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  Summary


  


  A family torn apart by tragedy...


  


  Three years ago, Lou Jackson, eldest son, died in a work accident. And nothing has been the same since for the Jacksons. They lost their heart and soul the day Lou died, even as matriarch Evelyn tries to keep them together. But things are changing and the family will either find their way back to each other. Or they’ll be torn asunder.


  


  Widowed three years ago and the mother of two, Taylor Jackson is starting to feel that life as a woman is passing her by. Always somebody’s daughter-in-law, somebody’s mother, or somebody’s sister-in-law, Taylor longs to be somebody’s secret lover.


  


  Taylor was his brother’s wife, and now his brother’s widow, untouchable yet irresistible to Jace Jackson. When he discovers her fantasies, Jace swears he’ll be the one to make them reality.


  


  But can his family ever accept another man in Taylor’s life, let alone the black sheep of the family? Or will their grief and pain destroy any chance Jace has of being more to Taylor than her secret lover?
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  Chapter One


  


  


  The woman looked like Taylor, his brother Lou’s wife. But this woman’s lips were painted a deep shade of red, where Taylor always wore pink. The tight spandex top hugged her full breasts, and her leather skirt revealed endless, captivating legs encased in shimmering nylon. Taylor didn’t own a leather skirt, and to her, spandex was for jogging. Fuck-me high heels rested on the bottom rail of the bar stool. Taylor abhorred high heels.


  The look-alike flipped her auburn hair over her shoulders, the locks sparkling with golden highlights in the flash of the strobe on the dance floor.


  Jace Jackson cooled himself off with a slug of beer, his one and only bottle for the night.


  Then she laughed. He shouldn’t have been able to hear it over the voices, the semi-drunken laughter, or the beat of another country western ballad, but he felt it in his gut, the way he always felt Taylor’s laugh, hard as he tried to ignore it.


  Holy hell.


  The woman didn’t just look Taylor. It was Taylor.


  Jace slammed his beer down on the table, ignored his drinking buddies’ raised eyebrows, and rose to his feet when the guy Taylor was flirting with put his hand on her knee.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Taylor Jackson knew she’d made a huge mistake the minute the man put his hand on her knee. She couldn’t remember his name, Buddy or Bubba or Bucky or something, although Bubba seemed to suit him best


  It didn’t seem right to be planning to seduce a man whose name she couldn’t remember. Not that Bubba needed much in the way of a come-on from her.


  She hadn’t dated since Lou died. In fact, she hadn’t been out on a date since she met Lou back in college. Not that she’d call what she was doing now dating.


  Planning a seduction had been the easy part. Dressing for it even easier. The hour between dropping off the kids at her mother-in-law’s house and finishing her final primp in her bathroom mirror had been like playing dress-up with her mom’s makeup when she was a little girl. Of course, when her mother caught her, she’d blistered her butt. Taylor had started feeling jumpy on the drive over, out of Willoughby to the outskirts of Bentonville, the next town over, and home of Saddle-n-Spurs, a rowdy country western joint.


  She’d chosen the bar because she wouldn’t be recognized. No one she knew would come to a place like this. It wasn’t a PTA/soccer-mom kind of place.


  Jumpy or not, Taylor had climbed out of her minivan and headed inside. Her head had begun to pound with the din before she’d even taken a seat at the bar. She’d ordered wine to calm her full-fledged nerves and probably would have bolted before the bartender poured it if Bubba hadn’t taken the stool beside her and paid for her drink.


  She shouldn’t have let him do that. Not that she felt like she had to sleep with him because he bought her a glass of wine. This wasn’t how she’d planned it. In fact, the whole seduction plan seemed suddenly idiotic. If she hadn’t felt so desperate, so needy, so out of control, she never would have considered picking up a guy in a bar for a night of casual sex.


  It had seemed like forever since she’d felt a man’s touch. For months after Lou died, maybe a year, she hadn’t given sex a thought. She’d been too busy getting out of bed in the mornings, accepting the monumental changes his death wrought, wondering if she could handle things on her own, and helping Brian and Jamey cope with the loss of their dad.


  Somewhere along the way, in that second and third year alone, she’d started remembering she was a woman. With needs. She didn’t want a new father for the boys or a boyfriend or husband for herself. She only wanted the embrace of a man for a little while.


  Bubba wasn’t her idea of a dream lover. Reality didn’t match the erotic fantasy she’d spun through-out sleepless nights. Now, she wasn’t quite sure how she’d get rid of him, or for that matter, get herself out of the bar.


  “Get your damn hand off my wife’s knee.”


  Oh Lord. It couldn’t be. She glanced up and almost choked on her sip of wine. It was her brother-in-law. And Jace didn’t look like a happy camper.


  In the next moment, she was terribly glad to see him as the hand on her knee suddenly shot back where it belonged.


  “Your wife?” Bubba sputtered.


  Jace’s hand closed around her upper arm. “Yeah. My wife.”


  “But she ain’t wearing no ring?”


  How could she have considered that a man who didn’t have proper command of grammar would know how to bring a woman fulfillment of her deepest desires?


  “Where’s your ring, sweetheart?” Jace shot her a feral grin.


  She smiled sweetly. “On the kitchen counter, where I left it after I caught you with that hussy in our bed. The hussy being my dear sister.” What chigger had bitten her bottom? But now that the immediate Bubba crisis was over, she felt giddy with relief.


  Bubba stood and backed away, holding his hands out in front of him. “I don’t want no part o’ this,” he said, loud enough to draw attention.


  A semicircle suddenly opened up around them, and the bartender froze, beer mug still tipped beneath the draft tap.


  Jace tugged on her arm. “Why don’t we talk about this at home...sweetheart?”


  She wasn’t mad at Jace. In fact, he’d saved her from an unpleasant scene.


  “I’ll only go if you promise not to beat me black and blue again. And you have to stop screwing my sister.” She almost giggled, despite less than half a glass of wine.


  Jace merely glowered.


  Spoilsport. Still, she climbed off the stool and let him half pull, half drag her across the bar to the entrance. The patrons parted like the Red Sea. No one stopped him. What if they hadn’t been joking? What if he really was a bully who’d beat her once he got her home? Didn’t anyone care?


  Once the door of the bar had slapped shut behind them, the question didn’t matter.


  “You don’t know how glad I was to see you.”


  Jace didn’t answer, nor did he turn to her as he hauled her down a long aisle of cars and trucks.


  “You can stop dragging me now.”


  “Get in the truck.”


  “The minivan’s there.” She pointed a couple of rows over.


  “I said get in the truck.” He opened the passenger door and practically shoved her up on the front seat.


  He was actually mad. Her brother-in-law was a pretty easygoing guy. She couldn’t remember ever seeing him quite so angry. He stomped round the front of the truck, raking both hands through his short, brown hair and muttering to himself. Climbing in, he slammed his door.


  Then he turned to glower at her. “What the hell did you think you were doing in there?”


  “Well, it’s a tad embarrassing to explain.” A tad? Who was she kidding? “Maybe we could talk about it tomorrow.”


  “We’ll talk about it now.” He emphasized with a stab of his finger in the air. “Don’t you have any clue what could have happened to you in there?”


  Yeah, she had a clue. She’d made a mistake. Next time, she’d try looking for someone down at the PTA. Right. “I thanked you for coming along at the appropriate moment to rescue me.” She refrained from asking if he was going to tell his mother. Taylor knew Evelyn wouldn’t understand.


  Jace stared her down.


  “All I wanted was a little drink.” Boy, she couldn’t look at him when she fed him that lie.


  Which he didn’t buy. “You went for a drink dressed like that?” He swept her attire with a slash of his hand. “To a meat-market bar twenty miles away from home?”


  She smiled. “Yes.”


  “Are you crazy? You’re the mother of two kids, for Christ’s sake. You’re my brother’s wife.”


  Her smile died. “I’m your brother’s widow. And I wasn’t here looking for a replacement for him.”


  He shoved his hands once more through his hair. He looked a lot like Lou. Brownish hair only slightly longer than the buzz cut Lou had preferred. Brown eyes, laugh lines, and a killer smile. That’s what she’d noticed first about Lou. His smile. Even then, back in college, he’d had laugh lines.


  Jace hadn’t laughed much since his brother died. Except with the boys. He was great with her boys.


  He puffed out a loud breath. “You were here to get laid. Jesus Christ, I can’t believe it.”


  “I was here for a drink.”


  Jace’s gaze traveled from her throat to her breasts to the short skirt that barely covered the essentials when she sat, and finally to her shoes. Earlier, she’d stood in front of the full-length mirror admiring those shoes. Lou had once forbidden her to wear them.


  Sudden anger spiraled deeply. How dare Jace judge her? He’d done his share of catting around over the years. One woman after another, partying up a storm, though he’d calmed down since Lou died. Still, that didn’t give him the right to castigate her.


  “Men go out and get laid all the time,” she pointed out.


  “Dammit, Taylor, you’re not a man. There’re different rules for women.”


  “What are they?” She shook her head. He was almost laughable, if he wasn’t pissing her off so much. “Lou has been gone for three years. And what, I’m supposed to go off to a convent?”


  He looked straight ahead through the windshield. “You could try dating, you know.”


  “Like who?” Willoughby wasn’t jumping with candidates.


  “How about Joe?”


  “He’s ten years older than me and still lives with his mother.”


  “That makes him respectable.”


  “I don’t want to date Joe. I don’t want to date anyone. I’m not looking for Lou’s replacement.” To the family, Jace included, she was Lou’s wife, not Lou’s widow. Keeping his memory alive meant never letting her move on. They wouldn’t like her dating a new man, and God forbid she should ever want to marry again. Which was fine with her, really it was. She was self-sufficient, and Lou’s family, her family now, meant more to her than having a man around the house. She didn’t want a husband. Most of the time. Except in the middle of a dark and lonely night as she climbed into a cold, empty bed.


  “I need...” She stopped. She couldn’t tell Jace that it wasn’t true what they said about vibrators. They were not a woman’s best friend. They couldn’t replace a man’s weight, a man’s body, or his hardness inside her.


  He smacked a hand on the steering wheel. “You’re a mother. With my brother’s two kids at home. You can’t pick up men in bars.”


  If he said that one more time, she’d reach across the seat and belt him. She was Brian and Jamey’s mom to him. He couldn’t see anything else. None of the family could. She loved them, she never wanted to lose them, never wanted to hurt them, but sometimes, she wanted to scream. Suddenly all those bottled up feelings spilled out over Jace.


  “I am not just somebody’s mother. Or somebody’s wife. Or somebody’s daughter-in-law. And I’m not just somebody’s sister-in-law.” She wanted to be somebody’s lover. Leaning over, she stared him down glare for glare. “I’m a woman, Jace. A woman.”


  “I know that.” He backed off.


  “Do you?” To him, she was his nephews’ mother, his brother’s wife. “Do you really?”


  “Yeah, uh, sure.”


  Right. She was a sexless thirty-three-year-old. Forget the word woman. It didn’t even fit in his definition of her. Later she wouldn’t be able to say what had snapped inside her. She barely remembered diving across the space that separated them, but she did remember fastening her lips to his.


  He tasted of yeasty beer and smelled like some cool aftershave. She pressed her breasts to his chest, wrapped her arms around his neck, and hung on as he braced his hands against her ribs and tried to push her away. Taylor wasn’t letting go.


  She angled her head, sucked at his mouth, then ran her tongue along the seam of his lips. Her nipples peaked through the spandex as she rubbed against him. Then she forgot it was Jace. She forgot he was her husband’s brother. She simply reveled in the feel of a man’s lips beneath hers. His thumbs began to stroke the soft undersides of her breasts.


  He opened his mouth to her tongue, tested her, tasted her, then leaned her back against the steering wheel and kissed her as if she was somebody’s lover.


