acquaintance, too," came the soft, slightly scolding reply.

JoJo swallowed with difficulty. He knew. She'd given something away. Betrayed herself.

Keeping her expression and tone even, she glanced around to see him when she said, "What do you mean?" Maybe if she played the hand of mistaken identity as long as she could, he'd doubt himself and go away. Unfortunately, she couldn't take her eyes off him once she spoke. Hell, he was big. He filled the patio doorway with massive shoulders...and he darn near touched the top of the frame. Had he been this tall and pure male back then? Even if he hadn't, she reacted to him the same way. She'd wanted to get her hands on him the second she laid eyes on him at Rainbow Nights. Not simply because he was so roughly masculine and sexy, he made every other man in the bar look like pubescent boys. The fierce tenderness she'd seen in his eyes beckoned her. She'd needed tenderness and protection then, even if they couldn't save her from everything she'd done, everything she would do, everything she'd become.

Sliding the patio door closed behind him, he ambled out to the pool grounds. "You want me to pretend we're strangers?"

JoJo held her breath. She silently prayed for him to say the words, 'Okay, I can do that.' She wouldn't give in to admitting the truth even if he did say them, but having him in her house temporarily would be so much easier if he did. Annoyance raced through her. When did he ever make it easy for you to duck out? To avoid him? To hide what you felt?

He lowered himself into the chair a few feet behind her. Being face to face with him before had been difficult. Somehow having him behind her now was worse than that'd been. Not to see his expression tortured her when he said, "I can't pretend. I never forgot you, sweetheart." His tone was so soft, she could almost believe he loved her as much now as he'd said he did then.

Her control was so shaken, she wondered if she could be any more obvious facing him. A normal response to him would be 'Oh? Have we met somewhere before?' If she had even a modicum of strength, she would have said it, too. Would have remained calm, passive and one hundred percent convincing in her insistence that she didn't recall having ever met him before today. JoJo couldn't manage any of it. To listen to him rake all that up...the pain, the bittersweet pleasure... She couldn't deny she had the scars, but now she realized even scars could bleed.

The silence, his presence so near, brought the memories back in a debilitating rush that made her gasp at the sharpness. She'd been cold for so long, the heated emotions threatening to break free undid her.

Thinking nothing of her precious control, she jumped to her feet and ran. She'd never know if she could have made it to her bedroom before she toppled over the edge. Randy grabbed hold of her before she reached the staircase. Had he suspected she'd run? Or were his reactions laser-quick?

She couldn't think, not when he held her, pulling her back against his chest. His strength equaled his gentleness in the ultimate contradiction. JoJo fought the need for it the only way she could. "It can only be sex. And only tonight."

He must have heard the desperation in her voice. She didn't care. She couldn't give in. Because if she gave in, she'd have to deal with something she'd locked up inside her long ago. Locked up instead of faced. He could make her face it, too. He almost had ten years ago. The wounds had been too raw then. Ultimately, though, the angry grief festering inside her had been stronger than the love he'd wanted to give her.

His breath in her ear sounded harsh with the sting from her words. "You know just sex could never satisfy me, JoJo."

To lean into him, take anything he offered, hear him call her sweetheart... The fear gave her power enough to break free of his hold. "I don't offer twice, Briggs," she said between her teeth.

He stared at her the way someone would at a lover who'd become a stranger. She obviously hadn't fooled him with the stranger ruse...or her makeshift strength.

"I don't give up easily," he said softly. "But you know that too, sweetheart."

JoJo took a deep breath, then nodded. "I know that. Don't waste your energy this time. There's nothing left to save."

This time he let her go.
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Feeling surly, JoJo said the first thing that came into her head when she opened the front door to her business partner: "So you do actually show up once in a while." She left the door open for him to come in on his own and went back to the kitchen. Morris came in while she poured herself a mug of coffee.

Hell, death warmed over looked better than he did. Smelled better than him, too. Her nose wrinkled at the stench of alcohol oozing out of his rumpled suit, his sickly-colored skin. Every time she saw him lately, he was drunk. Morning, noon and night. No wonder he was never in any shape to travel.

