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PROLOGUE


Wild Man


“OH MY GOD” I breathed as I came, my mind blanking, every inch of my body tightening as bliss like I never felt before coursed through me.


When I was done, my eyes slowly opened and I saw him still moving over me, in me, God, God, he looked good. Beautiful. And he felt good. Amazing.


His gorgeous, silvery-gray eyes were locked to mine, heated, intense, glittering, searing into me, all of this in a way he’d never looked at me before. Not once in the four months we’d been together.


And I knew, feeling the burn of his eyes, what that look meant. I knew this man, this fantastic, striking, wild man, was mine.


Mine.


I felt it in my blood.


“Jake,” I whispered, my limbs gripping even tighter around him, one of my hands sifting up into his thick, dark, unruly hair. His eyes closed at my voice sounding his name and they did this in a way that seemed like he was in pain.


Um… what?


Then he shoved his face in my neck, moving faster, thrusting harder, his breath labored against my sensitive skin and my mind turned to his body, my hands glided across his skin, my legs gripped him harder as I clenched his driving cock with my sex.


“Fuck, Tess,” he growled against my neck then I heard him groan as he kept thrusting and he came.


I held him tight.


He gave me his weight.


I held on tighter.


Then he pulled out and rolled off me, falling to his back. The instant he did, eyes on the ceiling, he lifted the butts of his palms, pressed them to his forehead, and closed his eyes.


Um. Not good.


“Jake?” I called softly.


“Yeah?” he grunted, not soft and also not opening his eyes or moving his hands.


Okay, uh, what was going on?


Feeling suddenly exposed and vulnerable even after just moments before feeling like I’d finally, finally found my dream man, he was there, in my bed, in me and the joy that brought evaporated. I moved quickly. Nabbing the throw at the bottom of the bed, I pulled it over my naked body.


“Is everything okay?” I whispered.


“Fuck no,” he answered, and I felt my body go still.


He dropped his hands, his head turned to me, the look in his eyes not heated, glittering, intense, burning into me. It was conflicted and—I stared, not believing it but seeing it—filled with regret.


Oh no. Oh God. Oh shit. Oh no.


I pulled the blanket closer to me, thinking Martha had been right.


Damn. She’d been right.


His eyes dropped to my hand clutching the blanket to my chest, then lifted to my face. I watched them melt to quicksilver as they lingered, his face gentling, his body turning my way, his hand coming out and then his phone rang.


His hand stilled and he muttered a pissed off “Fuck.”


He rolled the other way and reached out with a long arm to grab his jeans. I was staring at the contours of his back, the sleek skin, the defined muscles, thinking that wasn’t for me. It wasn’t for me. None of it.


I knew it.


I’d always known it.


From the instant four months ago when his silver eyes hit me, traveled the length of my torso, all he could see of me behind the display cabinet, and when his eyes again came to mine, he’d smiled sexy, lazy, and slow, I knew it.


He wasn’t for me.


There was no dream man for me.


But he was so beautiful, I went for it anyway.


“Yeah?” he asked into the phone and I felt his mood hit the room and it grated against my skin like sandpaper.


In the four months we’d been together, Jake did not hide his moods. Ever. Not even in the beginning. And Jake had a lot of moods. If he was pissed, you knew he was pissed. If he was happy, you definitely knew he was happy. If he was feeling playful, annoyed, frustrated, amused, distracted, content, whatever, you knew it, you sensed it. It was like he controlled the atmosphere of the room.


And whoever was on the other end of that phone was pissing him off and frustrating him.


“Give me an hour,” he said into the phone, paused then went on. “No, man, I’m tellin’ you, I need an hour.” Another pause then, “Fuck, you’ve got to be fuckin’ shitting me.” Pause then, “This can’t happen now.” A very short pause, then, “I’m tellin’ you, this cannot fuckin’ happen fuckin’ now.” He shifted his powerful body to sit on the edge of my bed, back bowed, elbows to knees, phone to ear, and he growled low, “All right, motherfucker, but you fuck this up, you fuck her over, mark this, you answer to me.”


He flipped his phone shut and bent forward to grab his jeans.


Then he announced to the other side of the room, “Babe, gotta go.”


I closed my eyes.


Okay. Okay.


When Jake got into a mood, you knew his mood. And when Jake had to go, Jake went.


This was nothing unusual.


Okay, so, we’d been seeing each other for four months and this was the first time we made love.


Sure, that seemed weird, considering he was all man, a wild man, but he was always gentle with me, very gentle, and it was like he sensed I needed that. I needed him to take it slow. And I did need that. Boy, did I need that. So I didn’t think anything of it.


And sure, we’d made out. We’d fooled around a lot. A lot, a lot and it was good. The best. And he’d made me come with his hand, though he’d never let me touch him that way, saying he liked to watch and the first time I made him come, he wanted to be inside me. Just him telling me that nearly made me come. But I’d never been naked with him, not even close, until now.


So, any girl would expect, after all that time with a wild man unlike any man she’d ever been with, a wild man who tamed that beast in order to be gentle with her, that he’d hang around after the big event.


But not Jake.


I knew that about him.


But this was something different.


I knew that too.


“Tess,” he called, his deep voice gentle and my eyes opened.


He was somewhat fuzzy. I didn’t have my glasses on but I knew he was still unbelievably gorgeous. The sight of him was burned on my brain in a way I knew I’d never forget.


“Yeah?” I replied and watched him, now fully clothed, lean into a hand on the bed toward me.


I held still as he got closer and came into better focus.


“Grab your glasses, darlin’,” he whispered and I must have narrowed my eyes to focus on him or something.


Jake, I also knew, didn’t miss much.


I forced my body to come unstuck, rolled as I kept the blanket pressed to me, nabbed my glasses off the nightstand, and slid them on. I rolled back to him.


Seeing him focused, I saw his eyes were no longer conflicted and remorseful. They were quicksilver still but affectionate, gazing at me like they did when I fancied he was thinking I was cute. Or at least I hoped it was that.


He liked me wearing my glasses. He’d told me that flat out. Said he never had a woman who wore glasses. He told me it was like stepping out with a sweet, sexy school teacher.


I’d never felt sexy, not in my life. Not until Jake.


“We’ll talk later, yeah?” he said quietly.


“Yeah,” I answered, hope budding in my heart at his look, his tone, his words.


“We’ll talk later, Tess. Yeah?” he somewhat repeated, and I blinked.


“Yeah,” I repeated too.


“Promise me, babe.”


I stared at him, not sure why he needed that. I didn’t play games with him, not at all. Not even when Martha told me I should, repeatedly. Test the waters. Test him. Don’t be too available. Don’t let on how much I liked him.


But I was too old for that shit and I’d never had a man like Jake. There was no way I was going to fuck it up with games.


So now I didn’t get where he was going with his need for a promise.


But still, he asked and I’d give him anything he asked. Anything. Even from the very beginning.


“Promise,” I whispered.


He nodded.


Then he asked, “You sleep naked?”


A shiver I couldn’t quite read slithered over my skin. It wasn’t bad but it also wasn’t good.


“No,” I answered.


“Don’t start tonight,” he ordered.


Then he leaned in, his hand not in the bed coming to cup the back of my head. He pulled me to him and kissed me hard and wet.


His mouth released mine but he allowed me to pull back only an inch before his hand, still at the back of my head, put pressure on to stop my retreat and his eyes locked with mine.


“We’ll talk later,” he whispered.


Then his hand disappeared because he disappeared.


Gone.


I listened to my front door close.


Then I collapsed back on the bed and stared at the ceiling.


One could not say that Jake Knox was not a complicated man, he was. And although I knew him, I had no freaking clue.


But that whole scene was wild.


Then again, Jake—with his motorcycle boots, his bike, his beat-up pickup, his old T-shirts that fit way too well, his faded jeans that fit better, his dark brown, longish, unruly hair, his silvery-gray eyes that told a million stories without giving away a thing, his capacity to drink beer, down shots, eat hearty, howl at the moon, and kiss so hard it was like he knew it was the last moment for every being on earth and he was going to make the most of it—was wild.


