




He was hunched forward, holding his mug, watching her, apparently no more willing than she was to discuss why his bed was so rumpled.

“Do you remember much about last night?” he asked.

All right, she was wrong on that point. He was willing to discuss it.

“Enough.”

“Questions?”

She almost choked on her coffee, holding up a hand when he shot out of the chair, apparently to come to her rescue.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “You sound like a professor who’s just finished a lecture and wants to make sure his students understood all the important points.”

He settled back, a corner of his mouth hitching up. “We didn’t do a whole hell of a lot of talking.”
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Chapter 1



It had been so long. Too long.

She’d forgotten how hot his mouth would get as he trailed it along her throat, seeking out the sensitive spot just below her ear, nipping her tender flesh, before swirling his tongue along the outer shell, ending the journey with a gentle nibbling of her lobe and endearments murmured in a voice raspy with yearning.

She’d forgotten how slowly he removed her clothes, as though he were awed by the creamy texture of her skin that each released button revealed, as though she were an unexpected gift discovered on Christmas morning to be unwrapped without hurry, the uncovering of what lay inside to be savored as much as the item nestled within.

She’d forgotten how gently demanding he could be as he glided his roughened palms along her ribs, until he cradled her breasts within his hands, his callused fingers kneading and teasing, taunting her with the memories of all the other times he’d stroked her, never in a hurry, taking his time until she was writhing against him.

She released a tiny whimper, and he drew her nearer, blanketing her mouth with his own, his tongue delving deep and sure, plundering, conquering. With his hands, he cupped her bare backside, pressing her hips against his, the unmistakable hard evidence of his longing burning hot against her soft belly.

She wanted to weep for the joy of his desire for her. It had been so long. Too long.

She wound her arms around his neck to keep from melting at his feet, the heat intensifying with each touch, each exploration. She’d forgotten how broad his shoulders were, how his defined muscles quivered as passion took hold. She slid one hand down his strong back, along his hip, until finally she wedged her way between their bodies and wrapped her fingers around him. She’d forgotten how magnificent the velvety length of him felt. Tightening her hold, she stroked him.

His guttural groan echoed through the darkness.

And then she was falling, falling onto the giving softness of the bed that was in direct contrast to the hardened body lying on top of her. Nestled between her thighs where he belonged, he entered her with one solid, powerful thrust that had her crying out in ecstasy.

It had been so long. Too long.

Oh, God. She thought she’d die from the glorious sensations building within her as he pumped his massive body against hers—unmercifully, mercifully. She’d forgotten how beautifully they moved together, their bodies seeking fulfillment, their hearts reaffirming their love.

She was climbing toward the exalted pinnacle of pleasure. It had been too, too long.

And when he carried her swiftly over the precipice, her orgasm rocked her foundation, had her screaming his name right before the tears of wonder engulfed her.

It had been so long. Too long.

Steve hadn’t made love to her since he died.

 

With his face buried in his hands, Hunter Fletcher sat on the edge of his bed, his body drenched in sweat, his muscles still quivering. He’d known she was inebriated. You didn’t pick up a woman at a bar and expect her to be stone-cold sober. But he hadn’t realized exactly how drunk she was. Not until she’d called out her husband’s name with such longing that he realized he’d made one hell of a mistake. By then it had been too late for him. He couldn’t have stopped if his life had depended on it. As a matter of fact, stopping at that precise moment probably would have killed him.

With a deep sigh, he plowed his hands through his hair. He’d known she was married, of course. The wedding band nestled up against the engagement ring sporting a diamond too small to glitter had clued him in to her marital status. Which was fine with him. Married women were safer, not looking for commitment. They’d tapped into that pipe dream already, and if they were with him, they’d given up on it. Usually they wanted nothing more than to get back at their husbands, and he was only too happy to oblige.

The disadvantage to preferring married women was that those willing to cheat on their husbands were few and far between, which meant that he spent a good deal of his time living like a monk, so when he did finally find a willing lady, he made the most of their brief time together.

Which usually wasn’t a problem. Two willing partners just looking for a quick romp. No names exchanged, no phone numbers memorized, no unrealistic expectations to be met.

Fast, furious, hot, and wild.

It was the way that he liked it. None of that romantic crap women required in order to remain in a relationship for any length of time. Sex. Pure and simple. Animalistic. Nature at its most basic—and in his opinion—finest level.

The woman in his bed right now had certainly been willing, but he had a feeling she was going to wake up with a mountain of regrets. What he’d delivered was obviously not what she’d intended to order.

He supposed he could hope she would awaken with no memory of what had transpired between them. Then he could lie and tell her that he’d been too drunk to deliver on the promise he’d made at the bar. Although he doubted that he’d ever forget this night. Not if he lived to be a thousand.

She’d drawn his attention because she looked incredibly out of place, a woman trying so desperately to appear as though she belonged that it became obvious she didn’t. He, on the other hand, was skilled at appearing to belong in places where he didn’t. He also had the advantage of being the best at determining who didn’t fit in. He’d done it throughout the world—for a covert branch of the CIA that few people knew much about until the war on terrorism escalated.