  Lord, he felt good, so good. Her body moistened against her miniscule panties. She throbbed. Her nipples ached for the rasp of his tongue on them. She wriggled in his lap and moaned against his mouth. His hand rose, cupped her, taking her nipple between his thumb and forefinger. She almost came—it had been so long since she’d felt like this. He shifted, his hips surging up to rock his erection against her.


  She was actually wondering how she could get her nylons off and not let go of him.


  Then the horn honked. Long and loud. Taylor snapped back to reality, pulling away from the steering wheel to stop the racket.


  Still cupping her breast in his hand, Jace stared at her, a weird shell-shocked grimace on his face. Dilated pupils, air puffing in and out of his lungs, his Adam’s apple slid as he swallowed.


  Oh Lord. She jerked from his lap, yanked down on her skirt where it had ridden to the top of her thighs, and lunged back to her side of the truck.


  She’d been ready to straddle his lap right there in the front seat. In a parking lot. Jace. Her husband’s brother.


  “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I’m really sorry. I...” Lord, the things she’d revealed. All her turbulent, needy emotions. She’d told him everything.


  He stared at her, and her face heated with humiliation.


  She almost stammered trying to get her words out. “I’ve got my car. I’ll see myself home.” She grappled with the door handle, wrestled it open, then almost fell out. “Thanks for helping me. I don’t know what I would have done...” She was babbling.


  She dug in the pocket of her skirt where she’d stashed her car key and alarm remote, then slammed his truck door. Where was her minivan? There! She stumbled in the high heels, caught herself on the truck bumper, then took off like a mortified teenager.


  She fumbled with the remote. His truck door opened, and he called her name. Then she was in, thank you so very much, God. She slammed and locked the door, cranked the engine, and pulled out in a spray of gravel and dirt.


  “I can’t believe you did that,” she said to herself.


  She couldn’t believe he’d tasted so good, felt so good.


  She saw his headlights following her, at least she thought they were his. She hoped they were his and not Bubba’s. The drive took forever, absolutely forever, but finally she was in her own driveway, and the house key was under the doormat where she’d left it because she’d intended on traveling light, only a twenty-dollar bill, her license, and her car key in her pocket.


  Jace idled at the end of the driveway.


  She bumbled her way inside and slammed the front door.


  Lord, she’d just thrown herself at Jace. At her brother-in-law, whom she’d known for almost fifteen years. Since she was nineteen and he was sixteen. Since the first time Lou brought her home to meet the family.


  The worst part? Taylor was hoping Jace would get out of his truck and follow her in to finish what she’d started.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Jace white-knuckled the steering wheel as if that would somehow keep him from rushing in after her. He’d followed Taylor home to make sure she arrived safely. To make sure she actually went home. At least that’s what he’d told himself.


  But sitting there, his cock hard, his balls blue, her taste on his tongue, and remembering the sensation of her nipple between his fingers, he knew far more had driven him.


  God help him, he knew she was a woman. He’d always known.


  She’d been the woman in his wet dreams from the first time he met her. In youthful arrogance, he’d hoped she’d leave his brother. He’d been young enough and stupid enough to pray for it. She’d married Lou when she graduated from college, and Jace put away his fantasies about his brother’s wife.


  He’d stuffed them into the back of his mind for so many years, he’d almost forgotten the need that had practically crippled him. Even after Lou’s death, those fantasies hadn’t surfaced. Far from it. The responsibility he bore for his brother’s death kept them where they belonged, in the darkness of his soul.


  He’d tried his damndest to make it up to Taylor for what he’d done. Anything she needed around the house, he took care of it. He fathered the boys the best he could. He never partied, never more than one beer on a Saturday night with a couple of friends. He stopped dating entirely. He acted the part of role model for her kids. He tried to give them back what he’d stolen, their father’s closeness. He tried to give Taylor everything.


  Except the thing sometimes a woman wanted most. A touch. A caress. A rustle under the covers and a warm body to fill her up. To make her laugh again.


  Her laughter had always tied him in knots. But she hadn’t laughed like that in a long time, and he’d been safe.


  Until tonight. Until she’d laughed with another man.


  Until she’d thrown herself at him in the truck and kissed him like there was no tomorrow. Like there was no Lou. Like Jace was the only man on earth she needed.


  He rammed the truck in gear and laid rubber before he succumbed to the memory of that kiss. His first, only, and last taste of her.


  


  


  Chapter Two


  


  


  The night before Taylor had been embarrassed. Today she was mortified. Evelyn, her mother-in-law, had brought the kids home at about ten-thirty this morning, then stayed to help Taylor get ready for the family barbecue. Every Sunday, rain or shine, the family got together. Taylor, Evelyn, and Connie, Evelyn’s second daughter-in-law, took turns playing hostess. This week was Taylor’s turn.


  She’d put the high-heeled shoes in their box on the top shelf of the closet and hidden the leather skirt and spandex shirt at the back of her underwear drawer in case Connie wanted to borrow some clothes. They often swapped outfits instead of buying something new, especially when Connie claimed Mitch was being tight, as he was recently.


  Jace arrived at noon, hair still wet from his shower, and got the barbecue going, because that was man’s work. Taylor hadn’t been able to meet his eye, so she didn’t know if he’d even looked at her. She crossed her fingers, hoped and prayed he wouldn’t say anything to anyone about having seen her last night.


  It would have been a lot easier to forget if he didn’t look so good in jeans. His chestnut hair was starting to wave as it dried in the sun. He looked so hot, her heart did a little rat-a-tat-tat against her breast.


  She’d always thought he was good-looking. She’d never felt guilty about admiring his butt in jeans before, because she’d always stopped herself right there. Well, almost right there.


  Evelyn wouldn’t understand about last night. As much as Taylor told herself she wouldn’t be tossed out of the family if she one day invited a boyfriend to the Sunday barbecue, her heart told her otherwise. She was Lou’s wife, and widowed or not, she always would be.


  The family never talked about Lou’s death. They never even said the word dead. Sometimes it was as if Evelyn and Arthur pretended their eldest son was away on a trip. She couldn’t hurt them by dating a new man. She didn’t want to. She got all she needed from being a part of the Jackson family.


  Almost all she needed. Now Jace knew her dark secret. She prayed he’d keep it to himself.


  “Since our men and the kids are all busy,” Evelyn said with a nod at the horseshoe game well under way, “I’ll finish up this potato salad.” She scooped the last glob of potato goo onto her plate. “Connie, you eat the rest of the coleslaw.” She skipped Taylor because her plate was still half full.


  Connie plopped two spoons of slaw onto her plate before waving fondly at her kids. She and Mitch had been married nine years, with Pete coming along just shy of the first year and Rina a couple of years later.


  “Go, Rina,” Evelyn yelled when the little girl’s horseshoe came within two feet of the spike.


  Her mother-in-law’s short cap of gray hair bounced in her excitement, and laugh lines crinkled the corners of her eyes. Her smile took five years off her age of fifty-seven. Terrified of crow’s feet, Taylor’s own mother hadn’t laughed extensively. Not like Evelyn did when a grandkid spouted something outrageous or one of her boys jokingly gave her a hard time. Her sons would always be boys to her, though they ranged in age from David’s thirty-four years to Mitch at thirty-two and Jace at thirty.


  Lou would have been thirty-six. Taylor knew that Evelyn missed him every hour of every day. Truth be told, there hadn’t been as much laughter or joking since Lou died. Most times, any gaiety centered around the children.


  Lou had left a hole none of them had been able to fill. But Evelyn tried, insisting on the barbecues every Sunday and sharing all the holidays together.


  “Arthur, have you got your sunscreen on?” Evelyn called, before popping the last fork of potato salad in her mouth.


  Arthur patted his bald head. “Dear, we’re in the shade.”


  “The sun’s moving round. You don’t want to look like a pink Easter egg.” Then she lowered her voice, “Actually, he’s cute when he has a little pink on top, don’t you think, girls?”


  “He’s adorable no matter what, Mom.” Taylor loved the way Evelyn talked about her husband. Never a snide remark or a cutting glance. Unlike Taylor’s parents.


  “He’s an old fart,” Evelyn scoffed and smiled at the same time. “But he’s my old fart.”


  This is what she’d dreamed of having for herself someday, but she’d put those dreams aside after Lou died. Instead, she had his family. They were everything to her. When Taylor’s parents died in a car accident at the end of her second year in college, Evelyn had taken her under her wing like a chick kicked out of the nest. Or like the mom her own mother had never been. Trundled off to boarding schools or put to bed by au pairs when her parents were traveling, Taylor had been a lonely child, an only child. But not once she met Lou’s family. First daughter-in-law, mother of the first grandchild, Taylor also liked to think of herself as the daughter Evelyn never had. Evelyn was certainly the only real mother Taylor had ever known.


  She wouldn’t risk hurting either Evelyn or Arthur.


  Still, she found herself staring at Jace. At his rear end actually, in those jeans. She remembered last night, the taste of him in her mouth, the feel of him against her breasts. And she knew she was in trouble.


  “You know, girls, we’re outnumbered. Look at all those males, and one teeny-tiny girl. We need to get David married.” New daughters-in-law and new grandkids were fine for Evelyn.


  A new boyfriend for her son’s widow wouldn’t be, Taylor was almost sure.


  “David’s too mopey to find a wife,” Connie snorted.


  “David does not mope, Connie.”


  “What’s he doing right now, then?”


  They all looked. David, the second boy, now the eldest. He’d never been the happy-go-lucky kind, but since Lou’s death, he’d become downright standoffish. Even now, he stood back, arms folded over his chest, watching, not participating. He always came to the barbecues, that was Evelyn’s rule, but he hadn’t seemed a part of them for a long time.


  “He’s fine,” Evelyn said, but a frown puckered her brow. She knew as well as anybody that David was not exactly fine.


  “What about marrying off Jace?” Connie suggested.


  Taylor wanted to kick her under the picnic table.


  “That boy is not done sowing his wild oats.”


  Taylor’s stomach did a little heave-ho. Jace’s wild oats and wilder women had never bothered her before. Besides, he didn’t flaunt his women anymore. He was actually pretty circumspect, probably out of respect for being the boys’ little league coach.


  So why did his wild oats bother her now?


  Because she’d tasted him, and she’d loved the way he tasted. That kiss had changed the way she thought of him. For a woman who professed she didn’t want change in her life, she’d brought on a doozy last night.


  He’d probably been intending to pick up a woman at the Saddle-n-Spurs.


  Instead, Taylor had picked him up. Sort of.


  Connie twirled her fork around her plate. “What if I were to tell you your wish might come true?”


  Evelyn practically beamed like a ray of sun. “You found a wife for David?”


  “No-oh.” Connie frowned. “I meant another little girl.”


  “Don’t tell me.” Evelyn’s brow frown deepened.


  “I’m late,” Connie said. “Very late. Don’t tell Mitch.”


  Evelyn was silent a second too long. “Honey, you have to tell Mitch. You should have told him before you told us.”


  “You know how he is.” Connie sighed. “He’ll start running numbers in his calculator and freak out about not knowing where to come up with the money for diapers and clothes and stuff.”


  Not to mention medical bills, insurance, and on and on. A new baby was very expensive. Taylor didn’t voice the thought. Connie was sweet, loved her kids more than anything in the world, and was the best mom, but she could be a bit unrealistic at times. She’d probably invented rose-colored glasses.


  “Because Mitch worries is exactly why you have to tell him,” Evelyn insisted. “Have you been to the doctor yet?”


  “No. I wanted to wait another week or so.”


  “Have you at least peed on the stick?” Which was Evelyn’s euphemism for home pregnancy tests.


  “I don’t need to. I can feel the changes. I didn’t need the stick to know Rina was coming along.”