Being with Jake was like the ride I once took on a mechanical bull. You could not even begin to guess which way that thing would buck. All you could do was hold on as tight as you could and enjoy the ride for as long as you had it.


So I needed to cool it.


It would all be okay.


I got up, put on underwear and a nightie, went to bed, and turned off the light.


It took a while for me to find sleep even after having a very, very sweet orgasm, one given to me by Jake, one I’d waited a long, long time to have and after him leaving after kissing me like it was the last moment on earth and him telling me there was more to us because we were going to talk.


But after I fell asleep, I woke when my front door was busted open, a large cadre of bulletproof-vest-wearing men surged into my house, and minutes later, I was hauled to the police station for questioning.




CHAPTER ONE


Fucking Great Actress


THE DOOR TO the interrogation room opened and a man wearing slacks, a shirt, a tie, and an ill-fitting sports jacket strolled in, eyes glued to me, manila folder in his hand.


He dropped the folder on the table I was sitting at and sat across from me.


I kept my eyes on him and, like I’d been doing since I’d been led into that room what felt like hours ago (and what I didn’t know actually was), I kept them away from the mirror. I’d seen enough cop shows on TV to know that that was where recording equipment and possibly other police officers were watching.


“Mrs. Heller,” he said and I felt my heart skip at hearing that name.


“Ms. O’Hara,” I replied and his gaze didn’t leave mine.


“Sorry, ma’am?” he asked, but he wasn’t sorry. I knew he wasn’t sorry.


“Ms. O’Hara, my name,” I answered, and he nodded, still not releasing my eyes and I didn’t tear mine from his.


“You were Mrs. Heller,” he stated. “Do I have that right?”


“Yes,” I told him. “You have that right.”


“For ten years,” he went on.


I didn’t reply, just lifted my chin a little, wondering what the hell was going on.


“Married to Damian Heller, is that correct?”


Uh-oh.


I wasn’t sure this was good.


“Yes, I was married to Damian Heller,” I agreed, then enquired, “What’s this about?”


“Funny,” he said quietly.


I wasn’t thinking anything was funny, including him weirdly saying the word “funny.”


“Funny?” I prompted.


“Funny you didn’t ask that first,” he observed. “Usually folks wanna know right off why they’re sittin’ in a room like this.”


I stared at him.


Then I returned, “Well, seeing as you opened with the knowledge you didn’t even know my name, I thought it important to get that straight before we got started with whatever is going on here.”


I watched his eyes flare with annoyance as his mouth got tight.


Jerk.


“So,” I pushed, “would you mind telling me why I’m here?”


“There’re a few things we need to know.”


I lifted my brows. “And those would be?”


“Can you tell me if you’ve been in contact with your husband recently?” he asked.


Damn it all to hell. Damian. God!


My ex-husband. A pain in my ass. Would I never get rid of that man?


“Yes, I can tell you that I’ve been in contact with my ex-husband recently,” I answered.


“And what did you discuss?” he went on.


“We didn’t discuss anything except me asking him repeatedly to stop contacting me,” I replied.


He studied me.


Then he asked, “So was this on the phone or did you meet?”


“On the phone,” I told him.


“You didn’t meet?” he pushed.


“No.”


He opened the folder in front of him and my eyes dropped to it. He flipped some papers over and finally he pulled out some black-and-white eight-by-tens, turned them, and slid them across the table to me.


In them were photos of me and Damian having lunch.


Okay. This was not good. Why were people taking photos of me and Damian having lunch?


And second, this was not good because I really had to consider never wearing that top again. It didn’t do me any favors even in black and white.


“Would you like to amend your last answer?” he offered, and my eyes went to him.


“No,” I replied, his brows went up but his head turned slightly to the side, toward the mirror.


Yep. People were watching.


Damn.


“Mrs. Heller—” he started but I interrupted him.


“My name, sir, is Ms. O’Hara. Actually, it’s Tess because no one calls me Ms. O’Hara. And I’ll explain those photos and my answer,” I stated, then went on before he could speak. “You asked if I’d been in contact with my ex-husband recently. I have on several occasions, as he calls me frequently. Sometimes I pick up and tell him to stop calling me. Sometimes I don’t. I was married to Damian for ten years. He dislikes being ignored and he’s not skilled with catching hints. He responds better to direct communication, although this endeavor unfortunately takes time because he doesn’t respond well if that communication happens to be something he doesn’t want to hear. Those photos”—I lifted a hand out of my lap and gestured to the photos on the table before dropping it back to my lap—“were taken of me having lunch with Damian what I believe was at least six months ago. That is not, in my definition, recent. If your definition of recent is different, I apologize that I didn’t give you the answer you expected, but even so, I still gave you one that was honest.”


He didn’t hesitate after I spoke before he asked, “Can you tell me what you discussed during this not-recent lunch?”


“Can you tell me why I’m here?” I returned.


“I prefer to ask the questions Ms. O’Hara.”


I stared at him then I pulled in a breath before I answered, “Damian wanted to discuss reconciliation.”


“He wants you back,” he stated.


“That is what reconciliation means,” I informed him and his mouth got tight again.


Then he observed, “I would assume from your asking him not to contact you via the phone that you declined this reconciliation.”


“You would assume correctly.”


“And that was it? That’s all you discussed?”


“No, he asked about our dog, who I got custody of in the divorce and who has since died. I told him he died. Other than that, yes. Pretty much. That’s all that we discussed.”


“Pretty much?”


“Sir, it was six months ago and at that time I hadn’t seen him in person in over four years. His contacting me at all was a surprise and not a good one. His reason for wanting to meet was a surprise too and definitely not a good one. I’m sorry I didn’t take note of everything we discussed but the reason for the meeting kind of rooted itself in my brain, forcing out everything else.”


“You hadn’t seen him in over four years,” he noted.


“Yes, that’s what I said,” I confirmed.


“So, if you didn’t wish to reconcile, why did you agree to lunch?”


I pulled in a breath and I stated, “I forgot.”


He stared at me.


Then he repeated my words in a question. “You forgot?”


I nodded.


“I forgot how Damian is. When he contacted me and told me his father wasn’t well and that he wanted to meet me for lunch, I forgot that Damian is, well…” I threw out a hand. “Damian. Or maybe I didn’t forget. Maybe I blocked it out, considering I spent those years trying to block out everything about Damian. But I know how close he is to his father. I was close to his father, though I haven’t seen him in over four years either. So I felt badly he wasn’t well and I wanted to know what was happening. Damian refused to tell me any details over the phone so I met him. Then I discovered nothing was wrong with his father and Damian used that to lure me to lunch.”


He stared at me again, likely letting the news that my ex-husband was that big of an asshole sink in before he changed tactics. “It was you who filed for divorce.”


They’d looked into me.


Good God. They’d looked into me.


What was happening?


“Yes,” I confirmed, thinking that with whatever was happening, honesty was definitely the best policy, so I kept with it.


“Infidelity?”


I nodded and added verbally, “Yes.”


“Repeated,” he stated.


“You’ve obviously read the court documents so you know that’s also a yes. But, yes, I’ll confirm that Damian cheated on me repeatedly.”


“Yes, Ms. O’Hara, I have read the court documents and the sheer number of them indicate that the papers you filed were contested. He fought the divorce. It went before a judge.”


“Yes, he did.”


“He didn’t wish for your marriage to be dissolved.”


“No, he didn’t.”


“But it was.”


I sighed, then said, “Yes, it was.”


“And you walked away with nothing except money enough for your legal fees. Did I read that right?”


It was at this point I was beginning to get scared. That was to say I was beginning to get scared in addition to the scared I already was, which was layered on top of the massive freak-out created by my home being invaded by what appeared to be about three teams of multiagency SWAT (because some had the word POLICE on their vests, some had FBI, and some had DEA), pulled out of my bed, and hauled to the Police Station to be questioned.


Therefore, my bravado melted and it came out as a whisper when I asked, “Please, can you tell me what’s going on?”


He didn’t tell me what was going on. Instead, he queried, “Did you ever regret that, Ms. O’Hara?”


“What?” I asked.


“Accepting nothing from your husband but your legal fees, did you ever regret that?”