So figuring out that she didn’t really belong at the bar had been simple.

What he’d failed to realize was that she also didn’t belong in his bed.

A damned shame. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had sex this intense or satisfying. The woman had incredible legs and a well-toned body that told him she was as physical outside of bed as she was in it. It had crossed his mind—briefly and insanely—that getting to know her outside of bed would be equally rewarding.

He twisted slightly and gazed over his shoulder at her, lying on her side. Spilling in through the un-curtained windows, pale moonlight danced lightly over her bare shoulder, bare back. He was half tempted to nudge aside that sheet bunched at her waist and once again enjoy the sight of her perfectly rounded backside. Removing her clothes had nearly brought him to his knees as he slowly revealed her firm breasts, her flat stomach, her silken skin limned by the moonlight. She’d wanted the darkness; he’d happily obliged, knowing he could use the moon to his advantage.

And use it he had. He’d never relished the sight of a woman’s body revealed as much as he had tonight. He’d never taken so much time to get to know a woman. What was it about this one that fascinated him, that urged him not to rush, that caused him to actually care about pleasing her?

After her cry had ceased to echo through his mind, after he was once again able to move his sated limbs, he’d eased off her. She’d rolled over and immediately drifted off to sleep—or passed out. He was hoping for the former.

Honest to God, she hadn’t seemed drunk enough that she wouldn’t realize she wasn’t with her husband. She hadn’t seemed drunk at all. Relaxed, sure. Feeling good, definitely. Content to be with him, without a doubt.

His harsh curse seemed out of place within the stillness of his bedroom. He didn’t know why it bothered him so much that she’d confused him with someone else. He’d gotten what he wanted: great sex with an attractive woman.

What more did he need?

He shot down the demons that threatened to taunt him with suggestions that he did indeed need much more. He’d shut off his emotions long ago and caged up his heart. It was part of the reason he was so good at what he did. Nothing affected his concentration. Nothing distracted him from his purpose.

Not even a doe-eyed beauty whose hair looked as though it had been spun from moonbeams. He wondered what her bastard of a husband had done that sent her scurrying to the bar in the first place. When Hunter had approached her, she’d appeared vulnerable and hopeful at the same time. Grateful even.

A woman in need of rescue. And he’d found himself wanting to rescue her.

Some rescue.

He wasn’t certain why he envied her husband. It went beyond the sex, beyond her physical beauty. Maybe it was the depth of love he’d heard woven through the guy’s name when she’d uttered it. Maybe it was the way she’d clutched him as though she never wanted to let him go, clutched him thinking he was her husband.

He contemplated waking her up, driving her back to the bar, helping to get her home—wherever home was. But his survival instincts kicked in. He wasn’t a knight in shining armor. Maybe he was even a little drunk himself.

He rolled back on to the bed, draped himself over her with his chest against her back, and pretended what he’d never envisioned with any other woman. He imagined that she was his, that it was his name she’d sent echoing into the night.







Chapter 2



Serena Hamilton awoke with a pounding headache that didn’t bother her nearly as much as it should have—probably because her body felt so damned good. Her toes were still curling, her nerve endings still humming in contentment. She thought of that scene in Gone with the Wind: Scarlet in bed the morning after Rhett had carried her up the stairs. Good God. Steve had always been talented at bringing her pleasure, but last night he’d been spectacular. He’d picked up a trick or two since the last time…

The last time.

The words stabbed into her with painful precision. The last time. The last time had, in fact, been the last time. Her body stopped humming, her toes uncurled, and her headache threatened to crack open her skull.

No, no, no. It had all been a dream. An incredibly lovely dream. But it had all felt so blessedly real and warm and tactile—not her hands touching her body, but someone else’s, not her body pressed against a soft pillow, but pressed against firm muscles and toned limbs. The power of the mind to transform desires into such realistic fantasy was absolutely amazing. But none of her previous dreams had ever been as overpowering.

Slowly she opened her eyes. The sun streamed in through a bare window. Who’d removed her frilly curtains? Who’d left the window naked, without personality, without beauty? Furthermore, who’d changed the size and shape of the window?

With a slow dawning, her fuzzy brain began to gain clarity, and she realized the window wasn’t hers. Nor was the wall. God help her. This room wasn’t hers either.

Her heart kicked painfully against her ribs. Her throat knotted up, and she couldn’t have swallowed even if her mouth hadn’t felt as though someone had stuffed cotton into it. Her stomach roiled. She thought she might bring up the frozen strawberry margaritas and cheese-laden nachos she’d feasted on late last night.

Cautiously she shifted her gaze until it slammed into the man sitting in a chair beside the bed. A man whose image hovered at the edges of recognition.

His elbows were planted on jean-clad thighs, his large hands wrapped around a black mug, his deep brown eyes studying her. His denim shirt, only half buttoned, barely revealed a light covering of hair on his chest. At least he was dressed.