  “Heavens, girl, you better tell Mitch soon.”


  Connie’s usually perky lower lip trembled. “I thought you’d be happy. I think it’s another girl.”


  “I am happy.” But the laughter had faded from Evelyn’s eyes. “But that boy’s the worry wart in this family, always trying to keep up with his brothers as if thinks he’s got something to prove.” She sighed, gazing across the yard. “And I don’t like keeping secrets from my boys. So promise you’re going to tell him.”


  Connie nodded. “I promise. As soon as I get a test. There isn’t any sense in worrying him before I’m positive.”


  “There’s a good girl.” Evelyn patted her hand.


  They sat in silence for a few moments, watching the game’s progress. Childish laughter and whooping rang out across the yard as Brian made a perfect throw. Jace, always wonderful with her boys, gave him a high five.


  “Jace is looking mighty fine today.”


  Taylor shot Connie a look. The younger woman sat with her chin propped on her hand, her gaze on the very part of Jace’s anatomy Taylor herself had been watching too much that day.


  Why had she said that? Taylor’s mind started working overtime. Connie hadn’t noticed something different, had she?


  Taylor suddenly needed to busy herself. “I’ll take these inside.” She hastily gathered empty bowls and stacked the dirty paper plates.


  “I’ll help you in a minute,” Evelyn said as she clapped for another well-aimed throw, this time by Taylor’s youngest, Jamey.


  Taylor headed for the house, but couldn’t resist one more glance at the game. At that moment, Jace looked up. At her. Even from this distance, she could see the smolder in his eyes.


  He hadn’t put last night out of his mind either.


  


  * * * * *


  


  “Will you look at that?” Connie mused.


  “What?” Evelyn pulled together the plates Taylor couldn’t carry.


  “That.” Connie nodded at Jace with her chin. “He’s been watching Taylor all day.”


  Evelyn looked. She didn’t see anything. Jace was helping Rina get ready for another throw, demonstrating the proper stance. “You’ve got a fertile imagination.”


  Connie’s eyes twinkled. “Fertile is right.”


  Evelyn felt a little catch in her throat. She loved Connie. She loved both her boys’ wives. But Connie sometimes got things set wrong in her head. Evelyn debated briefly about pulling Mitch aside tomorrow and telling him about the maybe-baby, but discarded the idea. That’s one thing she’d vowed she’d never do, get involved in her boys’ marriages, any of them.


  She ignored Connie’s little joke. “Jace is acting the same way he always does.”


  “No. He keeps watching Taylor. Whenever she’s not looking his way. And she’s doing the same thing.” Connie gave a sly smile. “Something’s going on there.”


  Taylor and Jace? Evelyn gave her youngest a long look. She used to wish he’d find a woman like Taylor. Someone who would settle his oats, calm him down a little. He was her baby, her wild boy, the one who had given her quite a few sleepless nights.


  Though he’d changed since Lou’s death. There were times he brooded over things that weren’t his fault, she knew. A mother who’d always been able to talk to her sons about anything, Jace’s guilt was the one thing she’d never been able to bring up with him. He’d walk out of the room rather than listen to her. It wasn’t something she could discuss with Arthur either. Arthur never talked about that day, and she certainly couldn’t bring up her worries over Jace. She’d been married to Arthur for almost forty years, but that was a subject over which she couldn’t predict his reaction. So she let sleeping dogs lie. Jace needed to deal with it on his own. He’d taken to treating Lou’s boys like they were his, coaching their little league team, taking them to father-son days at school or camp. He fixed whatever Taylor needed fixing around the house. He changed her oil when the car needed it, came over to mow the lawn. He did Lou’s jobs. Atonement? Probably. Yes, for sure.


  But something more with Taylor? That girl wasn’t looking for a husband or a man. She was fine with her boys and the family. No one would ever replace Lou for her. If Jace thought otherwise, he was in for a big heartache.


  “Hey, Jace,” Connie called. “Come here.”


  He ambled over politely, but darn if his glance didn’t stray to the screen door through which Taylor had disappeared, and might reappear at any moment. A shiver ran down Evelyn’s spine. She didn’t want her boy hurt, she didn’t want her family hurt, especially not Arthur. She didn’t think he’d be able to handle the day Taylor found another man. If that man were Jace? Heaven help them.


  But Taylor wasn’t interested in another. How many times had she said she was happy with her life the way it was? Selfishly, Evelyn prayed she meant it.


  Connie kicked her under the table, then smiled at Jace. “Did Taylor tell you her faucet’s leaking?”


  “No, Connie, she didn’t.”


  “Well, it is.”


  He nodded, his head tipped slightly. “Thanks for letting me know. I’ll take care of it as soon as I get a chance.” Then he backed away, giving Connie an odd, speculative look.


  He was a good-looking boy. All her boys were. Big, strapping, brown-haired boys. But Jace looked the most like Lou. Sometimes, when Jace came up the walk at the house, her heart would give a little leap. For a moment, when she forgot Lou was gone, the joy overtook her and she thought her eldest was coming home after a long time away. Then she’d remember, and the memory would steal her breath and start an ache in her heart that wouldn’t quit until she cried herself to sleep while Arthur watched TV in the living room.


  Taylor and Jace? Evelyn prayed it wasn’t so. He’d never be able to forget Taylor was his brother’s widow, and Taylor would always be seeing Lou in Jace’s face.


  And Arthur? Well, she couldn’t think about how Arthur would feel. Or what he’d do.


  


  


  Chapter Three


  


  


  Monday morning Taylor had nipped down to the office after dropping the boys off at school. They’d be out for summer next week, and she’d do most of her work at home then. She did the accounts and payroll for Jackson and Sons Arborists. Evelyn acted as receptionist, accounts receivable clerk and general office person. The only adult family member not working in the business was Connie. Rina would be starting school in the fall, but until then, Connie had wanted to stay home. With a new baby on the way, well, she wouldn’t be starting work any time soon.


  Returning home, Taylor dropped last week’s receipts and payables in the bedroom she used as an at-home office, then went back to the kitchen to start another pot of coffee.


  After filling the carafe at the sink, she tightly twisted the faucet, but the drip didn’t stop. If it had started last week, she’d have asked Jace to take a look. After Saturday night, she couldn’t look him in the eye, let alone ask him for a favor. She could fix it herself. Lou was always showing her how to do things around the house. She’d let Jace take over Mr. Fix-it because it seemed to make him feel good. Same as it did when he took the boys for an outing. She knew he felt like he had to make up for Lou’s death. Though they’d never talked about it, guilt racked him for not being there that day. But they never would talk about it, the whole subject taboo in the family.


  Just then, his truck pulled into the driveway. Taylor’s hands started to tremble, and she almost dropped the carafe.


  What was he doing here?


  He slammed the truck door. A black T-shirt molded his chest, and his jeans hugged in all the right places. She’d felt exactly how right against her the other night. Lord, he looked good. Too good. He took her breath away. With a bag tucked under his arm, he flipped through his keys as he walked up the path to the front door. Sunlight gleamed off his hair.


  The key rattled in the lock, then the door opened. She’d given him his own set because he often came over to take care of a job when she wasn’t home. She hadn’t expected him today. In fact, she’d brought the paperwork home in order to avoid him if he dropped by the office.


  She smelled him first, a clean, recently showered scent. When on earth had she started noticing the way he smelled? Thinking like a woman in heat.


  Fishing in the bag as he entered the kitchen, he stopped . Then lifted his head. Taylor’s skin prickled. The room temperature rose. She swallowed, her throat suddenly dry.


  “I thought you’d be at work,” he said.


  “I’m working at home today. I thought you’d be out on that job with your dad.”


  “It didn’t need four of us.” He pulled a box out of the bag. “Connie told me yesterday that your faucet was leaking. I brought a new one.”


  “It’s probably only a washer. I don’t think it needs a whole new faucet set.”


  “I’ll return it if it doesn’t. Got some washers, too.”


  She was still standing at the sink, with the carafe resting on the counter. Her fingers hurt from holding the handle so tightly. “Well, thanks. I was making coffee, if you want some.”


  “Great. I’ll take a look while it’s brewing.”


  He hadn’t moved, maybe because she hadn’t moved. He didn’t want to get too close, probably thinking she might throw herself at him again. Lord, this was difficult.


  She finally managed to cross to the other counter, where she busied herself measuring out scoops and pouring water. In a few moments, the rich scent of fresh coffee filled the air. But she could still smell him, as if he filled her head like the bubbles in a glass of champagne. The bag rustled, the cupboard under the sink where she kept the small tool chest creaked open, then the box plopped on the linoleum. Metal chinked against metal as he sifted through the tools looking for what he needed.


  She chanced a quick glance. His gaze was on her, rising from the hem of her shorts to the sliver of bare skin between the waistband and her shirt. Her nipples suddenly tensed and ached.


  She spoke before his eyes touched her breasts. “I’ll get my stuff organized while the coffee finishes.” Then she rushed out of the kitchen all the way to her office and closed the door. She leaned against the wood to catch her breath.


  He’d looked at her. Not in any way he’d ever looked before. It didn’t mean anything. He was probably wondering if she’d bring up Saturday night at the bar. In his truck. That look might have been curiosity as to how she’d handle the situation. Maybe he was wondering how he should handle it.


  It was obvious they couldn’t ignore it.


  All right, buck up, kiddo. Get out there and deal with the mess you made of a very nice relationship.


  


  * * * * *


  


  He should have hightailed it out of there the minute he realized Taylor was home. He’d been ready to leave a strong note telling her she forgot to lock the damn front door again. But then he’d found her standing there in the kitchen. In a shaft of sunlight that made her hair glow with tones of red and gold.


  He’d lost his voice and started thinking with his dick. Pretending to look for the right tools while she made coffee, he’d watched her legs, her butt in those shorts, the soft rise and fall of her breasts beneath the shirt. His gaze got caught on the outline of her nipples. He’d stayed in a squat beside the toolbox so she wouldn’t notice the raging hard-on in his jeans.


  God had been looking down on him when she said she’d take care of stuff in her office. He didn’t want coffee, all he wanted to do was fix the damn faucet and get the hell out.


  Before he put his hands on her.


  She was right. The faucet needed only a new washer, but he’d bought the whole assembly in case, so he wouldn’t have to make a second trip. A second time might be his undoing. If this first trip wasn’t.


  He tensed as her sandals pattered on the linoleum, but he didn’t turn. “It’s okay, I don’t need any coffee. Almost done here. It was a washer, like you thought.” The job complete, he turned the water on and off. “See, no drip.”


  “Jace, I think we need to talk.”


  The wrench slipped from his hand and hit the sink with a metal twang.


  “Uh, yeah, sure.” He picked up the wrench, then hunkered down by the toolbox on the floor. “What about?” He didn’t look at her, instead futzing with the tools. Refitting stuff that already fit fine.


  “About the other night.”


  He almost crushed his thumb as he slammed the lid closed.


  “I don’t want this to be an uncomfortable thing that sits between us.”


  The thing that sat between them was the way he wanted her. The way he’d always wanted her. Saturday night in his truck had merely proven that. While he’d pretended he didn’t feel that way anymore, the need had rumbled around in his gut waiting for the right moment to burst forth. This time, he wasn’t going to be able to put it away again.


  “Don’t worry about it, Taylor.” He hefted the box back under the sink, then stood, brushing the dust off his hands in a simple gesture. He’d never brush her out of his system as easily.


  “I embarrassed you, and I’m sorry.”


  She’d made him want to push up her skirt and drag down her panties. She turned him inside out, with her firm legs, that bit of skin showing beneath her shirt, and the slight peak of her nipples. His mouth went dry as a dust bowl.