I shook my head. “No, I… no. I didn’t. I wanted a fresh start. I wanted—”


“Why?”


I blinked at him. “What?”


“Ten years with him, multiple infidelities, he made six figures and you lived a very nice life. You could have cleaned up. But you took the dog and took off. Didn’t you think he owed you? Didn’t you think you should have part of the life you built together?”


I shook my head again. “No, I wanted a fresh start. I just wanted to… go,” I answered. “Is something… has something happened to Damian?”


He didn’t answer my question. Instead, he remarked, “Ten years is a long time. That’s a lot to invest in a life, a marriage, a home just to walk away with nothing but the dog. Seems strange you wouldn’t lay claim to something. The wedding china. The dining room set. You didn’t even take a car.”


“Damian paid for the cars,” I said quietly.


“And you wanted nothing to do with him,” he noted. “Nothing to remind you of him. Am I right?”


I nodded, staring at him, trying to read his face, but he wasn’t giving me anything.


“Lotta women, they wouldn’t feel like you. Lotta women, kind of money he made, kind of lifestyle they were used to, they’d feel something different,” he observed.


“I’m not a lot of women,” I told him.


“No, seems to me you definitely aren’t. Leaving all that behind, taking nothing but the dog. Seems to me it wasn’t so much leaving him as running away. Were you running away from your husband, Ms. O’Hara?”


I felt my chest compress like a hundred-pound weight had settled on it.


“No,” I breathed out on a wheeze. This the first lie I’d uttered since he came in and his eyes sharpened on my face.


He knew I was lying.


“Clearly, we had someone taking photos of you at that lunch. This did not go well. We know this. You didn’t finish your lunch, Ms. O’Hara. You left early, looking agitated. Hurried. Like you were running away. He tell you something at lunch that would make you wanna run away?”


“I didn’t run away,” I denied. My second lie, I did. “I just didn’t… when he told me that he’d lied about his father and he wanted to reconcile and I knew I didn’t, I didn’t think there was any reason to stay.”


He sat back in his chair and threw out an arm. “Ten years together, he screwed around on you, that’s tough but you married him, spent ten years with him. Time had passed. Time heals wounds. It wasn’t cool he lied about his dad but he went out of his way to get you. You couldn’t shoot the breeze over salads? Talk about old times?”


“Please tell me what’s going on,” I begged softly.


“I’d like to understand why you left your husband and why you left that lunch in such a hurry.”


“I told you and so did the court papers. He cheated on me and I didn’t want to have lunch when I learned the theme,” I reminded him.


He leaned toward me and said softly, “I don’t believe you.”


Oh God.


Something had happened to Damian.


“Something’s happened to Damian,” I whispered, and he smiled.


I didn’t like that smile mainly because it wasn’t the kind of smile you liked.


“Now, why would you think that?”


I threw up my hands and lost a bit more control.


“I don’t know. Because we’re talking about him in an interrogation room in the middle of the night, maybe?”


“You know someone who would want to hurt Damian Heller?” he asked.


“No,” I told him, the truth.


“Sure about that?” he asked.


I nodded. “Yes, I am.”


“No one?” he pushed.


I shook my head. “No one.”


“Why’d you want a fresh start, Ms. O’Hara?”


“My husband was cheating—”


“Why’d you want a fresh start?”


“Like I said, he was unfaith—”


He banged his hand on the table, so, wound up and freaked out, my body involuntarily jumped in shock at the sudden movement and loud noise and he clipped angrily, “Why’d you want a fresh start?”


“Because he raped me!” I shrieked.


It just came out, those four words. They just came right out of my mouth, even surprising me.


The first time I said them to anyone.


He shot back in his chair blinking and I heard a loud crash outside the room so my head jerked toward the wall.


My heart was beating fast and my chest was moving deeply with my heavy breathing as I stared at my pale face in the mirror.


And I stared for a long time at my pale face in the mirror.


God, I hadn’t really looked in the mirror for ages. Not really. Not for years.


Was that what I looked like?


“Ms. O’Hara,” he called, his voice different, quiet, weirdly gentle, but I kept staring at my pale face in the mirror, stunned by what I saw. “Tess,” he whispered and my head turned, my eyes sliding to his. “Your husband raped you?” he asked softly.


“I know it sounds funny,” I found my lips whispering. “He was my husband but it happened.” I held his eyes and kept whispering. “It happened.”


“It doesn’t sound funny,” he whispered back. “Not the least bit funny.”


I held his eyes and said nothing.


“You ran away,” he stated.


“Yes,” I whispered.


I ran away. Fuck yes, I ran away.


“Had he hurt you before?”


I nodded. “He was changing. Something was happening.” I hesitated, then repeated, “He was changing.”


“What was happening?”


I shook my head. “I don’t know. I tried to talk… we had… we fought. He would get…” I paused. “Suddenly, it never happened before, but suddenly when we fought it would get physical so I stopped trying to talk.”


“He fought the divorce.”


“Damian doesn’t like losing hold on what he thinks is his.”


He studied me with eyes now as gentle as his voice.


Then he said quietly, “But he left you alone for four and a half years.”


“Yes, he left me alone,” I whispered.


“Then he wanted you back.”


“Yes.”


“Did he explain why he approached you after all this time?”


I shook my head but said, “He said he was… he said…” I pulled in a deep breath, then told him, “He said he loved me, missed me, messed up, and wanted to make it up to me.”


“And since that lunch, he’s been contacting you regularly in an effort to do that?”


“Yes.”


His head tipped slightly to the side. “And after what he’d done to you, you took his calls? You had lunch with him?”


Suddenly, needing to know, needing to know since I’d told him something I’d never told anyone before, I asked, “What’s your name?”


“Sorry, I’m Agent Calhoun.”


“Well, Agent Calhoun, the answer to your question is yes. I took his calls and I had lunch with him. Damian is who he is and I know who he is. I didn’t want him showing up at my house. I didn’t want him sending presents and flowers. I didn’t want him anywhere near me. He thought, throughout the whole time we were getting divorced, that I’d come back. He told me so and he worked at it. Only when I saw it through did he leave me alone. Whatever this is, whatever he wants from me, I had to see it through until it sank in with him that I wasn’t coming back and he left me alone. So, I was seeing it through.”


He studied me again and then he remarked, “That took a lot of courage.”


“He raped me, Agent Calhoun. He hit me, but he didn’t kill me. As long as I’m breathing, I’ve got fight in me and luckily I’m breathing.”


It was at that he whispered, “You aren’t like a lot of women.”


“Yes, I am,” I whispered back. “I’m like all women. You see this, but inside there’s something else that I won’t let you or him see, but it’s the mess he left me. But that’s mine. No one gets to it. Everything you get and he gets is a show. One thing you learn really quickly and really well when that kind of thing happens to you is to be a fucking great actress. You don’t have a choice in that because a man like that does something like that to you, you lose having choices. The only choice you have is what role you intend to play. I picked my role and that… that, Agent Calhoun, is what you see.”


I watched him draw in a breath but he didn’t respond.


So I asked, “Now, will you tell me what’s going on?”


He held my eyes as he finally answered.


“Tonight, we swept up your ex-husband’s entire operation. He’s the top narcotics distributor in Denver, with ties direct to Colombia.”


I blinked.


Then I breathed, “What?”


“As far as we can trace it, after a number of years being a low-level dealer to high-end clientele, mostly colleagues, he entered the game in a serious way ten years ago and crawled his way to the top.”


I felt my lips part as I stared at him.


He kept talking. “Your name is joint with his on all his offshore accounts. There are four of them totaling seventy-five million US dollars.”


“Oh my God,” I whispered.


“You hit our radar with your lunch and when we started monitoring his calls. We were aware you were in regular contact with him over the phone for the last six months. And we were aware your name was on his accounts. However, we didn’t know what your involvement was in his operation. As the disintegration of your marriage and your divorce coincided relatively closely with his moves to elevate his position in the business, we thought you’d discovered what he was doing. But, considering your behavior at lunch, we couldn’t know why you and he resumed contact.”


“I don’t have any involvement in his operations.” I was still whispering.