Unfortunately, she wasn’t. The horror of that realization hit her hard. Inhaling sharply, she clutched the sheet against her chest as though that action could somehow undo the improbable scenario screaming through her mind. She felt as though her thought processes were stumbling along, creating a children’s book like the ones she’d read to Riker when he was a baby.

Naked.

Naked in bed.

Naked in bed with a stranger.

A handsome stranger at that, in a dark, elemental sort of way. Locks of his black hair fell forward, not in any sort of style, more like something that simply didn’t want to be controlled. He didn’t look as though he’d shaved in a couple of days. Five o’clock shadow that more closely resembled forty-eight-hour shadow.

Her first impression was that he wasn’t the type she’d want to meet in a deserted alley. All right. Obviously that hadn’t been her first impression. Since she was lying in his bed, she had to assume that her first impression had been something entirely different—an attraction that she’d been unable to deny.

“I wasn’t sure how you liked your coffee,” he said in a deep rumble that implied he knew different things about her, her preferences in other areas, aspects of her that she might wish he didn’t know.

He cocked his head slightly to the side, and she slid her gaze to four black mugs sitting on the nightstand. She briefly wondered if this man was aware that bright colors existed and could do a great deal to improve one’s mood first thing in the morning. She preferred yellows and oranges. Sunshine colors, her son called them.

“Black. With milk. With sugar. With milk and sugar. If you’re into cream or you’re a tea drinker, you’re out of luck.”

She thought she detected actual regret in his words. “Milk and sugar,” she rasped, as though someone had replaced her vocal cords with fine sandpaper.

Holding the sheet tightly against her upper body, she made a motion to sit up, the soreness between her legs causing her to still. Any hope she had that all she’d done was sleep in his bed vanished.

She struggled to position herself against the headboard without revealing any additional flesh. To his credit, he never dipped his eyes but held hers steadily while he extended the mug toward her. With shaking hands, she took it, careful not to touch him, this man whom she feared she might have touched far too much and way too intimately.

While concentrating on taking a sip of coffee, she heard a slight rattling. Shifting her gaze, she saw him shake a small bottle, spilling a couple of tablets into his cupped hand.

“Figured you could use this, too,” he said. “Figure you might have a headache brewing.”

Oh, it’s not brewing. It’s brewed.

Hesitantly, she reached out, hoping he’d understand that she simply wanted him to dump the painkiller on her palm, didn’t want to actually touch him. Apparently, he did, because he held his hand over hers and turned it slightly until the tablets tumbled off. She shoved them into her mouth, chased them down with the coffee, and couldn’t hold back the grimace this time.

“Tea drinker, huh?”

She almost smiled at his astute observation.

“English Breakfast,” she said quietly, thinking it ludicrous that she was hesitant to reveal her morning habits when she’d already apparently revealed a good deal more than that before this morning.

When she lifted her gaze back to him, he was again hunched forward, holding his mug with both hands, watching her, apparently no more willing than she was to discuss why his bed was as rumpled as it was.

“Do you remember much about last night?” he asked.

All right, she was wrong on that point. He was willing to discuss it.

“Enough.”

“Questions?”

She almost choked on her coffee, holding up a hand when he shot out of the chair, apparently to come to her rescue.

“I’m sorry. You reminded me of a professor who’s just finished a lecture and wants to make sure his students understood all the important points.”

He settled back, a corner of his mouth hitching up as though to carry amusement into his eyes. “We didn’t do a whole hell of a lot of talking.”

“So I gathered.” And she wasn’t particularly in a mood to discuss anything now. She didn’t know how to handle this morning-after crap, especially when she could barely remember the night before. Although she feared her lack of memory might be more of a defense mechanism rather than any sort of true amnesia. To acknowledge the memories would be to admit what she’d done, and she wasn’t exactly proud of her actions last night or where she found herself this morning.

She wasn’t in the habit of going home with strangers. Hell, she wasn’t in the habit of going home with men she knew! Last night had been an aberration, a fluke. One too many margaritas, one too many lonely nights. An incredibly sexy man who even now had her contemplating the advantages of staying in his bed a little longer.

Not an option. She had responsibilities, commitments, obligations. None of which lent themselves well to waking up in a stranger’s bed.

She glanced around the room. He must have only recently moved in. Nothing hung on the walls. No photos sat on the dresser. No plants or knickknacks offered a hint to his likes or dislikes. Her clothes were draped over the foot of the bed, a startling reminder that they weren’t on her. She inhaled a deep breath. “I need to get home.”

He nodded slowly. “You’re welcome to use the shower. I set some clean towels—”

“I’m not going to shower. I just want to throw on my clothes and get out of here as quickly as possible.”

She thought she saw regret wash over his features, but the emotion was gone so quickly that she couldn’t be sure. She almost apologized for seeming ungrateful. Based on the way her body had felt when she’d awoken, she had a feeling she should be thanking him profusely.

“Suit yourself. I’ll wait downstairs to drive you back to the bar so you can pick up your car.” He jerked a thumb toward the door. “Door locks.”