  “I want you to know that I’m over it.” She spoke to her toes. “I’m not going to do anything weird like that again. So you don’t need to worry.”


  Did that mean she’d stop being a woman who needed a man, or that she simply didn’t need him? He couldn’t stand the thought. “You’re not going out to bars anymore?”


  She wrapped her arms around her waist, plumping her breasts. Did she know what she did to him?


  “No, I’m not going to bars anymore,” she answered softly.


  “Maybe you ought to look at me when you promise that.”


  He’d told her to look at him, but he was the one who couldn’t meet her gaze once she did. He couldn’t tear his own off her luscious nipples. He could swear they were tighter and harder than they had been a moment before. Bursting. Begging him to touch, to taste.


  “Jace.” Low, husky, hot, her voice reached inside him.


  His cock took on a life of its own. So did his feet as he walked to her until he could breathe her in. She tipped her head back to look at him.


  “You’re lying,” he murmured. “You’ll do it again. You’ll have to.” He’d turn to murder if he caught her. “You’re still a woman. I know you are. God help us both.”


  Her eyes, the color of warmed whiskey, darted to his lips. Her tongue flicked out, leaving a glistening trail.


  He slowly wrapped her hair around his fist and held her still. “No more bars. No more slick cowboys. I’ll give you what you need, Taylor.” It wasn’t a conscious decision, merely a need pulsing in him that matched hers. He’d be damned to hell rather than let her give herself to anyone else.


  He arched slightly to rub his cock against her. She moaned. With every fast breath she took, her nipples stroked his chest, lighting a fire deep in his belly. He knew it was a freaking bad idea, but worse was imagining her sneaking off to fill her needs elsewhere.


  “Jace...” She licked her lips. “We shouldn’t—”


  He couldn’t let her finish. “Deal, Taylor? You come to me when you need a man?”


  He took care of the kids. He took care of the house. He’d take care of this, too.


  Jace tipped her chin up with his finger. “Answer me, Taylor.”


  Taylor’s panties were drenched, she’d gone light-headed from lack of breath, and more than anything, she wanted to taste him. All of him. His lips, his tongue, his skin, his semen. It had been so long since she’d taken a man in her mouth. He smelled salty and hot, felt hard and insistent.


  She threw herself at him for the second time in two days. She started the kiss, but he took over. His mouth opened, then his tongue and lips devoured her. She tasted and savored and wanted. Pressing her breasts to his chest, she rubbed against him, the ache in her even stronger than the other night. This was stupid. It was crazy. They’d both regret it later. But right now, she didn’t care about later.


  Slipping her hand between them, she cupped him. God, he was hard. And big. And she needed him. Now. Pushing him away, she slid down his body until her knees touched the linoleum. Fingers fumbling, she tore at his belt, undoing it and going for the snaps of his jeans. Then she felt his hands in her hair and looked up.


  His eyes were dark and oh so readable. His penis flexed against her throat as she leaned in. And she had to know. “Have you ever imagined me doing this to you?”


  He swallowed, tipped his head back, then finally looked down at her again. “All Saturday night. All last night, too. And the whole time you were walking around your backyard yesterday.”


  Lord, she so pathetically needed to hear that. She popped the buttons slowly, then dragged his briefs down until he sprang free. A drop of moisture pearled on the tip. She licked it away, then closed her eyes to relish the salty taste. Jace groaned.


  “More,” he whispered.


  Taking him in her hand, she guided his cock between her lips. Oh, oh, it felt so good. Filling her. She glided all the way down, meeting her fisted hand with her lips. His fingers tangled in her hair, pulling, the slight pain adding to the luxury of his taste. Swirling her tongue, she rose again, then sucked on the very tip. He cupped the back of her head and pushed gently. Taking him all the way, she removed her hand at the last moment until he touched the back of her throat. Her muscles tensed around him, dragging yet another choked groan from him. Faster, she took him, sucking harder, grazing him with her teeth. His hips began to rock with her motion, and his hands massaged her scalp, sometimes biting, sometimes soothing.


  She gave his body’s movements free rein as she grabbed onto his hard thighs to steady herself. His muscles bunched beneath her fingers.


  Then suddenly he pulled free. “Christ, I can’t hold off. You have to stop or I’m gonna lose it.”


  “I want you to come. In my mouth. Please.”


  “Oh God.”


  She took that for a yes and drew him back between her lips, back home, where she wanted him. Then he came, crying out, holding himself deep as he poured inside her, trapping her head against his belly, holding her with his legs.


  She drank every drop as it if were wine. She memorized every jerk of his body, every sound falling from his lips.


  It was heaven. She learned it wasn’t only her own orgasm she’d needed, but his. The sound of a man’s pleasure, the rumble of his desire, the grip of his fingers in her hair as if she were the only one who could wrench such a powerful reaction from him.


  She licked him clean as his throb in her mouth died, then looked up at him.


  “Jesus Christ, Taylor, Jesus.” His gaze was slightly unfocused and his breath rasped in his chest.


  Even on her knees, she felt powerful. She felt wonderful. She felt like a woman.


  Then a car door banged.


  “Holy shit, it’s my mother.”


  Jace jerked away and began buttoning his jeans. “Christ, your lipstick’s all over the place.”


  It was all over his mouth, too.


  Taylor rose as if she had all the time in the world, as if they weren’t standing to the left of the kitchen window, where, within a few seconds, Evelyn would be able to see them.


  As if she hadn’t just swallowed his essence and loved it.


  She smiled, swiped her hand across his mouth to wipe off the traces of her lipstick, then leaned close. “You answer the door. I’ll just...freshen up.”


  “I can’t answer the door like this.” Panic threaded his voice.


  She leaned back and tipped her head. “Like what?”


  “Like—like I’ve been—”


  She wanted to laugh at his wild-eyed look. “Like you just came in my mouth?” What they’d done made her feel wild in a completely different way.


  “Shit, Taylor.”


  “She’s not going to know. You answer the door and let me fix my lipstick.”


  Then she left him, scampering across the living room.


  Lord. She hadn’t felt this good in...well, in over three years.


  


  


  Chapter Four


  


  


  His body still hummed. It was seriously not a good feeling to have around his mother.


  But Jesus Christ, Jace wanted more of Taylor. If his mother hadn’t arrived, he’d have dragged off Taylor’s shorts and taken her right there on the kitchen floor. Then on the counter. Then probably on the table, too.


  She’d blown his mind as well as his body. He’d never seen a more beautiful sight than Taylor on her knees before him. Jesus. His brother’s wife. The feelings he had for her were so damn wrong. Yet what she’d done felt so damn right.


  His hand shook slightly as he opened the door, and he’d only just gotten his breathing under control. “Hey, Mom, I’m fixing Taylor’s faucet. She’s back in her office, I think.”


  His mom looked him over, as if he were fifteen and trying to sneak out of the house with one of his dad’s beers.


  “Hi, Mom.” Taylor’s smile was cheery and her lipstick perfect, but the soft pink glow of lovemaking still tinged her skin. He hadn’t tasted her nipples or the sweet flesh between her thighs. He hadn’t had near enough of her. Nowhere freaking near enough. But dammit, he couldn’t have more. He wouldn’t.


  Looking from him to Taylor, his mom finally said, “You forgot the time cards when you rushed off earlier.”


  Taylor tapped her forehead. “Silly me. You didn’t have to bring them, I could have come back.” She held out her hand.


  “I had to go out for some envelopes anyway.”


  “You want some coffee? I made a fresh pot for Jace. He fixed the faucet for me. It was a washer and didn’t need the whole thing replaced.”


  His mother looked from one to the other again, and Jace knew they’d made one too many faucet references. Then she said, “Sure. I’d love a cup. But don’t let me overstay my welcome.”


  “Never,” Taylor said, leading the way into the kitchen.


  “I have to meet Dad and the guys out at the Carmichaels’, so I’ll take off.” His dad didn’t need him, but Jace needed to get out of the house badly. He grabbed the door.


  “Thanks, Jace. For fixing the faucet.” Taylor gave him a smile, and he was damn sure she wasn’t thanking him for the new washer.


  Fishing in his pocket for his keys, he was already making plans for how he could come back during lunch. How he could sneak off for another taste of her. Despite knowing how bad an idea that was.


  Dammit. He was losing his mind.


  He was almost to his truck when the door flew open. “You forgot the other faucet.”


  Maybe he could drag her into the truck and drive off.


  “Thanks.” He took it, his fingers brushing hers. Electricity seemed to jolt up his arm.


  “No. Thank you. You didn’t have to rush over, you know.”


  He wondered if she was shooting him some subliminal message he wasn’t getting. Then he didn’t care, and the words were out of his mouth before he could stop them. “Ask my mom to take the kids Friday night.”


  Her eyes went wide, the playful smile dying on her lips. “What?”


  He let his gaze travel her face, then fall to her breasts. Her nipples were still hard. Or hard again. He liked the effect too damn much. “We didn’t finish. You didn’t come. I didn’t come inside you. We won’t be finished until that happens.”


  He was on the road to rack and ruin, because he knew he’d never be finished with Taylor. He’d crossed a line, and there was no going back to the way it used to be.


  She bit her lip. He wanted to suck it into his mouth, touch his tongue to hers, and rub his cock between her legs.


  “Meet me by the old barn at Miller’s Pond Friday at dark. Eight-thirty.”


  She stared at him. In the heat of the moment, she hadn’t thought ahead to the real meaning of what they’d done.


  “Say yes, Taylor.” He knew how wrong it was, but he wouldn’t allow her to turn back now.


  “Jace, we can’t. If anyone finds out—”


  He shushed her with a look, though he wanted to put his finger to her lips, one more caress to stop her words, to sear his touch into her mind. “No one will know if we’re careful.”


  Doubt clouded her eyes. His heart shriveled. He was her brother-in-law. Worse, Lou was dead because of him. In her mind, now that the conflagration between them had cooled to a simmer, what they’d done held a caste of shame. He was crazy to ask for more. What he’d get was big trouble. But he couldn’t stop himself. “Be there.”


  She shook her head, her eyes dazed with the enormity of what had happened in her kitchen. He didn’t think he even had a fifty-fifty chance of her showing up. But he’d be there, waiting, dreaming, praying.


  He tossed the bag with the faucet onto the front seat, a hand on the truck’s door, and added one final inducement. “And Taylor, don’t wear any panties.”


  


  * * * * *


  


  Don’t wear any panties.


  Taylor kept hearing Jace say that in a husky whisper. Over and over. She couldn’t concentrate on Evelyn’s conversation.


  The euphoria had lasted fifteen minutes, maybe less, before the guilt and fear set in. She knew she couldn’t meet him.


  But Lord, he’d tasted good. So good. Felt good.


  She put too much creamer in her coffee and not enough sugar. Did Evelyn suspect anything? She’d tossed about lots of odd, assessing looks. But Evelyn couldn’t know, not for sure.


  Don’t wear any panties.


  She couldn’t get the sound of Jace’s voice out of her head. Lord, the way he made her feel. Like a woman again. Powerful. Wanted. Sexy. Desirable. Things she hadn’t felt in so long.


  But he was her husband’s brother. She couldn’t touch him again. Not that way. She couldn’t hurt this family.


  Jesus Christ, Taylor, Jesus. Her name on his lips as he came, filling her mouth, filling her heart. Lord, he was right. They hadn’t finished what was between them. They’d barely begun.


  And Evelyn was staring at her with another of those assessing looks.


  Taylor knew she shouldn’t. It was insane, risky. She could rip her family apart. But she needed one more taste of Jace. Just one more, then she’d stop. Swear to God.


  “I was wondering if you could take the kids Friday night. For a little while.”


  Her mother-in-law gazed at her, then blinked and said, “Sure. You know we always enjoy having the boys over.”