He reached into his inside jacket pocket, pulled out a tri-folded piece of paper, and set it on the table. “Search warrant. We’re searching your house, car, business premises, and computers. We’ll also be taking a sample of your handwriting because someone signed your name to open those offshore accounts and they did this approximately six months ago.”


I kept staring at him and then I closed my eyes and turned away while shaking it.


Damian.


Evidence was suggesting that I would, indeed, never get rid of him.


“I don’t… I can’t…” I sucked in a deep breath, looked back at Agent Calhoun, and said, “I don’t believe this.”


“If what you say is true, our searches will bear this out. However, I will have to ask you to remain here until those are complete. This could take some time, Ms. O’Hara,” he stated while standing. “Can I get you some coffee while you wait?”


I had tipped my head back to look up at him, too shocked by what I’d learned to respond.


“Tess,” he prompted quietly. “Coffee?”


I kept staring at him then I shook my head sharply once and looked at the table, murmuring, “Yes, thank you.”


“Someone will be in shortly with your coffee,” he told the top of my head.


“Thanks,” I told the table.


I didn’t see him but I also didn’t feel his presence leave for several long moments. Then I heard his feet hitting the floor as he walked to the door. The door closed and I was alone in the room with nothing but the table, the chairs, the mirror, and whoever was behind it.


I didn’t move and continued to stare at the table.


And luckily, when the one tear I couldn’t control fell, it coursed down the cheek that was on the opposite side to the mirror.




CHAPTER TWO


Exit. Stairs.


I STARED AT the table for a long time and I kept staring at it after they brought my coffee and asked me to write my signature on a blank piece of paper. I did that, drank my coffee, and then kept staring long after I was alone again.


But in my head, even with all that was happening, all I could see was my pale face in the mirror.


God, was that really me?


The door to the room opened, my head came up, and Agent Calhoun was standing there.


“You’re free to go, Ms. O’Hara,” he said quietly. “I’m afraid we’ll be working with your computers for a little while longer and we’ll need to ask you not to leave town in case we have follow-up questions but you can go home now.”


I stared at him a moment before I stood. Grabbing my purse, the only thing they’d let me bring with me, I walked his way but he didn’t move out of the door so I stopped two feet away.


“We’ll contact you when we’re done with the computers and arrange a time to return them. It shouldn’t be more than a day or two.” He was still talking quietly and I nodded. “You want me to call you a taxi, or do you have a friend who’ll come pick you up?”


No way I was phoning any of my friends. Not about this. Not when it had to do with Damian. Not when questions could be asked and answers would be expected and lies might need to be told.


No way.


“I’ll call a taxi,” I told him. “Thank you, Agent Calhoun.”


He didn’t move. Therefore, I didn’t either.


Then he offered, “I know it’s been a long night, Tess, but you give me twenty minutes, I can get away. Take you home.”


I studied him and really saw him for the first time. A little salt in his pepper hair, not much. Tall. Broad shoulders. A bit of a belly. Nice wrinkles by his eyes, saying he either needed to wear protective eyewear in the sun more often or he laughed a lot. Older than me by maybe five years, maybe more and he was good at hiding it, maybe less and he didn’t take great care of himself. No wedding band.


This was the kind of man for me. This was the kind of man who might take on that pale-faced woman in the mirror and handle her with care.


Not Jake Knox.


Never Jake Knox.


Agent Calhoun was a decent-looking man, probably a good man, maybe a safe man and, above all, I needed a man who made me feel safe.


But not being a bitch or anything, he was no dream man.


I’d fucked up once, gravitating toward a man who blinded me with his charisma if not his looks.


But if that night taught me nothing else, it taught me I needed to learn to play it safe in order to get safe.


Something tight and uncomfortable was sitting coiled in my belly. But it was squirming like it was about to unfurl and I’d had enough experience with that poisonous snake that I knew I didn’t want it to do that.


But it was going to happen. I knew that too.


“I’ll be okay,” I said softly.


His head tipped to the side and something shifted through his eyes, disappointment, maybe, concern, possibly.


“Sure?” he asked, and I nodded.


He opened the door farther but stepped out of my way.


I stepped into the hall and dug into my purse for the phone. Lucky for all citizens of Denver, the taxi companies had easy-to-remember numbers they plastered on the sides of their cars.


I’d never called a taxi.


Until now.


I punched in one of the numbers as I walked down the hall. I put the phone to my ear, listening to it, eyes on the elevators in front of me as I walked out of the mouth of the hall and into a bustling open room filled with people, phones ringing, fingers tapping keyboards, and low conversations.


My eyes moved through the room unseeing. They blinked as I heard the taxi company answer in my ear and I stopped short.


My eyes were pointed through the window of an office, taking in the back of a man I knew.


Hell, I knew that old T-shirt and I’d committed that fine ass in those faded jeans to memory. I’d been pressed to that back on a bike. My hands had moved across the skin of that back and that ass just that night after I’d removed that shirt and after he’d removed those jeans. My fingers had moved through that dark, messy hair that night too, and other times, countless times in the last four months.


He turned toward the door and I didn’t see his face.


No.


I saw the shiny badge on his belt.


“You sleep naked?”


“No.”


“Don’t start tonight.”


Oh.


My.


God.


He left the office he was in and my eyes went from his badge to his face. Since that thing in my belly was unfurling, growing, swelling, filling my stomach, slithering up my throat, I didn’t notice the look on his face or feel his mood hit the room like a slap.


I just knew a man like Jake Knox would have not one thing to do with the pale-faced woman who was me.


Unless it was his job.


His eyes caught mine and he stopped dead.


I’d been stopped dead, but the minute his eyes hit mine I moved.


Rushing quickly toward the elevators, I hit the button at the same time my eyes scanned.


I found what I was looking for.


Exit.


Stairs.


I dashed to the door, opened it, darted through it, and then down.


I heard my heels echo on the stairs then I heard his boots.


One flight and around, I went faster. Two stories. Three flights to go.


“Tess,” I heard his voice call and I went faster.


Another flight and around.


“Goddammit, Tess,” he clipped, and I kept going.


Another flight and around.


His boots were getting closer.


Another flight, the last one. I raced down them and had a hand to the door, opening it when my wrist was seized in an iron grip, yanked away, my body with it. I was pulled from the door and pushed against the wall, Jake’s tall, lean frame fencing me in.


I looked to the side.


“Let me go,” I whispered.


“You promised we’d talk,” he growled.


I shook my head and kept my eyes averted. “Let me go,” I demanded.


His voice dipped gentle and his other hand curled around the side of my neck. “Tess, baby, you pro—”


My eyes shot to his and whatever he read in them made him stop talking and flinch.


“Let… me… go,” I hissed.


He let me go and stepped back.


I walked instantly to the door and pulled it open.


Standing in it, I turned to him to see his eyes on me; his face unreadable, except his strong jaw was set in granite.


“Is your name even Jake?” I asked quietly.


His silvery-gray eyes, not melted, not quicksilver, not affectionate but glittering and hard, held mine.


I held my breath until he finally shook his head.


Then, without another word or a glance back, I walked through the door.




CHAPTER THREE


Kentucky


Three months later…


I WAS IN my kitchen when I heard the knock at the door.


My eyes went to the clock on the microwave.


Holy crap.


Martha was early. Martha was never early. In fact, I told her to be there at three because I actually needed her to be there at three thirty. Martha kept a steady schedule of being at least fifteen minutes late but had an average of being half an hour late (I’d known Martha a long time, long enough for it to happen so often I could actually calculate that average, which I did) and, therefore, it wasn’t unheard of for her to rush in, winded and filled with excuses forty-five minutes or an hour late.


It was ten to three and I didn’t even have the cake ready.


Damn.


This meant one of two things.


Man trouble or wardrobe malfunction.


Both of these did not bode good things, for both of these meant Martha would be in a more than the usual Martha tizzy. And the usual Martha tizzy, which was the result of the crazy, out-of-control life Martha lived, was bad enough.


Fuck.


“I’m elbow deep in icing, honey!” I shouted toward my front door, bending back over the cake with my pastry bag. “Let yourself in, it’s open!” I finished as I continued to dot every third fluffy white buttercream frosting star with a point of pale yellow icing.