He rose to his full height, and she wondered how—even with too many margaritas in her system—she could have imagined she was with Steve. Steve had been tall, but this man was taller, broader, gave the impression of power waiting to be unleashed.

Carrying himself as though everything was a comfortable fit, he walked out of the room and closed the door.

The firm click echoing between the barren walls snapped her out of her lethargy. She scrambled out of bed, hurried across the room, and threw the lock. Then she pressed herself against the door, seeking some sort of comfort while she trembled uncontrollably. Oh, God, how could she have slept with a stranger?

Steve had died nearly six years ago. In all the time since they’d handed her a folded flag, she’d had not one date.

She laughed mirthlessly. Last night she’d broken with tradition. Instead of curling up with a romance novel while soaking in a tub filled with luxuriant bubbles, surrounded by scented candles, she’d decided to go out on the town. She’d driven to Austin and walked along Sixth Street until she’d finally gathered enough courage to step into a bar. What an idiot.

She’d felt so uncomfortable, so conspicuous, so out of place. She’d thought a margarita would calm her nerves. One drink had led to two, to three, to four. By the time the man had joined her, she’d apparently lost all her inhibitions. What a fool. She could have discovered when it was too late that she’d gone home with a serial murderer, a sexual deviant, a woman beater.

Instead, she’d lucked out. She’d gone home with a man who’d carried her higher than she’d ever flown. The sex had been great—more than great. That was the one memory that she’d completely retained from the night before.

Ironically, the terrific sex only added to her guilt. Because as good as Steve had been, he’d never been that good. It felt like a betrayal to his memory to find such joy in another man’s body. Part of her wondered if she’d hung onto Steve for so long because she feared discovering that what they’d had together had existed only in her mind.

It had always been hard, so hard, to let another man in. And yet, last night, it had been so incredibly easy—not because of the margaritas she’d downed but because of the man who’d reached across the table and wrapped his hand around hers. The man who’d pressed a kiss to her palm and, with his eyes more than his words, had invited her to go home with him.

Then he’d made her ever so glad that she had.

And now she was assailed with guilt because she’d enjoyed herself. Because she was a mother and a daughter, and she had responsibilities that she’d ignored last night. She hadn’t tucked her son into bed. She hadn’t made certain that her father was coping with the recent loss of her mother.

Last night she’d been selfish, thinking of only what she’d needed, and last night, she’d desperately needed a man. And by God, she’d certainly found one.

Now she was in his bedroom when she really needed to be in hers. She didn’t want to take her cell phone out of her purse and see how many voicemail messages or missed calls were waiting for her. She’d warned her father that she planned to stay out late. She simply hadn’t expected at the time that she’d stay out until the early hours of the morning. She needed to get home.

Wrapping her arms around herself, she crossed the hardwood floor to the bathroom. He was obviously a man of simple tastes. The bathroom was as un-adorned as the bedroom. It contained no evidence that it served any purpose other than its primary function—no potpourri, embroidered hand towels, or carved soaps in decorative dishes. She walked to the sink, gazed in the mirror, and wanted to die from mortification.

“Oh, dear God!”

Alice Cooper on his worst day stared back at her.

Her mascara was smeared around her eyes, reaching down to her cheeks, her hair was little more than blond tangled tufts that looked as though it belonged on some creature in a Dr. Seuss book. No wonder he’d been unable to tear his gaze from her face.

She looked as though she’d been resurrected from the dead. Whatever attentions he’d bestowed on her last night had to have been the result of a generous heart, because she was certainly lacking any sort of sexual appeal this morning—and for all she knew had been lacking it last night. She’d obviously deluded herself into thinking she’d looked terrific.

Dropping back her head, she audibly sighed and wondered if crawling out the window and hitching a ride back to town was a viable option, because she certainly didn’t want to have to face this guy again. But she didn’t know where she was exactly or how far she was from town.

Her only way of getting home was waiting for her downstairs. And after he returned her to her minivan, she’d never set eyes on him again. She found whatever small consolation she could in that fact.

Taking a deep breath, she gathered up her courage. She had no choice except to face him again. She might as well do it on her terms.

 

Hunter stood in his living room, his arm braced against the floor-to-ceiling plate glass window that looked out over the lake. The upstairs balcony that led off his bedroom offered a better view, but his bedroom was currently occupied. Besides, he’d convinced himself that the trees at eye level made this view more tranquil. And right now, he craved tranquility and absolution. Although he seriously doubted that either would be forthcoming.

He repeatedly told himself that he hadn’t done anything wrong, anything he should be ashamed of. He’d spotted an attractive lady at the bar, sitting alone, downing margaritas as though they were lemonades on a hot summer afternoon. He’d sidled up to her, made small talk—for the life of him, he couldn’t remember what they’d talked about—invited her back to his place, and shown her a good time.