  Her stomach tied itself into guilty knots. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”


  “Need more alone time?”


  Twice in a week, Taylor had asked. Saturday night, she’d said she needed some alone time. The lie hadn’t set well. This was so much worse because it was Jace. Still, she searched for an excuse. “Actually, I have a meeting with Brian’s teacher.”


  After Lou died, she’d had a lot of teacher meetings. Brian went through a bad time, acting up in school and picking fights with bigger boys. Things had gotten better, though, when Jace stepped in, spending much of his spare time with the boys.


  “Is everything okay?”


  “Yeah. It’s sort of an end-of-year meeting. Like a checkup.” She felt like she was digging her own grave.


  “In the evening?”


  “The teacher will be out of town for the day. He asked me to meet him at 8:30. Is that okay?” Lame, but Evelyn’s reaction to the truth worried her. She didn’t feel comfortable saying she had a date. Let alone that it was with Evelyn’s own son.


  Evelyn sipped her coffee. “Sure. All right. Do you want them to spend the night?”


  If she really had a meeting with a teacher, Evelyn wouldn’t need to take the kids for the whole night. “No. I should be able to pick them up before ten. No later than ten. Promise.”


  “I really don’t mind having them spend the night.”


  “I wouldn’t think of it, Evelyn. You had them on Saturday. Jamey said he beat his grandpa at checkers twelve times.”


  Don’t wear any panties. The husky whisper tingled along her spine. Her cheeks heated, her body warmed, and her breath quickened.


  Good Lord. She was talking to her mother-in-law about her kids and checkers and their grandpa.


  But the taste of Jace was on her mind and on her tongue. Not even hot coffee nor the trace of guilt could wash it away.


  She started to babble, and when Evelyn left, she couldn’t remember a thing they’d talked about.


  Except the lie and Friday night.


  And Don’t wear any panties.


  


  * * * * *


  


  The girl was giddy. Now, Connie was giddy, and Rina was equally as bad as her mother. But Taylor always had her feet on the ground. Good heavens, Connie, the little matchmaker, was right. Something was going on between Taylor and Jace.


  Not to mention that story about Friday night. Meeting Brian’s teacher? School was almost out for the year. Why would a teacher ask for a meeting at this late date? And at night?


  No, it was Jace who asked for the meeting. Or a date. Or an assignation. Evelyn had been watching out the window. Taylor had stayed on the front path as he drove away. Watching.


  Heavens above.


  Arthur would have a heart attack. To him, Taylor was the epitome of a mother. The mother of his eldest son’s children. In Arthur’s mind, she would always be Lou’s wife. He wouldn’t understand if Taylor turned to another man. To Arthur, no one could replace Lou. No one. Not even Jace. Especially not Jace.


  She didn’t want to believe that Arthur blamed Jace for Lou’s death. He’d never said it, not once. Except one small hint the day they put their boy in the ground. The worst day of her life. Burying Lou made it all real. Arthur had held her hand and whispered, almost to himself, “If only Jace had done what he said he was going to do.”


  The words themselves were blame enough.


  Taylor and Jace together?


  Evelyn prayed the family didn’t come apart at the seams.


  


  * * * * *


  


  “It’s me.”


  Taylor didn’t have to ask who “me” was.


  The TV was blaring, Brian and Jamey were yelling about something Spiderman had just done. Her house was a mess, popcorn all over the coffee table, and her sons were out of control.


  All Taylor cared about was the way the deep timbre of Jace’s voice over the phone melted her from the inside out. The thing she’d done to him yesterday morning in her kitchen kept popping into her mind at the oddest moments. Like today, when she’d made a pot of coffee while the boys were getting ready for school.


  But what did you say to a man you’d taken in your mouth just yesterday? Her son saved her from thinking about it. “Jamey, do not spill that soda on the carpet.”


  “Is that Spiderman 2 I hear in the background?”


  “That and those dastardly children of mine destroying the house. And how do you know we’re watching Spiderman 2? You’re not a closet Spidey watcher, are you?”


  “They made me watch it three times the other weekend. And they got every line right just before Spiderman said it.”


  “Them’s m’boys. A movie hasn’t been watched enough if they haven’t memorized the lines.” It felt so easy to talk to him, like it had been before Saturday night. Except for that lazy heat running through his low voice and elevating her body temperature. She snuggled into the couch, pressing the phone intimately to her ear.


  “Will my mom take the kids on Friday?”


  She didn’t want this conversation, not now. “She’ll do it,” she said, soft and low so the boys wouldn’t hear. Somehow it came out sounding sexy, matching Jace’s tone. “I told her I’d be back by ten.” She modified her conversation for the boys. Little children had big ears when you least expected it.


  “You’ll only be on your tenth orgasm by ten o’clock, just getting warmed up.”


  Her body started to buzz in reaction. The boys had quieted down, the Coke didn’t get knocked over, and Jace was turning her into a puddle of mush. But she wouldn’t reply in kind.


  “You’re driving me nuts,” he whispered.


  He was doing exactly the same to her. Jace made it so hard to be strong.


  “Who ya talking to, Mom?”


  “Nobody. Watch the movie.” She rose and carried the portable phone into the kitchen.


  “Nobody? Did it feel like nobody when I came in your mouth?”


  “No.” It felt like heaven.


  “You liked what you did to me, didn’t you?”


  “You know I did.” She’d loved it. She still tasted him.


  “Put the boys to bed, and I’ll come over.”


  “That’s not a good idea.” Oh so tempting, but a very bad idea. She had to make him see the risks in what they were doing. “It’ll be the only time. Friday, I mean. Then we have to get back to...normal.” She knew they never would.


  He was silent a moment. “I know.” He exhaled, his breath teasing across the phone lines. “That’s why I’m going to make sure it’s so damn good you’ll never forget it. You’ll never feel like going alone to a bar.”


  She already had some very big hints of how good Jace would make it. A stranger in a bar would never be enough now. “I told you I wouldn’t do that again.”


  “You’ll be tempted. You’re too much woman not to need it.”


  “I’m stronger than that.” The man she wasn’t strong with was him. Maybe Friday night was a really bad idea. If she knew the full scope, could she stop herself from going back again? And again. “Maybe we need to rethink this whole thing.”


  “No.” He seemed to catch his breath, catch himself. “One time. Then it’ll be out of your system.”


  She closed her eyes and dragged in a breath. She wanted so badly. She needed. It was like a drug, a habit harder to break the longer you did it, the deeper you went. “I really think—”


  “You think too much, Taylor.”


  “Wrong. I haven’t been thinking at all.” Except about what she’d done to him in her kitchen. And how badly she wanted more. Her nipples peaked against her T-shirt. Her panties dampened. And her good sense circled down the kitchen drain. “Tell me.”


  He hesitated. “Tell you what?”


  It was dangerous. Reckless. Her kids were sitting in the other room. She slid further into the darkened kitchen, further from her children.


  “Tell me what it’ll be like on Friday.”


  “Taylor...where are you now?”


  “In the kitchen. They can’t hear me. And I won’t say anything. I just want to hear you say it.”


  He was silent several heartbeats, then he gave in. “I’ll suck your breasts until your nipples are tight and hard, and you’re arching into me for more. Begging.” His breath came a little faster than before. “And when you think you can’t take that without coming, I’m going to spread your legs and taste you the same way you tasted me.”


  The thought of his mouth on her had consumed her last night as she tried to fall asleep. “Yes.”


  “I’m going to lick you till you scream. I won’t leave an inch of skin untouched. And when you think you can’t come one more time, I’m gonna slide inside of you, and drive you fucking wild. Christ, Taylor, you don’t know what you’re doing to me.”


  His breath was ragged. She knew what he was doing. She wanted to be there to catch him in her mouth. Her legs felt weak, her heart hammered. “Do it,” she whispered. “Now.”


  “I want to be inside you so fucking bad.”


  Something exploded on the TV in the living room as Jace came with a groan and a long sigh, then, “Shit.”


  She wanted to slam down the phone and run from what she was doing with Lou’s brother. She wanted to carry the phone into her bedroom and touch herself with his harsh breath rasping in her ear. Leaning back against the counter, she closed her eyes and squeezed her thighs together.


  “Mom, Brian won’t share the popcorn.”


  Lord. Her children were calling. What on earth was she thinking?


  “That’s only the beginning, Taylor.” Jace seduced her with his voice. “Then we’ll do it all over again.”


  “I have to go.”


  “Think about how good I’m going to make you feel.”


  She wouldn’t be able to stop herself. “Only the one time. Just that night. Promise.” A panicky thread ran through her voice.


  “I promise,” he murmured, “to make you feel better than you’ve ever felt. And I won’t ask for it again after Friday.”


  She punched the end button without another word, but his voice still rang in her ear. As did that hot, heavy groan when he came. He wouldn’t have to ask again. She’d come begging.


  Back in the living room, she clapped her hands. “Bedtime.”


  “But the movie’s not over.”


  “It’s school tomorrow.” She started gathering popcorn bits. “And you already know the ending.”


  Jamey moaned and griped, but did as he was told. Brian tried to eke out another few minutes. “Go, Brian. Both of you brush your teeth, and I’ll be there in a minute.”


  Grumbling, Brian followed his little brother down the hall.


  Lord. This was crazy. Maybe even a little sick and perverted. She’d had phone sex with her boys sitting in the next room. She was losing it. Out of control. Obsessed.


  And Friday felt three too many days away.


  


  * * * * *


  


  He’d lied. Once would never be enough.


  Jace stood under the cold shower. He’d called only wanting to hear her voice. But he’d crumbled when she wanted to “rethink” and lost his mind when she wanted to hear the things he planned to do to her. All these years, he’d maintained his distance, separated thought from action. One kiss in the front seat of his truck had shot that distance to hell, and he’d lost all perspective. The memory of Monday morning in her kitchen pulsed in his blood. He’d been damn near dangerous at work today, his mind in his pants, his cock in her mouth. Not a good thing to be thinking about when you’re thirty feet up a tree with a chain saw in your grip.


  The family had a rule. Work smart and no working alone. He wasn’t alone, but he sure as hell hadn’t been smart up there. His head had been filled with images of Taylor on her knees.


  He needed to get this thing under control. Or he’d end up like Lou.


  Hell, at least this time, the death he caused would be his own, not his brother’s.


  


  


  Chapter Five


  


  


  It was eleven-thirty in the morning, close to ninety on a summer day, and Jace was sweating buckets. He downed a bottle of water, then swiped his arm across his forehead.


  “We’re making good progress,” his dad said, wiping his own brow. “Should be done tomorrow right on schedule.” They had another job in Bentonville on Friday, which would carry through to next week.


  They cut in the mornings and hauled in the afternoons, so the homeowner wasn’t left with loads of crap cluttering the yard. Mitch and David were topping and shaping the last few branches on the oak. It had needed to be trimmed back off the roof for both winter-storm protection and to keep the carpenter ants from infesting the eaves. The two-acre lot around the house would be trimmed to retain the view and give the trees room. Like his dad and brothers, Jace knew every species of tree common to the area and its required maintenance to promote healthy growth. The underbrush needed clearing out, too. Willoughby and the five small surrounding towns nestled in the mountain foothills provided year round work for Jackson and Sons. Primarily, people living in the foothills didn’t maintain their yards with lawns and flowers. The only ones who did were flatlanders, recently moved from suburbia. Most residents let the forest grow around them, chopping it back only when it became a fire hazard.


  “You put your sunscreen on, Dad?”


  “You sound like your mother.”


  Jace grinned. When he’d left the office this morning, Mom had told him to ask every half hour.


  At fifty-nine, his dad still had a few good working years left. He let his sons do the higher climbing, but he hauled his share of the load. At damn near forty years in the tree business, he deserved more time on the ground.