The door opened as I spun the cake around to get to more stars.


I was standing at the island in my kitchen, my head bent to the cake, when I felt her presence hit the room but stop in the doorway.


“I’m running a bit late,” I told the cake. “Get yourself a pop or something. In fact, get me one. Cherryade. Crushed ice,” I ordered, dotting more stars at the top border of the cake, then moving down to the bottom.


Martha didn’t move.


My eyes lifted and my mouth opened to say something but the words and my breath got clogged in my throat when I saw not Martha but Jake Knox, arms crossed over his wide chest, one broad shoulder resting against the doorjamb, lean hips hitched to the side, motorcycle-boot-clad feet crossed at the ankles.


I said not a word and didn’t move as I took in all that was him.


Ratty-assed, faded black T-shirt with the peeling words “Charlie Daniel’s Band” over an equally peeling American flag fitting just right over his torso, a pair of mirrored shades shoved in the collar by an arm and dangling down. Jeans so faded they were their own unique shade of blue with frayed bits around the pockets and delicious worn patches at his crotch, the length of them fitting loose or snug in all the right places on his slim hips and long legs. Unruly dark hair about an inch longer than I remembered, so it was curling low on his neck and around his ears. Below his sharp cheekbones, along his strong jaw and chin, and down the column of his corded throat was, from my experience, at least three days’ worth of stubble.


Silvery-gray eyes pointed right at me.


Fuck.


I straightened, filled pastry bag in my hands, and stared at him.


He stared back.


He did it better.


So I blinked and when I was about to say something, do something, maybe even yell something, he got there before me.


“You ready to talk now?”


I blinked again.


Then I whispered, “Sorry?”


“Talk, Tess.” His deep voice rumbled across the kitchen at me. “You promised we’d talk. I wanna know if you’re ready to do it now.”


I dropped my pastry-bag-filled hands to the counter and kept staring at him.


Then I asked, “Have you lost your mind?”


He ignored my question and told me, “Name’s Brock Lucas.”


I closed my eyes and dropped my head as that knowledge filtered through me, knowledge I lay awake at night wondering about, knowledge that had been kept from me as I fell in love with an imposter.


“Tess, babe, eyes,” he growled. “Now.”


My eyes opened and my head came up as I felt a shaft of steel rip down my spine.


My eyes narrowed on his hard face as the electric feel of his mood finally made it through the cocoon of surprise shrouding me and sparked against my skin.


“Oh my God,” I whispered. “Are you angry with me?”


“No,” he bit off. “I was angry with you, seein’ as I fucked my woman for the first fuckin’ time, she made me a promise when my cum was still inside her and then just hours later she reneged on that promise. Now I’m here ’cause there’s a goddamned for-sale sign planted in your front lawn and I walk in here and see you lookin’ like this so, gotta say, babe, I’m not angry. I’m fuckin’ pissed.”


Did he…?


Did he…?


Did he just fucking say what I thought he just fucking said?


“Sorry?” I whispered again, but this whisper was different.


He didn’t repeat himself. Instead he asked, “Where are your glasses?”


“What?”


“Your glasses, Tess. Where the fuck are your glasses? You never decorate a goddamned cake without your glasses.”


“I got contacts,” I snapped.


His head tipped back and he clipped to the ceiling, “Jesus,” before I saw his jaw get hard.


Why in the hell were we talking about my glasses?


I didn’t care. Nope. I didn’t.


I only cared about one thing.


“Get out,” I ordered. His chin tipped down and his eyes locked with mine.


“No.”


I felt my eyebrows go up. “No?”


“Yeah, Tess, no.”


“You have,” I told him. “You have lost your mind.”


He ignored me again and asked, “What the fuck are you wearing?”


“What am I wearing?”


“Yeah, babe, what the fuck are you wearing?”


I looked down at my T-shirt and jeans then I looked back at him.


“T-shirt and jeans…” I hesitated then spat, “Brock.”


“No one calls me Brock. They call me Slim.”


I blinked and something about that took me right out of our current scenario and into la-la land.


Therefore, I breathed, “What?”


He pushed away from the doorjamb while speaking. “No one calls me Brock. Mom, Dad, brother, sisters, friends since I was a kid called me Slim.”


“You’re not slim,” I told him.


Although he was lean, he wasn’t what I’d call slim.


“No, I’m not and I wasn’t when I was a baby, seein’ as I was over ten pounds when I was born. It was a joke ’cause I was a big kid. My family’s screwy that way.”


Whoa. He was over ten pounds when he was born? That was one huge kid.


He was tall, at least six one, maybe six two. And muscled. He wasn’t slim at all. His body was built of lean, compacted muscle that had some bulk to it, sure, but I wouldn’t call him huge now.


Since babies didn’t come out muscled, I wondered if he wasn’t a big baby but a long one.


It hit me then that, while I was distracted, he’d rounded the island and was getting close. I stopped thinking about his weight as a baby and his current size and started retreating at the same time I came out of la-la land and back into our current scenario.


“I want you to leave,” I stated firmly.


“Yeah,” he replied, still coming at me and I hit the side counter as he kept coming and talking. “I get that, but clue in, Tess. I ain’t leavin’.”


Then he was right there. So right there that I could feel his heat and I had to tip my head way back to look up at him, seeing as I was barefoot and not six foot one or two but five foot six.


“Please leave,” I stated a fair bit less firmly.


He leaned in, settling his hands on the counter on either side of me and I lifted my hands (and the pastry bag) between us.


He also again ignored me. “You didn’t call.”


I stared into his angry eyes. “I didn’t call?”


He glared at me with his angry eyes. “No, babe, you didn’t call.”


“I didn’t call,” I whispered. My heart, already beating fast, started to pound.


“Three months,” he declared but said no more.


I stared into his glittering, silver eyes.


Then I lost my ever-lovin’ mind.


“Are you nuts?” I shrieked.


“Tess—”


“Fuck you!” I shouted and pushed at him with my pastry-bag-filled hands. A thin stream of pale yellow icing shot out onto the floor beside us as well as on his Charlie Daniels tee.


I found the bag not in my hands and watched him twist his torso and toss it on the island next to the cake and twist back to me.


That was when I put my hands on the hard wall of his chest, shoved, and repeated on a shout, “Fuck you!”


He rocked back a couple of inches, then moved right back in. His face got into my face and he growled, “Fuckin’ listen to me.”


“No!” I yelled. “No way. No fucking way. You used me.”


“It’s my job,” he ground out.


“Do you think I give a shit?” I asked.


“Maybe, if you’d calm the fuck down and listen for a goddamned minute, you’d understand why I do think you should fuckin’ give a shit.”


“I can assure you, Brock Lucas, that nothing you can say will make me understand why I should give a shit,” I informed him.


“Your ex, Tess, that motherfucker needed to be taken down. That motherfucker is serious bad news.”


My body went completely still at his words and I held his eyes as my next words trembled. “I know that, Brock. I know.”


And it was then I watched with rapt attention as his eyes immediately melted quicksilver and his hands moved from the counter to my head, palms at the base of my neck, fingers in my hair, and his face dipped an inch away from mine.


Then he whispered a ragged, tortured “baby,” and that one word cut through me like a jagged knife.


Oh God.


He knew.


Of course he knew.


Of course, of course, of course.


That thing tight in my belly uncurled, filling me up, slinking up my throat and this time it wasn’t filled with the paralyzing poison of fear or despair. It was something else.


Panic.


I tried to tear away but Brock held on. One hand still at my head, the other arm sliced around my back, he shuffled me down the counter and pressed me into the corner.


With no way to escape, I held my body tight, hands pressed against his chest, and kept my eyes glued to his throat as I whispered, “Let me go and get out.”


“No one knows that shit happened to you, do they?” he asked softly.


“Let me go and get out.”


“You haven’t told any of your girls.”


Eyes firm on his throat, I demanded, “Let me go, Brock, and get out.”


“Kept that shit buried deep,” he murmured.


My eyes lifted to his and I screeched, “Let me go and get out!”


His arm around my back tightened and his hand shifted so his fingers were still in my hair but his thumb swept over my cheekbone.


“I was the first you let in there, wasn’t I, baby?”