Still, his actions nagged at him. Probably because she’d looked so appalled when she’d come fully awake and realized she wasn’t where she expected to be. Her brown eyes, the most communicative pair he’d ever seen, were practically neon lights flashing every thought running through her pretty little head. She certainly didn’t step out on her husband much. If he were a betting man, he’d bet last night was the first time.

For some unfathomable reason, that knowledge pleased him. He didn’t want to think of her as running all over creation, hopping into bed with any guy she happened across. He couldn’t recall ever feeling this possessive twinge. It was downright irritating.

He glanced at his watch for the twentieth time in as many minutes. If it took her this long when she was just throwing on her clothes, he’d hate to have to wait around on her when she was doing more than that. On the other hand, he couldn’t help but believe that in spite of her infidelity, she was a woman worth waiting on.

Hearing footsteps on the stairs, he glanced over his shoulder. She’d done a lot more than toss on her red flowing skirt and white lacy top. And he wished to hell she hadn’t, because she made him want to escort her right back up the stairs and offer her a repeat of last night.

All her makeup was gone, although it appeared she’d dabbed something glossy onto her lips. Her short cropped hair was fluffier now, softer looking—like dandelions waiting for a soft breath to blow the petals away. And he was sorely tempted to skim his breath over her curls, along her throat, across her shoulder.

She still looked as though she didn’t belong, and he wondered what it would take to make her appear as if she did belong here in his house—a notion that annoyed him for its audacity at passing through his mind.

Lifting a delicate shoulder, she turned her head slightly as though embarrassed. “I decided to shower after all.”

He couldn’t prevent his grin from forming. He’d figured once she’d caught sight of herself in the mirror that she’d at least want to scrub her face. “I thought you might.”

She’d approached and was near enough now that he could see the blush creeping up her cheeks, could smell the scent of his spicy soap on her skin. And he hoped to hell that the fragrance of her perfume remained on his sheets.

“I don’t usually wear that much makeup,” she said defensively, as though he’d insulted her because he’d seen her less than perfect face this morning. The odd thing was that he’d still been attracted to her—probably because the heat and sweat they’d worked up the night before had been responsible for the smearing.

“Figured you didn’t.” It was one of the things that had clued him in that she probably wasn’t a regular at the bar. She’d reminded him of the way teenage girls looked when they first enter adolescence and started playing around with eyeliner and eye shadow and all the other powdery gunk women dabbed on their face to appeal to the opposite sex.

Now that she was here, ready to go, he found himself loath to take her back to the bar, but he wasn’t sure how to entice her into staying. He wasn’t in the habit of wanting women to hang around. He had enough complications in his profession. He didn’t need the distractions in his personal life.

Still, before he could think through the ramifications, he jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Did you want to eat breakfast before you go? I boil a mean egg.”

Her lips twitched, her eyes sparkled, and he realized that teasing her was a bad idea. It was her smile that had prompted him to invite her out here to begin with.

“No, thanks. I really do need to get home.”

Yeah, her husband was probably fit to be tied right about now, because she’d been out all night. Or maybe he was out of town and would be arriving home at any moment. Whatever deviations in her life had allowed her to have the freedom to roam last night were probably drawing to a close. The clock had struck midnight, and he had a feeling she wasn’t going to leave a glass slipper behind so he could find her again.

He escorted her out of his house and to his recently purchased black jeep. He opened the passenger door for her, conscious of the fact that they were both taking extra effort not to make eye contact, not to touch. It was a game he’d played countless times: a stranger before, a lover during, a stranger after—as though everything experienced during sex wasn’t strong enough or good enough to last into the afterward. Like an exploding star that burned brilliantly and then quickly diminished into blackness.

The unvarnished history of his relationships with women: they always faded into nothing but a distant memory. It was a fact of his life that had never bothered him until this morning.

He settled into the driver’s seat, started up the vehicle, and wished to hell that he could think of something appropriate to say to this woman sitting beside him.

Any apology would come out as sounding insincere, because it would be. Knowing he should feel sorry didn’t necessarily make him sorry.

Telling her that last night had been the best in his life probably wasn’t the way to go either. It had been more than the way their bodies had melded together. He’d felt a connection, a balance that he couldn’t explain. As though they’d choreographed their moves before, rehearsed with each other a thousand times, knew the rhythm, and understood the subtle nuances of each other’s motions. He’d experienced none of the initial awkwardness he usually did as he tried to determine a woman’s particular peculiarities.

He couldn’t explain all that he’d felt last night. Sensations that went beyond the physical. He’d never flown so high, so quickly, so intensely, as though every aspect of his being had come into play, had participated.

He told himself that it was only because he’d gone so long without a woman in his bed, but he knew instinctually that it was more than that. That there was something about her that he couldn’t explain. And as much as he wanted to pepper her with questions, get to know her better, he knew for his own sake—and hers—the less they knew about each other, the easier it would be to forget that last night had ever happened.

So he drove in silence, finding it strange to contemplate that letting her go was going to be difficult—as though he had any sort of choice in the matter. She was a one-night stand. His life was littered with them.