  “If you want, Mitch and I can finish up here tomorrow and you and David can start the Bentonville job.”


  Jace didn’t suggest doing it the other way around. David hadn’t partnered him since Lou died. It was Mitch or Dad. Always.


  His dad removed his cap and scratched his head. “Nope. We’ll stick to the schedule.”


  In other words, he didn’t trust Jace alone with Mitch, even if they’d only be finishing the clearing, hauling and mopping up.


  Together, they watched Mitch and David complete with synchronous teamwork. At one time, Jace had worked that way with Lou, each anticipating the other’s moves. Timing and skill. You counted on each other to be there.


  He hadn’t been there for Lou that day. He’d been sleeping off too much partying the night before, and Lou had started without him.


  Jace glanced at his dad, wondering how often he thought about that day. Hell, most likely every day. Dad had been the one to find Lou before Jace got there. His brother hit the femoral artery with the chain saw, though God only knew exactly how it happened. Alone in the midst of a nine-acre lot, Lou had been gone in a matter of minutes.


  His father never said one bad word to Jace, never accused Jace of breaking his trust, of letting his brother bleed to death all alone. But Dad also never scheduled a job that put Jace alone with one of his brothers.


  Shit. Jace popped another bottle of water and dug out the sunscreen tube for his father.


  “You hungry?” his dad asked, smoothing a palm of SPF 30 on the back of his neck.


  “I’ll make the run,” Jace offered. The job wasn’t far out of town, so they weren’t packing lunch. “Sandwiches okay?”


  “Sounds good.”


  His brain crammed full of everyone’s preferences, Jace took off, calling in the order so it would be ready when he arrived.


  The moment he set the cell phone on the seat beside him, he started thinking about her. Taylor. Her shimmering hair, her nipples and the way she stroked him with her tongue.


  Like yesterday and the day before, she’d consumed his daydreams. He’d have thought the relief he’d given himself last night would have lessened the tension. Instead, he kept remembering the heat in her voice on the phone. Do it. Now.


  Considering his thoughts of a few minutes before, he should have felt guilty for thinking about her. He was too far gone for that. His guilt over Lou would never be over, but wanting Lou’s wife was a whole different matter. That guilt could be relegated to the back corner of his mind with the simple tactile memory of her mouth taking him to heaven.


  Damn. Just like that, his pants were too tight, and his cock rock hard.


  There was time before the sandwich order was ready. Just enough time. He picked up the phone and punched in the office number, hoping she was working today.


  Taylor answered instead of his mom. He took it for a sign. “What time are you picking up the kids?”


  “One. It’s a short school day.”


  He glanced at his watch. Plenty of time. “Meet me at your house. Leave now.”


  “You know I can’t do that.” She lowered her voice. “And you promised.”


  “That was for Friday. This is for now. Meet me.” He’d beg if he had to.


  She was silent so long, he dredged up pleading words.


  Then she simply breathed her answer in his ear, “Fine,” and cut the connection.


  He didn’t have a condom on him. He doubted she would have one in her bathroom cabinet. For what he planned on doing to her, he wouldn’t need one.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Lie number three. Taylor felt awful. Wasn’t that what criminals and addicts did? Said they were sorry, but kept right on doing it?


  “I’ve got a couple of errands to run before I pick up the kids. I’ll take this stuff with me and finish it at home this afternoon while the boys are doing their homework.”


  Her hands trembled as she stuffed papers into her briefcase. Eleven-forty-five. She’d have to leave for the kids in exactly one hour. Lord. She hadn’t had a quickie since before she and Lou were married. Lou always said marriage and babies put a damper on that sort of thing.


  But with Jace? The anticipation was overwhelming, the fear and guilt debilitating enough to make her light-headed.


  “See ya tomorrow,” she called as she barreled out the door. She hadn’t even looked at Evelyn. She felt like she had a neon sign flashing LIAR over her head.


  Lies and sneaking around never did anyone any good. And sneaking around with Jace? She didn’t even want to think about the family’s reaction.


  Just until Friday. It would be over then. They’d have their fill of each other. She’d have her thrill. And things could go back to normal.


  Jace’s truck was in the driveway. She pulled in beside it. Leaving her purse and briefcase on the seat, she raced up the walk to the open front door. She heard water running in the kitchen. Her heart pounded, her skin blazed, and when she saw him standing by the sink, she almost threw herself at him.


  He’d sluiced himself under the tap. Water dripped from his hair down his naked chest. After years working out-of-doors, he was tanned and muscled and exquisitely delicious.


  “I’m sweaty. Want me to take a shower first?”


  He looked good enough to eat. And he smelled of honest sweat, all male heat. And suddenly she was so damn frightened she couldn’t breathe. As much as being near him turned her inside out, so did the fact that the family wouldn’t understand.


  “This is crazy, Jace. You can’t call me up at work like that anymore.” She put her hands to her flaming cheeks. “Good Lord, Jace, you’re Lou’s brother.”


  The sexy smile on his face died, and his eyes darkened. “I know that real well, Taylor. But at least I’m not some hick you picked up in a bar.”


  He’d neatly sliced and diced her to pieces. “Do you have to remind me about that?”


  “Yeah, I do. Because I can’t stand the thought of you doing it again.” He turned, shoving his hands through his damp hair, his muscles rippling.


  His desperate words wrapped themselves around her heart. She needed to be desired this way. A nameless guy she found in a bar could never do this for her. She weakened, wanting to reach out to him.


  After a deep breath, he faced her. “Look. I’m here. You’re here. The damage, if there is any, is already done.”


  They were together. Alone. Whatever Evelyn was going to think she was already thinking it. Heat rushed through her. He was hers for right now. She could do all the things she’d dreamed of. She could fill herself with him.


  Something lurked in his eyes. Lust and something else. Fear. As if her answer meant more than he wanted to say.


  She closed the few inches separating them and plastered herself to his body. “My turn,” she whispered.


  He pulled back at her abrupt turnaround, his hands on her shoulders holding her away. “Taylor?” Just her name, as if she’d caught him off guard. Maybe he thought he’d have to work harder to get her to do what he wanted. But she had so many wants of her own.


  She tugged his hand down, bunching the material of her skirt to mold his fingers against her center. “Make me come.”


  He froze, his fingers unmoving. She tracked the movement of his Adam’s apple as he swallowed. Then finally, endless moments later, his breath fanned her face as he murmured. “Jesus.”


  Cupping her face, he took her lips, then her tongue. He was wet and hot, and she went up on her toes to wrap him in her arms. Oh, he could kiss. He kissed like he couldn’t get enough, plunging deep into her mouth, retreating, coming back for more. He walked her backward until her butt hit the table.


  She’d worn another shortie T-shirt, her usual summer wear, and a thin bra. He slid a hand up from the bottom to her beaded nipple. She moaned. Then, pushing the chair aside, he put his hands to her waist and lifted her to the table. “I’m gonna make it so damn good.”


  She arched into his fingers. “Yes. Please.”


  He shoved his hands up her skirt, holding her butt. “Up.”


  She rose, and he whisked her panties down her legs. She wriggled, and together they got her skirt up over her hips. He pushed her legs apart and stepped between them.


  “You are so pretty down there.”


  No man had looked at her in three years.


  Jace leaned his forehead against hers and trailed a finger along the crease of her thigh, then across the curls there.


  “I want this,” he whispered, then slipped inside to touch her clitoris.


  She nearly shot off the table, the feeling so intense it was almost an orgasm.


  “Easy, baby, it’s gonna get better.”


  He caressed the hard nub. She bit her lip and dug her fingers into his arms. “Oh God, Jace.” Closing her eyes, she let her head fall back. Tiny sounds, a moan, a quick breath.


  He slid a finger inside her, keeping his thumb on her clitoris. Pulling her legs up, she locked her feet behind him and leaned back until her head touched the tabletop. His touch was nothing like her own. It was rough, callused, extra texture, extra sensation.


  “Look at me.”


  She lifted her head, opened her eyes. His gaze was bright with heat, his brown eyes black with passion. He stroked her. She leaned forward to loop her arms around his neck.


  “Kiss me while I fuck you this way,” he demanded.


  She loved that word on his lips. Dirty. Tantalizing. Want and need and craziness all rolled into four letters. She pressed her mouth to his. He sucked her tongue and pumped her with his finger. Hard, fast. When she came, she screamed. Into his mouth. Rocking against his hand, driving the feeling on and on.


  She shuddered in his arms when it was over. “Oh Lord, Jace. That was so good. I can’t tell you how good.”


  He smoothed her hair back from her face and forced her to look at him. “It’ll be even better when I use my tongue.”


  She turned her wrist to look at her watch. Grabbing her arm, he held her. “Don’t look at that goddamn watch. We have time. I won’t let you be late for them. But I will taste you. And I will make you come in my mouth.”


  Pushing lightly on her chest, Jace set her back against the table, then hooked a foot around the chair, and pulled it up. Sitting, he soothed her inner thighs with his palms, then spread her to receive him. Taylor leaned on her elbows to watch him.


  “So pretty.” He blew on her. She moaned and bit her lip. “Beg me, Taylor. Beg me to kiss you here.” He traced the tip of one finger across her clit and down her slit.


  “Please, Jace. Put your mouth there. Please.”


  He wanted her to beg. He wanted to hear her say his name in that soft, breathy voice. He’d dreamed of tasting Taylor for almost half his life, dreamed of making her come the way she just did. Lost to herself, completely his.


  For one panicky moment there when she’d told him to make her come, he’d been afraid that reality could never be as good as the dream. Now he knew it could be so much better.


  She jerked when he put his tongue to her. Moist and tangy and hot, he sucked the juice of her last come, then drew her clit into his mouth. She moaned and writhed. He pulled both legs over his shoulders and grabbed her hips to hold her to him.


  He’d been with women. He’d enjoyed them. But no woman had ever been like this for him. Using his tongue and lips to drive her wild, he took her with his mouth, and he gave her everything he had. Her soft curls tickled his nose. He burrowed deeper. Her moans and cries hardened his cock to a monumental ache.


  When he left her today, he wanted her to remember this, wanted her to carry the memory with her day and night.


  Her fingers found their way into his hair, twisting. She rocked against his mouth. Panting, she said his name over and over. Her thighs tightened around his head, and the first quake of her orgasm began. He sucked on her, hard, worrying the nub of her clitoris with his tongue, and she exploded with sound and taste, flooding his mouth with the sweetness of her orgasm. He took it all, every cry, every moan, holding her to him until her pleasure was so great, she couldn’t take it anymore.


  Then he raised his head and looked at her. Her breasts rose and fell with her erratic breath. Her lashes rested against her flushed cheeks. He leaned down, blew on her once more, then swiped his tongue across her clit.


  She jerked. “Oh Lord, no more. I think I died.”


  Jace stood, then pulled her upright by the arms. Her head lolled on her neck. Boneless. Weightless. In the ecstasy of orgasm. He put her limp arms around his neck.


  “Oh, Jace.” She opened sleepy, lazy, replete eyes.


  Dipping his head, he kissed her, gave her the taste of herself on his tongue, then pulled back. “Monday was mine, today was yours, Friday, we’ll come together when I’m deep inside you.”


  He’d tasted her. She’d tasted him. He didn’t have to be inside her to know he’d never get enough of her. She filled his heart the way her taste filled his mouth. She pushed him to extremes, to the point where he’d risk anything to have her.


  Only Lou’s memory stood in the way.


  


  * * * * *


  


  True to his word, Jace made sure she left the house in time to pick up the boys. Her legs still felt wobbly, and she kept gulping air as if she couldn’t get enough.


  Lordy-Lord, she’d gotten everything she was looking for that night when she ventured out on the wild side. She simply hadn’t figured she’d find it with Jace. She hadn’t imagined he could take her the way he had, make her feel such glorious sensations.