Her anger dissolved into pity looking at him, and she turned to get another mug from the cupboard. After she poured coffee out for him, she handed it to him without meeting his eyes.

While Morris had never been a good looking man, he'd at least passed for decent. She couldn't remember how long ago. He didn't bother to clean himself up now. The few tufts of dark hair he had left stood on end. He hadn't shaved. His face resembled the tight paleness of a skull. His eyes were bloodshot, and he'd lost so much weight his expensive suits hung off him like rags.

"You're in no shape to go to that meeting tomorrow morning," she said matter-of-factly. "I'll go."

The coffee mug halted halfway to his mouth, and she saw the challenge she hadn't meant to issue rise in his expression. He took the bait. "I'll go."

Not only was he never up for the travel involved in his job, but he fought whenever she took up the slack for him. She snorted. "That'll inspire confidence--seeing you looking like something even an alley cat would pass up. I'm going."

His mouth curved into a derisive sneer. "You ever take a look at yourself, being so observant? You'd get things done quicker if you tried to look like a woman. But there's not a damn thing feminine about you. You dress like a man, you act like a man, you got muscles like a man. Hell, you probably screw like a man."

The barbs barely penetrated the surface. She'd spent ten years developing a thick hide to the pain of rejection and inferiority that had plagued her childhood. The need for an assurance of self-worth had led her where she was today. She wasn't ultra-feminine like Bethany Briggs. She didn't have soft eyes, pink lips. She didn't reek of perfume or wear dresses to do the damn laundry. She had a mind of her own, one she knew how to use for something other than to snare a man's attention.

The too-close memory of Randy's attention early that morning put a jolt of starch in her spine. One good thing to come out of Morris's slack-assed habits--escape for a couple days.

The manager of her chain in Milwaukee was quitting. Part of Morris's job entailed hiring someone else. The interviews had been lined up, by JoJo, over the phone. A reflection of her own life--she wanted complete control of her business, even if it meant a lot of travel between eight clubs.

Sipping the hot, strong brew in her own mug, she decided to push Morris a little harder. Instead of "observing", she would order. "I want you to take some time off," she said decisively. "As long as you need. Get cleaned up. I'll take care of everything."  

She would have offered to pay for any professional help he got, but Morris didn't need money. When she and Rod had met him as kids, he'd been a multimillionaire with a business that thrived despite his neglect. Since his wife had died of ovarian cancer at the age of twenty-four (only two years after they'd married), he'd done everything to put an end to his life without making any overt attempts. He'd given up but still went through the moves of the living. 

JoJo, Rod, and their friend Jon had gone to him for summer jobs--mowing the lawn of his considerable estate, cleaning the mansion or one of his many cars. Morris had become a father to them, and he'd taken them under his wing. He'd even loaned them all cash to start their businesses. Out of pride, JoJo had paid him back every penny. Near as she could figure, that was when Morris had started to despise her. She couldn't conceive of a reason why. Maybe for the same reason her brother despised her.

The sneer on Morris's face suddenly became so ugly, JoJo fumbled for her courage. "You'd like that, wouldn't you? Then I'd be at your mercy." His words were uglier than his expression. Her guard had no time to come up to defend her.

 She swallowed hard. "Yeah? Whose mercy are you at now? I don't want you at my mercy. Why would I?"  

If he noticed vulnerability behind her instinctive anger, he didn't show it. "I don't need your help, girlie."

JoJo slammed her mug down, ignoring the splash of hot liquid over her hand. "Too bad. I'm not gonna stand by and watch you kill yourself."

"Like you care."

"Yeah. I care. Frankly, seeing you lay dead in a pool of your own vomit doesn't exactly send my heart soaring." 

She couldn't look at him anymore. Telling herself he'd just misinterpret her intentions anyway, she left the kitchen. She heard Morris mutter, "What heart?" just seconds before she ran chest-first into Randy. 