Yet he couldn’t seem to think of her in that inconsequential way, or place her in a comfortable niche that would render her insignificant. In spite of the fact that she’d betrayed her husband and her vows, he felt as though she deserved more respect, more consideration.

With her arms crossed protectively over her chest, she stared out the window. He wondered if she was mulling over excuses to explain her absence. He considered tossing out a few scenarios for her. Quick thinking in dangerous situations was his forte.

Only he hoped she wouldn’t find herself in danger, hoped her husband wasn’t a man with a destructive temper. Unfortunately Hunter also knew that if he were her husband and discovered she’d been with another man, hell, he’d kill the bastard. The irony in his thinking wasn’t totally lost on him—himself being the bastard in need of killing.

He pulled into the parking lot she directed him to and stopped beside the only vehicle remaining. A minivan. He refrained from swearing out loud. She no doubt had kids. He was the last thing she needed in her life. A repeat performance was definitely out of the question.

She darted a quick glance his way. “Uh, thanks for the lift.”

She reached for the handle.

“Look,” he began. She stopped and gazed back at him. He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out the folded scrap of paper he’d written on while he’d waited for her downstairs. “If for any reason, you need to get in touch with me…”

He extended the paper, aware that he was offering too little, too late. Still, it was more than he’d ever offered to anyone else. “My name and number.”

She shook her head. He waved it in front of her. “Just in case. You never know…”

Never knew if her husband might figure out she’d been unfaithful and take his wrath out on her and leave her with no place to go. Never knew if she might find herself pregnant and unable to explain her condition or unsure who the father might be. Never knew if she might simply want to cross paths again—although he realized the latter was incredibly unlikely.

He noticed the slight trembling in her fingers as she took his offering, and he couldn’t stop himself from uttering, “I’m sorry.”

And damn if he didn’t discover that he did in fact mean the words.

She lifted her gaze and gave him an almost impish grin. “I’m trying to be.”

What in the hell did she mean by that?

She opened the door.

“Wait,” he ordered with the stern voice he’d used to command men.

She stilled and once again looked back at him.

“I know it’s none of my business, but what did your husband do that made you go to the bar alone last night, that prompted you to go home with me?”

A deep sadness touched her eyes. “He died.”

With the door slamming in her wake, she was out of his jeep and running for her minivan before he could utter an oath. He clambered out of the jeep, barely in time to watch her drive off.

Then he cursed again.

He didn’t even know her name.







Chapter 3



“Where in thunderation have you been?”

“Mom! You’re home!”

Honeybunch and Lucky yipped, sniffed at her feet, and ducked their noses beneath her skirt.

Serena had barely closed the back door that led into the kitchen when her father, son, and the part-beagle-part-whatever-had-gotten-off-its-leash mutts noticed her arrival. Grimacing, she pressed her fingertips to both temples, her hovering headache threatening to return full force, the odor of scrambled eggs churning her stomach, causing it to threaten revolt. She forced a cheerfulness that she didn’t truly feel into her words. “Hello, sweetie. Good morning, Dad.”

With her feet, she nudged the dogs aside and walked farther into the kitchen.

“Don’t ‘good morning’ me,” her father said. “I’ve already called the police, the county sheriff, and every hospital in the area—”

“Dad.” She held up a hand to stifle his diatribe. She didn’t need the scolding this morning, no matter how well-deserved it might be. She’d chastised herself repeatedly on the drive home, and he couldn’t say anything to her that she hadn’t already said to herself several times over and much more harshly.

Besides she had no intention of explaining last night in front of her son, and she knew her father would eventually confront her and demand to know what she’d been up to. Ten years had passed since she’d moved out from beneath his roof, but whenever she came home for a spell, she was his child again. He pestered her with questions, offered advice that she seldom appreciated, and gave the impression that he didn’t know how she managed on her own.

But she had managed for a long time now, and she imagined managing on her own—and alone—would continue for a good while longer. She had the impression that the man she’d spent last night with wasn’t the marrying kind.

“I’m a grown woman,” she told him, a little more harshly than she’d intended, “fully capable of taking care of myself.”

Usually. She had doubts about last night, although admittedly she was safe and sound and not much worse for wear.

She crossed the kitchen where she’d spent so many hours talking with her mother, and once again, felt the sharp pang of recent loss. Maybe it wasn’t the loneliness from losing Steve finally catching up with her that had sent her to the bar; maybe it was trying to fulfill her mother’s last request: Get out, Serena. Stop mourning. You’re too young not to be looking for another man.

She wondered if her mother had given similar advice to her father. She’d only been gone two weeks, and already three ladies from the church had hit on Serena’s fifty-six-year-old father as though he were God’s gift to widows.

Serena wrapped her arms around Riker, bent over, and kissed the top of his head. He smelled earthy, like puppies, hay, and dirt, mixed in with chocolate milk. “Looks like Grandpa is taking good care of you.”

Riker tilted up his face to look at her with blue eyes that mirrored his father’s. “Yeah, but we were worried.”

“I had a little too much to drink. You never drive when you’ve had too much to drink.”