  This morning, she’d thought about doing a no-show Friday night. Now that was out of the question. Right or wrong, she craved what Jace could give her. She wanted to feel him inside her. She needed the memory when Saturday morning, and the rest of her life, dawned.


  The boys clambered into the backseat, their excited chatter filling the minivan. “We caught frogs today, Mom,” and “Peter got in trouble on the playground today, Mom.” She loved their prattle, the enthusiasm of youth, the battle for each to tell her his news first, tripping over their words, laughing.


  Today, however, in the midst of all their babble, she wondered how on earth she was going to serve dinner on the same kitchen table where Jace had given her such pleasure.


  


  


  Chapter Six


  


  


  “Taylor, are you sure this is right?”


  Friday morning. Each minute ticking by seemed like an hour.


  “What’s the matter, Evelyn?”


  “This says the checking account has a negative balance.”


  That couldn’t be right. Frowning, Taylor punched up the file. It was negative. Where had she gone wrong?


  Don’t ask that. She’d gone wrong the moment she’d thrown herself at Jace in his truck. She’d gone wrong in her kitchen. Twice. But she didn’t regret it. Not one single moment. She merely felt sad that it would have to end.


  “I’ll go through it, Evelyn.” Scanning a couple of pages, she saw her error immediately. She’d put an extra zero on one of the checks she’d entered. Could happen to anyone. Except that she usually double-checked everything she input. Then triple-checked the balance. “Here it is. I’ll fix it.”


  “Is something bothering you, Taylor?”


  Taylor stiffened. Her mother-in-law had already been at the front desk when she arrived. They’d shared coffee, talked about what Taylor was supposed to bring for Sunday’s barbecue, and what time she’d drop off the kids tonight. Nothing unusual in all that. Nothing suspicious.


  “Everything’s fine, Evelyn. Why do you ask?” Now, that was a stupid leading question.


  “You seem preoccupied. It isn’t like you to make mistakes.”


  It was only one. Except that yesterday she’d forgotten to take the receipts down to the bank. And she’d forgotten to pass on a message from the Montgomerys about some additional work they’d wanted done. Which had sent David and Mitch back out to the property to finish up.


  What was she supposed to say?


  I’ve been unfaithful to your eldest boy’s memory with your youngest son. And I’m afraid I won’t be able to stop after tonight.


  “I’m a good listener, honey.”


  Taylor smiled. “I know you are, and I love you for it.” And for the first time since Saturday, she didn’t lie to her mother-in-law. “I need to work this one out on my own.”


  After tonight. After she’d finally done the dirty deed with Jace. That would be the cure. Then she’d stop the insanity. She had to.


  


  * * * * *


  


  He’d never get her out of his system.


  It had been all Jace could handle not to call Taylor since he’d made love to her in the kitchen two days ago. He hadn’t come, he hadn’t even gotten inside her, but what he’d done to her was making love.


  This morning, he’d done all the loading and hauling while David, Mitch, and his dad did all the cutting. He hadn’t trusted himself in the trees or with a chain saw in his hand.


  He was counting down every hour. Ten hours till Taylor. Six hours till she was in his arms. Four hours until he filled her with everything he had, everything he was.


  He quit at five and headed to his apartment. He wasn’t a guy who gave a rat’s ass what he wore, but he picked black for tonight. Black jeans and a black button-down shirt. Taylor always looked at him when he was wearing black, and he’d long suspected she had a thing for the color. He took his truck by the car wash, stopped at the superstore for a blanket and a bottle of wine. She liked the sweet stuff. He chose a white burgundy for something unusual.


  He pulled up next to the old barn at Miller’s Pond before eight. The sun hadn’t quite set, and it shimmered across the water. He wished Taylor could see it that way.


  Miller’s Pond and the old barn was a hot make-out spot when he was in high school. In recent times, the pond had taken a backseat to the video game craze and the call of the mall.


  Kids these days didn’t know what they were missing.


  At eight-thirty, she hadn’t arrived.


  He started to sweat at eight-forty.


  At eight-forty-five, fifteen minutes late, she pulled in beside him. She didn’t get out right away. Instead, in the last of the twilight, she simply looked through her window at him. His heart jumped to his throat. She’d changed her mind. But at least she was here. He could change it back for her. All he needed to do was put his hands on her.


  He grabbed the blanket and the wine off the seat beside him and climbed out. She hadn’t opened her door when he got to her. Reaching past her through the window, he took her keys out of the ignition and threw them on the passenger seat next to her purse.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Making up your mind for you. Get out.”


  “I wasn’t going to—”


  “Yes, you were. You were going to tell me you couldn’t go through with it.” He died a little inside thinking about it. If she said it, he’d go crazy.


  Her dress rose up her thighs as she slid out. Barely more than a flowery slip with little straps holding it together and a row of buttons down the front, he wanted to rip it off and bury himself inside her right on the front seat of her minivan.


  He shook with how badly he needed her.


  Taylor put her hand to his cheek, a sweet scent rising up from her hair to captivate him. “I’m sorry I was late. The kids were making a fuss. But I’m not leaving, Jace. I want you.”


  He held her palm to his lips and closed his eyes. You’re losing it, man. Christ, he’d lost it over her a long time ago. He just hadn’t known how badly.


  “We have tonight. But then it’s over.”


  It was on the tip of his tongue to say it didn’t have to end. But he’d promised he wouldn’t ask for anything. He prayed she’d do the asking for him. Fear that she was stronger than him cleaved his heart in two. “I know.”


  “You brought me wine.” She took the bottle from his hand.


  If tonight was all he’d get, he’d take it. “I forgot the glasses.”


  “It doesn’t matter. I haven’t drunk wine from the bottle in...” She laughed, a light sound that burrowed beneath his ribs. “Well, I guess I never have. It’ll be a first.”


  He needed to give her a lot of firsts. The first time she came under the moonlight with him. The first time she’d had a man buried to the hilt in three years. With her hand in his, he led her down to the water. Later in the year, the mosquitoes would be out. For now though, the night was warm, the lap of the water at the reeds gentle.


  Slipping the blanket from beneath his arm, she spread it out on the grass, then sat.


  “You look pretty in that dress.”


  “You look nice in black.”


  She said it so shyly, his heart flipped over. Pulling the bottle opener from his back pocket, he came down beside her, then worked the cork. “Ladies first.”


  She drank, a sip. “Mmm, that’s good. Nice and sweet.”


  He felt like a teenager, wanting to make everything perfect. “I remembered you liked it sweet.”


  Her lips glistened with wine. He swallowed, then leaned in to touch those luscious lips with his. Her flavor and the drink’s sweetness burst in his mouth. He pulled away before he dragged her down and had her right then. They didn’t have a lot of time, but he wouldn’t rush this.


  Stretching out beside her, he propped his head on his hand, holding the bottle loosely in front of him. “How was your week?”


  She smiled. Her eyes sparkled in the first light of the rising moon. “It was good, Jace. How was yours?”


  “Fine.” Better than any he’d ever known. He touched her, she’d touched him. That was everything he’d ever wanted. “Are the kids looking forward to summer?”


  “Yes. Brian’s going to camp at the end of July for a week. And Jamey’s doing junior camp at the same time.”


  “You’ll miss them.” She’d be lonely. He could only hope she’d need him to ease the loneliness, but July seemed too far away.


  “Yeah. But they like it.” She smiled again and took the bottle out of his hand for another sip. Then she laid down beside him, tucking her hand beneath her cheek. “Cork the bottle, Jace, so it doesn’t leak.”


  He did as she said, tossing it down to the bottom of the blanket. He’d planned to seduce her, but she touched him first. Just her hand on his chest, smoothing down his abdomen, then back up to his right nipple.


  “Thank you for what you did the other day.”


  “Dessert,” he murmured, concentrating on the mesmerizing feel of her palm caressing him. “You were like dessert.”


  “I was nervous when I drove up just now.”


  “I know.”


  “But I’m not nervous anymore.” She tugged on his hand, pulling it to her breast. “Remember what you said on the phone?”


  “Which part?” He undid the first button, then the second, until suddenly her dress was open to the waist.


  “The part about teasing my nipples.”


  He slid his hand in the opening, cupping her firm bare flesh. “You’re not wearing a bra.”


  “I figured that when you said not to wear panties, you meant I shouldn’t wear a bra either.”


  Oh God. He’d forgotten about the panties, though how he could have, he’d never know. “Are you naked under this?”


  “Uh-huh.” She punctuated with a nod and a smile.


  “You make me nuts, you know.”


  “Ditto.” Then she laid flat on the grass and spread the opening of her dress.


  She had the most beautiful breasts he’d ever seen. They weren’t large, but they were high and firm beneath his fingers. She’d carried two children, yet remained perfect. He dipped his head and took a nipple in his mouth. She arched into him, stroking the back of his neck as she held him to her. She tasted of strawberries or some other sweet fruit. He cupped her other breast with his hand and played with the nipple as he sucked her. She wriggled, moving closer into him.


  “Lord, that’s good,” she sighed. Then she reached down and undid the rest of her buttons. All the way to the hem.


  He looked down the length of her as the dress fell open. The slight roundness of her belly, the soft thatch of hair at the juncture of her thighs, and legs, endless legs. He remembered them wrapped around his head.


  “Take off your shirt,” she murmured. “I want to feel your skin against mine.”


  He sat up, jerked at the buttons. Damn, he should have worn a T-shirt. So much easier. She helped him push it off his arms, then tossed it to the other side of the blanket.


  He came down on her, glided a hand along her thigh. Her skin was so soft, so smooth against his. Then he took her lips, played with her tongue, angled for a deeper, sweeter penetration of her mouth.


  He’d show her how good they could be together. He’d make her need him.


  Her leg slid along his, her thigh to his hip. She caressed his back and sides with long strokes. “You feel so good, Jace. Make me feel good.”


  Make love to me, Jace.


  Taylor trapped the plea inside. He’d thought she’d changed her mind. He couldn’t know how badly she wanted this. Too badly to consider backing out. Badly enough to lie and sneak.


  “I’ll make you feel better than you’ve ever felt, Taylor.”


  He worked his way down her body, from her throat, to her breasts, across her belly to the place he’d been before.


  He parted her with his fingers, sliding across her clitoris. She closed her eyes. “Make it better than the other day.” Which was a tall order. A huge order.


  He pushed two fingers inside her, then put his tongue to her, working in and out, hitting all her sensitive spots at once. She rose on her elbows.


  “I want to watch you.”


  Under the moonlit sky, the sight of him between her thighs was the most erotic she’d ever known. He touched her with total concentration, igniting a fire in her body, playing her like a sexual prodigy. She reached the peak, exploded and fell over the edge before she’d even known she was starting the climb. Her orgasm rushed over her like a hot, wild wind. She knew she cried out, she knew Jace held her down, stretching the pleasure peak out until she couldn’t move, couldn’t speak.


  He crawled up her body, resting his hips between her legs and rocking gently against that same spot so that she couldn’t completely come down from the orgasm.


  “Was that better?”


  “The best,” she whispered. “Now I want you inside me.”


  He reached to his back pocket, came back with a condom packet, then slid off her body to his side. He was quick, practiced, the jeans popping easily, the wrapper tossed aside, and the condom in place. She felt a momentary twinge. But then she’d never minded his bad boy image before. She hadn’t thought too much about how many women he’d had.


  Or how long he stayed with them. Jace grew bored quickly.


  “Come here.” He pulled her on top.


  She straddled his hips. With the feel of him between her legs and his hard cock slipping slightly inside her, she stopped caring about anything else. She wanted him. She wanted Jace.


  She rose above him. He slid in so easily, filled her so deeply. “Oh God, Jace.”