Oh God.


“Let me go and get out,” I whimpered.


“Tess,” he whispered.


I fell silent.


“You need to let that shit out,” he advised and my gaze slid to his earlobe. “Eyes,” he ordered and my gaze slid back.


I still didn’t speak.


He held my eyes.


Then he said softly, “I held back takin’ us there, Tess. I didn’t want us to go there until the shit with Heller was done and you were cleared and we were good to move on. But your goddamned glasses and that cute fuckin’ look you’d get on your face every time I kissed you that made you look like you just experienced a fuckin’ miracle, shit.” His hand tensed on my head. “Shit, baby, you got to me and I couldn’t hold back.” His thumb swept my cheekbone. His eyes went from warm to hot and his voice went deep when he told me something, but he said it like he was talking to himself, “That look gets way fuckin’ better after you come.”


“Please let me go and get out,” I whispered.


He shook his head. “It’s the job and it’s a shit part of the job and I’ll tell you, Tess, I knew he violated you, no way I’d have played you. No way, Tess.” His voice got lower and his face got closer when he said, “You gotta believe that, babe. I wouldn’t have played you if I’d known.”


“But you did,” I said quietly.


His hand tensed on my head. “I didn’t know.”


“You still did it.” I leaned into the counter, pulling back my head. “I didn’t play you. I never played a single game with you. But you played me from start to finish.”


His hand tensed on my head again as his eyes started glittering. “That’s not true, Tess, and you fuckin’ know it.”


“You’re right, Brock. Earlier with what you said, you’re right. You’re the first person I let in there and when I did, I didn’t even know your fucking name.”


“That fuckin’ guy had to go down,” he growled.


“Yes, he did but it doesn’t warm my heart to think the first man I trusted with my time and attention after a very, very bad marriage was with me only to investigate my possible criminal relationship with my definitely criminal ex-husband.”


“It started like that, yeah, it did and that lasted about a goddamned hour. You cannot stand there lookin’ in my eyes and tell me you don’t know the fuckin’ second it stopped bein’ that, because, if you do, you’re a goddamned liar.”


He was not wrong. I knew. I knew the exact second. I’d lain in bed at night thinking about that too.


Therefore, I didn’t respond.


He kept speaking. “I had a job to do and we wanted a clean sweep. I knew you weren’t gonna be swept up in that but I also knew they had to make certain, so I had to make them certain before they hauled your ass in and you finished them off.”


“So you’re saying you did what you did to protect me?”


“No, I’m sayin’ I did my job. You weren’t dirty, no need to protect you. And I’m sayin’ for four fuckin’ months I liked my job a whole fuck of a lot.”


That took my breath away. So much so, I couldn’t speak.


Brock didn’t have the same problem. “You didn’t have my name, Tess, but all that time you had me and you know it.”


I looked back at his throat.


“Baby, eyes,” he growled and my eyes lifted to his.


“Why are you here?” I asked quietly and he sighed.


Then he asked back impatiently, “Honest to God?”


“What do you want from this talk?” I pushed.


He shook his head, but as he stared at me, I saw his eyes light and felt the sharp flickering voltage of his mood shift out of the room as the sweet hum that came with his humor started pulsing through it.


“How many conversations do you think I have with women I corner against a counter, hold in my fuckin’ arms, and do it with icing all over my favorite fuckin’ tee?” he asked.


Oh God.


I had to move this away from Brock being sexy and amused and back to Brock being out of my life somehow. So I did the best I could do.


“I don’t know. Turns out, I don’t know you very well.”


He held my eyes and replied, “Well, lettin’ you in a little more, the answer to that question is none. A bitch throws attitude at me, shouts in my face, and gets icing on my Charlie Daniels tee, that bitch isn’t you, I walk out the door.”


“I’m not fond of being referred to as a bitch,” I snapped.


His face dipped close and I saw his eyes were now full on lit with his amusement. “And right now, darlin’, you’re just holdin’ on to hold on and we both know it.”


Damn. He was right.


I held his eyes.


Then I tried a different tactic.


“I can’t do this now. I’ve got a cake to finish decorating. I need to change my shirt because now that icing is on me. And I have a baby shower to get to,” I informed him and his lips tipped up as his hand at my head became fingers that slid through my hair. Then it moved down and around so he was holding me in both arms.


Damn, I missed this. He could be sweet, a lot. When he got in a good mood it was the best, the best ever. And he could be touchy, a lot. He held me. He held me close. He held me loose. He held me while he laughed. He held me while I laughed. He held me while he kissed me. And he held me just because.


And I missed it.


Damn.


“When’re you gonna be home?” he asked.


“Later,” I answered.


“When later?” he pressed.


“Later, later,” I evaded.


His arms gave me a squeeze and he said low, “Tess.”


Crap.


“I don’t know. Later. Seven? Eight?”


“I’ll be back at nine,” he declared.


Damn.


“Why don’t we make a date to meet for coffee?” I suggested.


“Maybe because I’m not stupid?”


Damn!


I was totally going to bail on coffee and he knew it.


He kept speaking. “But right now you’re gonna tell me why you put your house on the market.”


“I need a change,” I told him.


“Yeah.” His arms gave me a squeeze. “I see this. You’ve shifted ten pounds that looked better when it was on your ass and tits. You’re in a tee and jeans and not your fancy-ass clothes and heels. You lost the glasses and got contacts. The only thing I like, babe, is the hair. Looks good longer and lighter.”


He liked my hair.


I tried not to let that make me feel tingly but it ended up more like me pretending I didn’t feel the tingles that made me feel.


“Brock, seriously, can we talk about this later?”


“Where you movin’?” he asked, telling me that no, we couldn’t talk about it later.


“I haven’t decided yet,” I lied, and the pulsing hum of his humor and good mood went flat as his eyes narrowed.


“Christ, Tess, did the three months you spent lickin’ your fuckin’ wounds erase the four months we spent together so you don’t remember you can’t pull shit over on me?”


My eyes narrowed too and I informed him, “That was not cool.”


“No, what was not cool was you taking three fuckin’ months to lick your wounds and makin’ me haul my ass to you, but we’ll talk about that tonight.”


I felt my body go stiff. “If that’s why you’re coming over tonight then don’t bother.”


“Okay, no,” he said on a low rumble. “I see this shit shook out some sass in you, babe. My Tess was sugar sweet from the minute my eyes hit her to the minute I kissed her good night. I know what happened was fucked and it fucked with your head, so I’m willin’ to ride that with you. But you gotta know now, once we clear a bump, you’re not draggin’ us back time and again so we become intimately acquainted with it. We’re over the bump. We move the fuck on. We’re agreed I’m over tonight, nine o’clock. We sort shit out we shoulda sorted out three months ago and see where we are. But right now, you’re tellin’ me where you’re movin’.”


“We didn’t agree to anything, Brock. You said you were coming over. I want to have coffee.”


“Don’t shit me, Tess. You’ll bag on coffee.”


“See!” I cried. “Is this sinking in that maybe I’m trying to move on in a variety of ways, including moving on from Jake Knox slash Brock Lucas?”


Way, way, way wrong thing to say.


I knew this when one of his arms got tight, the other one slanted up my back, his hand cupping the back of my head as he leaned deep into me, pressing me over the counter, and his face got in mine.


“I was observing,” he snarled. “Calhoun promised he’d handle you with care. I was keepin’ an eye on him ’cause, he didn’t, I told him I’d rip his fuckin’ throat out and I wanted to make sure, he fucked with you, I didn’t fuckin’ delay.”


My body froze except my lips, which parted, and my eyes, which I felt grow round.


Brock kept talking.


“He didn’t. He pushed and you broke and what you said when you broke, babe, I didn’t know. Calhoun didn’t know. No one fuckin’ knew. But I’ll tell you this. Those four words you said I’ll never fuckin’ forget. Those four fuckin’ words soldered themselves deep in the walls of my gut in a way they’ll never be cut loose. They had to drag me outta there so I didn’t go after him or try and get to you.”


I continued to stare up at him, stunned.