“I know, I know,” he grumbled.

His best friend’s dad was the chief of police in the small town of Hopeful where she and Riker lived. Hell, her best friend was the chief of police. That was part of the problem as well. As happy as she was for Jack, glad that he’d finally trusted love and recently gotten married, she unexpectedly found herself floundering again as she had immediately after Steve had died. She hadn’t realized how dependent she’d become on Jack to fulfill the role of a man in her life.

With boys the same age and Steve a common thread between them, she and Jack had drifted into a relationship that closely resembled marriage—always being there for the other, satisfying that second parent role that constantly reared its inconvenient head. It was difficult being a single parent, trying to fulfill all of a child’s needs alone, especially when society was set up toward two-parent families. Sometimes she simply needed someone to act as a sounding board, and a man served well when it came to raising a boy.

But now with Jack devoting most of his time to his new family and her mother losing her battle to cancer, Serena felt as though her foundation was in danger of crumbling. She’d always considered herself strong. Right now, she simply felt a soul-deep weariness that sometimes left her too exhausted to even think about getting out of bed.

“So what did you do then?” her dad asked, censure in his voice, bringing her back to the present. “Last night? If you were too drunk to drive?”

“I found a room, slept over.” A carefully worded truth if she ever heard one, but she’d never lied to her father. She didn’t feel like starting now, although it was incredibly tempting—but the effort required to fabricate a story wasn’t worth it.

He narrowed his eyes in suspicion just as he had the night she’d lost her virginity in the bed of Steve’s beat-up pickup truck—on a pile of blankets that had smelled like hay and horses. Her father hadn’t said anything that night, but his glare had spoken louder than any words could have. She’d felt as though she’d walked through the door with a virgin in a red circle with a slash through it drawn on her forehead. She wasn’t sure what to draw and slash on her forehead now. Good mom? Mourning wife? Bereft daughter?

What sort of mother hit the bars and ended up in a stranger’s bed? What sort of devoted wife dishonored the memory of her husband as she had? It was strange to be standing here feeling as though she’d betrayed a man who’d been gone so many years—when for so long she’d felt as though he’d betrayed her by dying. Irrational thoughts, every damn one of them.

She patted Riker’s head, his shoulders, his back; he was her precious anchor in the storm of life. She bent down and kissed the top of his head again. “I’m sorry, baby.”

“For what?”

Tears stung her eyes. “I shouldn’t have gone out last night. I shouldn’t have left you alone.”

“I wasn’t alone. I was with Grandpa.”

She hugged him more tightly. “I know. But I should have been here.”

“Mom, you’re hurting me.”

She unwound her arms and stepped back. “I just missed you so much.”

Damn it. That was part of the problem. Anytime she took time for herself, she felt guilty, as though she was being unfair to Riker, selfishly denying him her presence. It was bad enough that he was denied the presence of a father. She owed him.

“I’m going to take a hot shower, and then you can tell me all about your time with Grandpa.” She looked at her dad. “Later we can go through some more of Mother’s things.”

“You ought to have some breakfast before you head upstairs,” her dad groused.

“I’ll drink a cup of tea later.”

She walked through the house that still carried the lemony scent of the furniture polish her mother had used for more than thirty years to keep everything glowing. The hardwood floor creaked beneath her feet, protesting its age.

Serena had grown up on two thousand acres of land that had been devoted to cattle. Over the years, her father had sold portions of it off to land developers. There was more money in land than in cattle these days, and he’d recognized early on that those who came after him had no interest in becoming a slave to the demands of ranching as he’d been.

She trudged up the stairs to her bedroom, the walls still reflecting the girl she’d been in high school, the girl she’d been when she married Steve the summer she graduated. Pompoms were tacked to the wall. Prom corsages and spirit ribbons were pinned to the bulletin board. Frilly curtains she’d sewn in home ec class adorned the windows.

This room had been her haven. She’d always been able to sit on her bed, knowing after a time, her mother would rap on the door to check on her, knowing that with only a look, her mother would come inside and hold her. Words were seldom needed, love the communicative thread. No matter how old Serena had grown, she’d known her mother would always be there, reaching out to her, comforting her.

Only now her mother was gone.

Tears filled her eyes, blurring everything that surrounded her. She could have told her mother about the mistake she’d made last night. She pressed her hand to mouth. Her mother would have made her feel better about her irresponsibility, her bad decision, her insane behavior. She could hear her mother’s wise voice now.

“It’s done. Learn from it and move on.”

Learn what? That she couldn’t stop thinking about the man who’d been sitting beside the bed when she’d awoken this morning? Couldn’t seem to shake the dreamlike state he’d carried her into last night? She felt as though he’d branded her with his mouth and hands—and that was an action that until last night had been Steve’s domain exclusively.

She’d never kissed anyone other than Steve, had never slept with anyone except Steve.