The fact that he'd been eavesdropping was so obvious, she should have been furious--annoyed at the very least. But her reaction to being so close to him jolted her too intensely for her to do anything except shove him away. She didn't even glance up at him. She stalked upstairs to have a workout aggressive enough to keep the emotions she didn't want and didn't need at bay.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

Why now? JoJo demanded of someone or herself--she wasn't sure which. Why did he have to show up now, when she'd finally gotten everything together? A week ago she would have thought herself invulnerable to an attack. But you never planned on him.

When her body could no longer hold up against her fatigue and hunger, she slumped to the floor of her personal gym.

Damn him. Damn Rod. But neither of them could have known. Damn her for walking the edge of the knife over something dead and gone.

JoJo leaned her sweaty forehead against her knees. She laughed bitterly. Liar. Nothing she'd felt for Randy was gone. Her reaction when he'd pulled her back against him last night, turning his face toward her neck like he was reveling in having her back in his arms--

She slammed her fists against her thighs. She didn't need this! She had to get out of here. Get him out of her system for good. If she stayed here, she'd end up hiding in her bedroom, in her own house. That would prove she had a weakness. If she threw him out, she'd appear weak, too. The only option that would preserve both her control and give her a facade of strength was to leave.

She'd go to Milwaukee--thankfully, Morris had given her a good reason for once. She'd do his job and maybe stay until Briggs was out of her house.

Shoving herself up on shaky legs, she started to make plans. First thing, Rod's car since she couldn't use her truck. After gulping some of the antacid she kept in nearly every room of the house, she got a towel and went in search of her brother.

She heard voices in the living room as she descended the staircase. It didn't surprise her now that she'd recognized something inside of herself when she'd first heard Briggs' voice yesterday. Her heart felt frantic and compressed in her chest this time, too, at hearing him. You're like some lovesick teenager. You haven't been an innocent in a damn long time. Remember that.

JoJo took a deep breath, gritted her teeth and went in. Conversation halted. She didn't look at him, but she felt Briggs' stare like a laser trained on the one chink in her armor.

"I need your car," she directed at Rod. Her control was slipping. Her hands clenched ferociously as if she could keep her cool in place that way. She couldn't even be in the same room with Randy for a minute without coming apart. What would happen if she looked at him? "Where are your keys?"

Her brother leisurely sat with his arm around his girlfriend. Oh no, he wouldn't make it easy for her. He never did. His car was a beat-up but well-maintained Camaro. He had plenty of other means of transportation, including the brand-new car he'd bought his girlfriend with her money.

"You realize 'your stalker' knows my car as well as yours, Josie," Rod said in a jeering tone. "Don't you?" 

JoJo was once more sorry she'd ever mentioned to her brother that she thought she was being followed often in the last...well, it'd been at least six months. Rod had assumed she was paranoid. "Give me your keys or get out of my house. And don't call me 'Josie'."

Briggs might as well have been a fire in the room. She felt singed from the contact. She could barely stand still she was so aware of him. Her anger at Rod was fueled by her awareness of Briggs. 

Uncharacteristically, she suddenly realized she wore only a skin-tight unitard with a deeply scooped neckline. Awareness of herself bothered her just as much as her awareness of him. Why did she want to look at him so bad? What did she care what he thought of her or how she dressed?

"So, you firing Morris?" Rod asked calmly, leaning forward to get the can of soda--on a coaster--from the coffee table. Rod had never used a coaster in his life. She could imagine Bethany breaking him of the habit by getting him one every time.

The more she looked at Rod, the more she felt Briggs looking at her. Her jaw clenched so tight, she was afraid her teeth might shatter. "No. I told him to get his act together."

Rod settled back on the sofa after replacing the can on the crystal coaster. JoJo looked closely at Bethany for maybe the first time. The frail blond didn't resemble her Neanderthal brother at all. She was petite, sophisticated, with baby blue eyes and a soft pink mouth that revealed a scatterbrain whenever she opened it--around JoJo at least.
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