“Then you walked away and I knew you needed that even as it pissed me off you did it and broke your promise to me when you did. But you needed it. Then you stayed away and I see now you took that time to build your wall but I don’t give a fuck. That night, I found out my woman had been violated and for three fuckin’ months I’ve lived with that and I’m done livin’ with it and lyin’ awake wonderin’ where your head is at. I’m done, Tess. So tonight, at nine, I’m back, we’re talkin’ shit through, and then we’re gonna see where we’re at. You’re clear of Heller. You don’t know dick. You aren’t a part of that investigation. We’re free and clear and we’re gonna explore that. But now… now darlin’, you’re gonna tell me why you got a goddamned for-sale sign in your yard when you told me you love this house so much you didn’t mind livin’ in it until you die.”


“The crash,” I found my mouth whispering and I watched him blink.


“What?” he bit out.


“During… when Agent Calhoun… when I…” I stopped and licked my lips. “There was a crash outside the interrogation room. That was you.”


“Yeah, babe, that was me throwing a chair against the wall.”


That was him throwing a chair against the wall.


That was him.


That was him throwing a chair against the wall.


I closed my eyes and did a face-plant into his chest as my body relaxed in his arms.


That was Brock throwing a chair against the wall when he heard me admit to being raped.


As this knowledge flowed through me, it did it like a warm gush of clean water wiping away years of filth.


Oh my.


“Tess,” he called as his hand at my head tensed and his arm around me gave me a squeeze.


I opened my eyes and saw tee.


“Is this really your favorite tee?” I whispered against the fabric.


I felt his body still for a brief moment before I felt his whiskers pull at my hair as he slid his jaw down the side of my head.


Then he whispered in my ear, “Yeah.”


“It’s old and ratty-assed,” I informed him.


“Exactly,” he informed me.


I closed my eyes again. Then I smiled. The smile faded from my lips as I opened my eyes and tilted my head back. His came up with mine and I looked into his quicksilver eyes.


“Do you want me to stop by the store and pick up some Bud on the way home from the shower?” I asked softly and the mood shifted in the room again. It got warm and heavy, sultry, sweet.


My favorite mood of his. Bar none.


Damn, I missed that too.


“Yeah, baby,” he answered softly.


“Okay,” I whispered.


He closed his eyes and then he opened them and dipped his head.


He kissed me, light and gentle at first, then warm, heavy, sultry, and sweet.


My toes curled and my fingers did too, right into his ratty-assed tee at his back.


Okay, okay. Seriously.


I missed this most of all.


He lifted his head and his hand at mine shifted around to the side of my neck, taking my hair with it, his thumb moving out to catch me under the chin and keep me facing him.


“Where you movin’, darlin’?”


“Kentucky.”


He did a slow blink. Then he asked, “Kentucky?”


I shrugged.


He grinned.


Then he said quietly, “All right, baby, we’ll talk about that later too.”


“Okay,” I said quietly back.


His eyes moved over my face before his hand shifted up so his thumb could glide over my cheek, my lips. He dipped his head and put his lips where his thumb was for a brief touch and pulled away.


“Later, babe,” he whispered.


“Later, Slim.”


That got me a full-blown, striking white smile.


My toes curled again.


Then he was gone.




CHAPTER FOUR


Committed to His Job


“THIS CAKE IS so beautiful it’s a shame to cut it!” Ada cried right before she dug right into the huge cake I’d made for her shower.


I smiled a polite smile as the abundance of women tittered around me excitedly at the thought of getting their free slice of a Tessa O’Hara cake. Not to brag or anything but my cakes and cupcakes had been written up in the local papers because they looked as good as they tasted. My bakery was shoulder to shoulder from open to close, ten to seven, seven days a week. That cake was homemade yellow cake with vanilla buttercream frosting. Simple but a winner. Even I knew they were in for a treat.


That titter changed as they watched Ada cut miniscule slivers and put them on the paper plates with the big blue teddy bear on them.


There you go.


That was Ada.


She told me how many people were coming so I made a fourteen-inch, four-layer cake, plenty for everyone to have a nice thick slice. But Ada was cutting slivers so she could have half a cake as leftovers for her and Vic.


I sighed, wondering what the heck I was doing there at all since three years ago, when Ada met Vic, and because she was thirty-six and her biological clock was ticking so loudly the personnel at NORAD were tracking it, she immediately dedicated herself to the sacred quest of making him her fiancé. Then her husband. Now the man who was the father of her unborn child. Through this, Ada pretty much checked out of my life.


She called me to make the cake for her engagement party then for her bridal shower, her wedding, and now this. Only two of those cakes she paid me for and she asked for (and stupid me, I gave her) a discount on both.


I’d only seen her on those occasions and all of them required me bringing a present.


Other than that, Ada was all about sculpting (with chisel and hammer if she had to) Vic into the perfect suburban husband, through wedding planning, house hunting, house decorating, and baby making. She didn’t have time to be a friend unless it was to call on all of us to buy her presents and celebrate milestones of her life.


I didn’t even think she sent me a Christmas card last year.


And I had my own milestone to think about. I didn’t need to be here.


Okay, maybe it wasn’t a milestone. But whatever it was, it was a big, huge, stinking deal because no way that scene with Brock “Slim” Lucas in my kitchen was not a big, huge stinking deal.


I knew it.


I started thinking about how and when I could get out of there while handing around plates with slivers of cake and baby-blue plastic forks on them.


But when I gave one to the woman sitting beside me, she muttered an annoyed “Muthafucka.”


As it would, this surprised me. So I looked at her, to see her staring down at her nearly transparent slice of cake and I was right. She appeared annoyed.


I didn’t know her but had met her that day. Her name was Elvira, mocha skin, hair in stylish crop with blonde highlights at the long bangs, fabulous tangerine top that showed even more fabulous cleavage, skintight skirt that showed this baby had back, and she would have been shorter than me if she wasn’t wearing four-inch killer stiletto-heeled sandals. She came to the party with a cadre of beauties, all of whom I’d met in passing before at Ada’s milestone celebrate-me celebrations. A knockout blonde named Gwen, a tall, svelte, modelesque blonde named Tracy, and another modelesque, tall, svelte African American named Camille.


But I’d never met Elvira.


“How do you know Ada?” I asked and her eyes came to me.


“Don’t know the bitch and don’t wanna know a bitch who puts out bowls of peanuts, no honey roast, no salt, just motherfuckin’ peanuts with the motherfuckin’ skins still on them, and some corn chips for a party. Then she gives me a sliver of cake. Shit. What? Crazy,” she replied and I stared at her mainly because her answer was crazy. Honest, but crazy.


Then I asked, “You crashed a baby shower?”


“No. Got dragged here by Beanpole.” She jerked her head at the tall, svelte, modelesque Tracy. “She didn’t wanna come alone. Gwen and Cam didn’t wanna come at all. I’m seein’ now why. Trace has got a heart of gold but no capacity to get it when people walk all over her, even when they’re doin’ it in high heels. She talked us into it with promises of employee discounts at her store. She works at Neiman’s.”


“Mm-hmm,” I mumbled, thinking that would do it. There was a time in my life when I’d go to a really bad baby shower with the promise of an employee discount at Neiman’s. That time was over, though. As I had done frequently through the years, starting at around age six, I’d entered a new phase in my life. This one was one where Christian Louboutin didn’t factor, but Harley-Davidson did.


As I was thinking this, she suddenly and bizarrely announced, “Done with this shit. Let’s have cocktails.”


Before I could open my mouth, she shot up to standing, grabbed her enormous purse that clunked and clinked when she did, hefted it up on her shoulder, grabbed my hand, and pulled me out of the couch.


When she had me up, she declared loudly, “Smoke break!”


Everyone’s eyes came to us, some of them shocked, seeing as these days you could light up a doobie and no one would blink, but if you lit up a smoke, you courted being publicly stoned to death. But most of the eyes were envious and probably not because they smoked. Probably because they, like me and obviously Elvira, wanted to escape.


“Smoke break?” Ada asked, her face twisted in revulsion.


“Yeah, back deck, okay?” Elvira asked, but didn’t wait for an answer. She started tugging me to the sliding-glass doors at the back of Ada’s picture-perfect suburban home while jerking her chin at her posse.