As old-fashioned as it seemed, she’d always been a one-man woman, a one-boy girl. She had fallen in love with Steve when she was fourteen. Maybe if she’d broadened her horizons when she was younger, she wouldn’t find it so difficult to do so now, but every step took her into unfamiliar territory, carried her farther away from Steve, and removed her from her comfort zone.

She’d figured that sooner or later, she would let someone else into her life—the loneliness factor was simply too great to go on forever by herself—but she certainly hadn’t taken that initial step toward starting over the way she’d expected.

She reached into her purse and pulled out the slip of paper he’d given her. Hunter. Was that his first name, his last? A nickname? For only a moment, she contemplated calling the phone number he’d provided and asking him about his name. But what did it truly matter? She’d never see him again.

She grabbed her robe and walked down the hallway to the bathroom. She set her clothes aside, turned on the shower full force, and as soon as the water began creating steam behind the plastic curtain, she stripped off her clothes and ducked beneath the welcoming spray. She had showered at Hunter’s, but she simply felt in need of another cleansing, anything to clear her mind, to vanquish the fog.

She remembered last night a bit more clearly now. There had been something about his eyes, something innately protective about them. She’d felt safe when he’d sat across from her at the booth. Safe and secure, no longer out of place. She’d thought she should have felt uncomfortable with his nearness. She hadn’t shown much interest in men—except for Jack, who had failed to notice—since Steve died.

Not that she had many opportunities to meet men in Hopeful. The town boasted a population of nine thousand on a good day when traffic was brisk. She enjoyed the small town atmosphere near Houston. But Austin would always be her home, even though they didn’t technically live within the city limits. Lately she’d been contemplating moving back. Now she didn’t know if that possibility was wise or not.

Riker was already complaining about missing his friends, and even though she told herself that this was home and children adjusted and she couldn’t make her life decisions based on a nine-year-old’s social life, she found herself doing exactly that. She’d established her own home-based interior decorating business—Window Dressings—so she would always be available for Riker, could determine her own hours, go on school field trips, and never have to deal with a difficult boss when she wanted to schedule time off to be with her son.

Every decision she’d made since his birth had been made with his welfare in mind. Until last night.

Last night, she’d given in to her longings, her needs, her desires.

She pressed her back to the tiled wall and sank down into the bathtub, wrapped her arms tightly around her drawn up knees, and let the tears fall.

Oh, God, it hurt, it hurt, it hurt. The loneliness she’d struggled so valiantly against when Steve died was back, like a tight rubber band pressing in on her chest, threatening to crush her physically and emotionally.

“Oh, Mom, I miss you,” she rasped, her voice echoing around her. Why did people have to die, Goddamn it!

She’d finally adjusted to Steve being gone—no, not adjusted. Accepted. Accepted that he was gone. Now she was trying to accept that her mother was no longer with her.

She hit the side of the tub, felt the pain shoot up her arm. Damn it! She hadn’t been ready for either of them to go. Steve had been only twenty-three, her mother had only recently turned fifty. Too young. Too damned young, both of them.

Oh, God, it hurt. The first week after her mother’s death, she’d been numb, walking around in a haze. She’d always heard that people who were truly depressed didn’t commit suicide. They were so lethargic that they didn’t want to do anything.

The dangerous moments came when they started coming out of the depression. When they started feeling like doing something again. Too often, the first thing they felt like doing was killing themselves and without the weight of lethargy, they did just that.

She supposed in a manner of speaking, she’d reacted the same way. She’d been numb, lethargic for days. And when she’d finally started coming out of it, she’d wanted to feel…to feel anything…to feel alive…to feel loved…to stop feeling so damned lonely.

And she’d certainly felt alive last night. Her body had hummed as it hadn’t in years. From the moment he’d touched her, she’d wanted exactly what he’d offered. And he’d been so good, considerate, and tender. Last night, he’d been exactly what she needed.

She began to shiver as the water grew tepid, and she was left with no more tears to shed. She forced herself to her feet, turned off the shower, grabbed a towel, and began to dry off. Her gaze fell on the love bite on the curve of her breast. Gingerly she touched it. It closely matched the one she’d spotted on her neck earlier, when she’d first looked in a mirror this morning.

With the reminder, her legs grew weak and she settled on the edge of the tub. What if she became pregnant? The thought didn’t appall her as it should have. She’d always wanted more children. Of course, she’d always planned to have a husband to go along with them. She had an irrational urge to call Hunter, to hear his voice.

Snap out of it! It wasn’t as if she’d ever see him again. She didn’t think she’d ever set foot in another bar, might not even set foot out of the house. She needed to stop thinking about him. She got up, finished drying off, pushed the crackly shower curtain back, and climbed out of the tub.

She felt like hell. Too much booze and too many tears simply didn’t mix. Her eyelids were in danger of scratching her eyes every time she blinked, her throat was raw.

She slipped on her robe and tightened the sash. Habit had her wiping down the tub, then hanging the towel up to dry before she tossed it in the hamper. Her mother had always worried about mold and mildew.

Serena worked hard to follow her example. Miss Perfect homemaker. Well, she certainly didn’t feel perfect anymore.
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