I had no choice but to go but I did manage to bug my eyes out at Martha as I went—my nonverbal invitation for her to get her ass up and follow.


I’d known Martha since we were in fifth grade. I moved out to Denver to be with Martha. Before marrying Damian, I lived with Martha. After leaving Damian, I again lived with Martha. Therefore, Martha read my nonverbal invitation and got her ass up.


“Ice,” I heard Elvira order.


Tracy nodded and peeled off as Elvira tugged me out the door.


She let my hand go and sashayed to the picture-perfect lawn furniture on the deck, and folded then shoved my slice of cake into her mouth all in one go (though, it was so small, this wasn’t hard). Then she dropped the plate to the table and plonked down her massive purse, which again clinked and clunked. I watched in unconcealed astonishment as she started unearthing the ingredients for cosmopolitans (including a stainless-steel cocktail shaker) from her purse as Martha, Gwen, Camille, and I rounded the table.


“Ohmigod, I’m so gonna kill Tracy for this. I didn’t like Ada even before that bitch hooked up with Vic. But this party is so bad, if ex-prisoners of war attended it, they’d reminisce nostalgically about the days shit was shoved up their fingernails,” Camille muttered.


“Have you seen Vic?” Gwen asked Camille and got a head shake to her question so she continued. “Shadow of his former self. He used to live and breathe Broncos, Nuggets, Rockies, and his vintage Chevy Chevelle. Now he’s wearing button-downs instead of Elway jerseys and driving a minivan and Ada hasn’t even popped that kid out yet.”


“Poor Vic,” Martha muttered.


“Poor Vic, my ass,” Elvira stated while pouring vodka into her shaker. “Needs to man up, take charge of his woman.” Her eyes sliced through Camille and Gwen and she proclaimed, “You bitches know what I’m sayin’.”


Both “bitches” nodded in a way I found interesting since they clearly did know what she was saying and I did not and wanted to know more. Before I could ask, I heard the sliding glass door open. I twisted to look as it closed and saw the gorgeous, glamorous Tracy carrying two big glasses filled with ice strutting out like she was on a catwalk and not on a picture-perfect back deck.


“Okay, just gotta say, I’m glad we’re out here because I wanna know what the frig is up with you,” I heard Martha say and I looked to her to see she was looking at me and, therefore, talking to me.


This was probably not good.


Martha was Elvira’s height, which was to say five foot four. She was also now taller than me, for I was wearing a pair of flip-flops with a black base and glittery silver on the straps and she was wearing a pair of platform pumps with a six-inch heel and two-inch platform. She was rounded just right, and had curly dark brown hair that looked fabulous against her pale skin and bright blue eyes.


She also knew me better than anyone in this world (or, at least, the parts I let her know). She was always late. She was always in a tizzy. Her life was always filled with drama. But I loved her and she loved me, always and forever, no matter what. I’d been through the thick and the thin with her, all of it, and there was a lot of it, riding her killer waves, holding her hand the whole time. She was grateful for it and didn’t have a problem with letting that show.


That said, although she could be immensely gentle, insightful, and thoughtful, that didn’t mean when she had something to say, even if that something might be uncomfortable, she didn’t say it.


Which I was getting the sense she was gearing up to do now.


So I asked a fake innocent, “What?”


“What?” she asked back, not buying my fake innocent for a second and I knew this when her eyebrows shot up and she kept speaking. “Girl, I walked into your house and you had a face… a face…” She shook her head. “I don’t even know what was up with your face and you still got that face.”


Then, as if I didn’t know what a face was, she lifted a finger and jabbed it toward mine, going on as she dropped it.


“All I know is, three months you’ve been hell on wheels, no one could keep up with you, and now you look all foggy, like you’re living in a dream world.”


Damn.


I really needed to remember that even as Martha lived out her ever-present drama, that didn’t mean she didn’t pay attention.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I lied.


“Sure you do,” Elvira stated, dumping ice into her cocktail shaker.


“Uh…” I mumbled to Elvira, a little surprised since I’d met her an hour before and she couldn’t know anything about me, especially not about this.


“I got the gift,” Elvira informed me, answering my unasked question. “Can read people’s faces.” She topped the cocktail shaker and started shaking. “And yours is sayin’ you know exactly what your homegirl is talkin’ about.”


Oh crap.


I felt all eyes on me but it was Martha who spoke next.


“All right, Tess, I backed off because you know I did not like that Jake. But that look on your face, I’m done backing off.”


Oh crap.


At this point Martha looked to the beauty parade of women around the table and shared, “She got hooked up with this guy… hot and when I say hot I mean—”she licked her finger and then sliced it through the air making a sizzle noise and went on—“smokin’ hot. But bad news.”


It was safe to say I didn’t want to talk about this at all but it was safer to say that I didn’t want to talk about this drinking clandestine cosmos on Ada’s picture-perfect back deck with a bunch of women I didn’t know during a very badly hosted baby shower I didn’t want to be at. But instead, I wanted to be home preparing for nine o’clock when Brock would be back and we would be talking.


Therefore, I started, “Martha—”


“No, girl,” Martha cut me off, lifting a hand in my face to which Elvira muttered, “Oh shit, this is serious. She’s givin’ the hand.”


Martha continued, dropping her hand and looking back at the bevy of beauties. “This guy had it all. The walk, the voice, the hair, the ass. Kid you not, I’d sell my soul just to run my fingers along his forearms.” She leaned in and semi-whispered, “He’s got these veins that pop out on his hands and forearms, freaking delicious.”


Oh jeez.


Totally paid attention.


“Mm-hmm, I hear you,” Elvira and Tracy muttered in unison, their eyes rapt on Martha’s face as were Gwen’s, but Camille was looking at me.


Martha went on. “But did he take her to his pad? No. Did she know where he worked? No. Did she meet any of his friends? No. Family? Unh-unh. Always her place or some dive. Never a nice meal. Never got dressed up and took my girl on the town. He met her friends. He showed up at her bakery. But for all she knows, he’s a lone wolf livin’ off his family’s inheritance and, from what I could tell, it wasn’t a generous one. If he called, she answered. She couldn’t and he left a message, she called straight back. He wanted to meet, she asked where and what time and then she was there.”


“Oh boy,” Gwen muttered, clearly disappointed I’d let down our side.


“You got that right. Oh boy,” Martha agreed. “Did she listen to me when I told her to play it cool? No. Did she listen to me when I said in four months you should see your man’s pad, at the very least meet a friend, just one? No. I get it. She was into this dude. Hell, Melissa Etheridge would be into this dude. He’s the walking, talking, breathing definition of a dude you… would… be… into. But a girl’s gotta play it cool and not put herself out there.”


I tried again. “Martha—”


She turned her bright blue eyes to me. “Unh-unh, Tess. You put yourself out there and I know, seein’ as for the last three months there’s been no talk, no sightings, Jake Knox all of a sudden fell off the face of the earth.” She leaned into me. “I know.” Then she leaned back. “It’s ended. Because off you go, hell-bent on whatever you’re hell bent on.”


She turned back to the girls and kept going.


“Suddenly, after twenty-five years of me talking to her about it, she gets contacts. Suddenly, she’s at kickboxing classes three days a week. Suddenly, she’s looking at places to open a new bakery and expand her business at the same time she’s put the house she loves on the market and is waxin’ on about movin’ to Kentucky. Suddenly, she’s off to a new hairdresser, spends three hundred friggin’ dollars for a new friggin’ look. Suddenly, she’s not shopping at Nordstrom’s but scrounging through the racks of Biker Babes ’R’ Us.”


Martha settled back on her heels and kept right on talking.


“Now, we all know, a girl gets dumped by a serious hot guy she’s got two options. She deposits her ass at the nearest LaMar’s and steadily eats her way through the inventory until she’s gained fifty pounds and gives up on men until she finds herself a beer-bellied loser who worships the ground she walks on. Or she gets herself a new look, kickboxes her way to a new ass, and throws herself into her job. That means she’s living and breathing for that moment when she sees him again and she can say, ‘Look what you gave up, asshole.’ ”


Martha’s eyes came back to me.


“And that’s what you’ve been doin’.”
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