  “Fuck me, Taylor. Please.”


  He put his hands at her waist and guided her movements, his hips rising to meet hers, driving home.


  “I am so glad it was you, Jace. Nobody else. Just you.” She leaned down and took his lips, sealing her mouth to his in rhythm to their grinding hips.


  Then suddenly she needed more, something she hadn’t realized was so important. “I want you on top. Please, Jace. Make me come with your body on mine.”


  He held her ribs, then rolled them until he was above her. She opened her eyes to meet his glittering gaze.


  “Say it again. Say it’s only me.” He slid out, then drove back in, hitting a spot high and deep that made her gasp.


  “Only you, Jace.”


  Then he pulled her leg to his waist, intensified the angle of his thrusts and pushed her until she screamed. He shouted her name, pulsing inside her, then let his arms collapse.


  She took his full weight, breathing hard, hugging him close. She wrapped both legs around his hips and both arms around his neck. “Don’t move, please don’t move. Stay like this, please.”


  Stay like this with me forever.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Jace knew he was crushing her, but she wouldn’t let him go, her grip on him tight and all-consuming.


  She’d screamed, she’d begged, she’d whispered he was the only one, only him. At least that’s how he heard it.


  I am so glad it was you, Jace. Nobody else. Just you.


  Isn’t that what her words meant? Only you. Just you. Nobody else. Shit. He didn’t know what she meant. Could have been nothing more than she was glad she picked someone who knew his way around a woman’s body.


  Shit.


  He eased off slightly, holding himself on his elbows to let her breathe. Why was he ruining what they’d done together?


  “You okay down there?”


  Her eyes still closed, she smiled. “I’m more than okay. What time is it?”


  He pulled out and rolled off.


  “Hey.”


  “Sorry, my arms were breaking.” Something was breaking, and it wasn’t his arms. He angled his watch to the light. “It’s a little past nine-thirty.”


  “I was late getting here. I’m sorry.”


  He turned to peel off the damn condom. What was he supposed to do with it except litter? He tossed it in the lake with a plop.


  Was it good for you, Taylor? Jesus. That was a female line. He’d knew it had been good for her. But was it good enough?


  “You’re mad.”


  He pulled up his pants, wishing he’d taken them all the way off to feel her skin against every inch, and flopped back down beside her. “How could I be mad, Taylor? That was the best.”


  She was gorgeous in the moonlight. A slight breeze caressing her hair, her skin all dewy and sweet, her dress rumpled around her sides and thighs, her body bare and beautiful.


  “It was the best,” she agreed.


  Can we do it again? Soon?


  Christ, if he said it, he’d sound like an adolescent.


  “You better go.” Before he begged. “You don’t want to be late picking up the boys.”


  She rose to her knees, straightening her dress, buttoning up. Then she stood, looked at him. “Thank you, Jace.”


  Rising to her, he closed his eyes, waiting, aching. Say it won’t be the last time. Please.


  But she didn’t utter a word.


  He opened his eyes to find her backing away. He wanted her to stay just a little longer. But ten o’clock was closing in fast. If she left now, she’d make it back to his parents’ with five minutes to spare. Maybe. She turned at the side of her van, lingered a moment, then climbed in. Leaning over, she checked her makeup and hair in the rearview mirror. Fixing herself, wiping away the traces of his lovemaking.


  Then she closed the door, the dome light went off, and he couldn’t see her anymore as she backed out and turned the minivan around.


  His heart ached as her taillights disappeared at the bend in the road.


  


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  


  Taylor had left Jace standing on the blanket with the moonlight through the trees flickering over his hard face. Shirtless, his pants over his hips but undone.


  She’d wanted so badly to go back, to beg for one more time. How could she give up something as wonderful as what they’d done?


  But she had to. She couldn’t fall in love with him. What they’d shared tonight was as much as she could ask for. One glorious week.


  She pulled off to the side of the road in a dark spot, snapped on her bra, then rolled on her panties. She couldn’t pick up Brian and Jamey naked underneath the dress.


  Her body was more than satisfied. Yet something didn’t feel right. Something was missing. Something terribly important. Maybe if she’d had fifteen minutes more to lie in his arms. Afterglow. Instead, this felt like aftermath.


  The lights at the Jackson house were blazing when she pulled into the driveway. Evelyn would have let the kids stay up since it was Friday, no school tomorrow and because Taylor wasn’t going to be late. She checked her lipstick once more and smoothed her hair. She found a blade of grass and pulled it out.


  Closing her eyes, she breathed deeply and smelled Jace’s clean scent all over again. He said she drove him nuts. Well, he drove her crazy. She’d done things no mother of two growing boys should do with her brother-in-law. And she could never ask for it again.


  The kids were bouncing off the walls when she walked in. Evelyn had been feeding them sodas and cookies again.


  Taylor smiled brightly. “Hey, guys, were you good for Nana and Grandpa?”


  “Like little lambs.” Evelyn beamed.


  “Yeah, right,” Taylor scoffed. Her little hooligans? “Time to go, get your things.” Which meant bags of toys, video games, a couple of battle tanks. Arthur bent on one knee helping.


  “How did it go?” Evelyn asked as they watched the kids pick up their stuff.


  “Fine. Like I said, it was a checkup. He’s doing fine.” Was she supposed to meet Brian’s teacher or Jamey’s? Lord.


  “Bri’s a good boy. He’ll be fine.”


  Brian. “Yeah. He’s going to be fine.”


  “Jace taking them out sometimes really helps,” Evelyn added.


  Her heart stuttered, then slammed in her chest. “Yeah. Jace has been great.” Her mouth dried up, and she couldn’t look at Evelyn. Why did her mother-in-law bring Jace up now?


  The boys bounced over to her, and she ruffled each head. “Kiss Nana and Grand-pa goodbye.”


  Arthur gave them each his usual bear hug.


  “Thanks for having them. We’ll see you on Sunday.”


  The kids scampered out to the car.


  “That’s a pretty dress, Taylor,” Evelyn called.


  Taylor looked over her shoulder. Evelyn smiled. Not her usual big smile, a small one. Almost sad.


  “Thanks.” It was all Taylor could think of to say.


  First that bit about Jace and the boys, then a comment on her dress.


  Liars and sneaks. They always came to a bad end.


  


  * * * * *


  


  On Saturday, she took the boys hiking in the county park.


  “Am I still in trouble at school, Mom?”


  “No, Brian. Why would you think that?” Taylor swung out the stick she’d found along the path, pushing up the short hill while Jamey scampered ahead looking for arrowheads.


  “If I’m not in trouble, why’d you have to meet my teacher?”


  Lord. She was a bad, bad mother. She hadn’t told him the lie, couldn’t bear repeating it, but obviously Evelyn had mentioned where she was going.


  “It was a checkup. You weren’t worried, were you?” She put her hand on his head as they walked. “I’m sorry, Bri.”


  “Was it Mr. Henderson?”


  “Yes.” For a split second, she couldn’t remember a single name. Henderson was as good as any.


  “But I saw Mr. Henderson at school on Friday. Nana said he was out of town, and that’s why you had to meet him so late.”


  Brian wasn’t questioning her or doubting her. But he was a brooder. And he’d been brooding over what his teacher was going to tell her about him. She’d been very foolish. And selfish.


  She bent down, taking her son’s arms. “He said you were a wonderful student. He wanted me to know how proud of you he is.”


  He blinked sad, brown eyes. Sometimes her little guy seemed much older and much younger than his ten years. “Truth?”


  “I wouldn’t lie about a thing like that, Bri. Not ever.” She was filled with lies and ached with guilt. “Give me a hug,” she whispered, almost crying when his arms went around her neck.


  Then suddenly all better, like little boys could be in the blink of an eye, he rushed after his brother.


  Taylor told herself the lies were over. But she couldn’t stop the rush of warmth that came with a sudden image of Jace.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Later in the afternoon, Jace stopped by to take the boys out for pizza. They’d climbed all over him like monkeys, and he appeared to enjoy every minute of it. She’d always appreciated how good he was with the boys. They missed their dad, but Jace did a good job filling the void. Today, her heart ached watching them. She wanted to beg to go along, but it was a guy thing. Moms weren’t allowed. That had never bothered her before.


  After all the activity, the boys had tumbled into bed almost as soon as they got home. Jace hadn’t even come inside, simply watched them from his truck as they barreled into the house, then he drove away. They hadn’t exchanged a word about last night.


  She went to bed at midnight, but sleep wouldn’t come. Had Jace gone to Saddle-n-Spurs after he dropped off the boys? Had he met a woman, taken her home?


  She was going crazy in the dark. She had to stop thinking about him. Rolling over, she tucked the pillow beneath her cheek. A dog barked in a neighbor’s yard. A car passed in the street. She rolled again, this time lying flat on her back.


  When she closed her eyes, the soft breeze through the window caressed her face like Jace’s fingers. She kicked the covers off and imagined his touch between her legs. Oh God.


  The digital clock flipped to twelve-thirty. The portable phone lay on the night table. She grabbed it and hugged it to her chest. She wouldn’t call. It was over. It had to be over.


  She’d called him a hundred times. For this and that. She’d never worried or hesitated before. Before, she didn’t carry the memory of him inside her.


  She’d promised herself she wouldn’t make love with him again. She’d promised she wouldn’t lie to her boys. And now she was in danger of breaking that less-than-twelve-hour-old promise.


  When she pushed the talk button, the numbers lit up. Biting her lip, she hesitated. She dialed the first three, hung up. But she couldn’t put the phone back on the night-stand. This time she dialed all the numbers and let it ring.


  


  * * * * *


  


  He jumped on the phone when it rang, praying it was her.


  “Jace?”


  “Yeah.” He’d chased her, begged her, cajoled her, waited for her, and now she was calling him. Sooner than he’d hoped. His heart was so high in his throat, he almost couldn’t speak.


  “I wanted to thank you for last night.”


  “You did thank me. And it was my pleasure.” Pleasure that had lasted only until she’d asked the time. That one act on her part had ridden him like a sore that wouldn’t heal. “It’s late. Where are the boys?”


  “They’re asleep.”


  Duh. “Where are you?”


  “In bed.”


  Silence. He could hear her breathing. A deep inhale, then a long sigh. Why had she called?


  “What are you wearing?” He almost hated himself for asking, but he had to know.


  “A T-shirt.”


  “And?” Panties? Or was she bare?


  “That’s all.” Then finally, she added, “No panties.”


  Ah, Christ. He wanted—needed—to be there, beside her in her bed. Touching her. Making her come with his fingers, his tongue, and his cock.


  “Touch yourself for me, Taylor.”


  “Jace. This is crazy. It’s not why I called.”


  “Isn’t it?”


  She exhaled. He felt it all the way to his cock.


  “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have called. I just wanted to—”


  “Wanted to what, Taylor? Tell me that one more time would be okay? Just one more?” He was angry and hard, wanting more than just her voice over the phone.


  She sighed. “I’ve rationalized that it was okay if it was only on the phone.”


  He squeezed his eyes tightly shut against the ache in his heart. One more time would never be enough. The phone wasn’t enough. He had to face that he wanted nothing less than forever with her.


  “It won’t be just this once, will it, Taylor.” Not a question, a solid fact. She’d call and tear his heart apart every time.


  “We have to stop.”


  “No. You have to stop. You called me.” He prayed she’d never stop. He would always sew his heart back together in the morning.


  “I won’t do it again, I swear.”


  “You were the one who said it had to end after last night. You. Not me. What is it you really want?” His eyeballs ached, praying she wanted the same things he did. Time. Together.


  “I don’t know, Jace. I really don’t. First, I just thought I wanted sex.”


  And now she wanted more, more, more. His mind screamed for her to say the words. His gut rolled and twisted, and then he took a chance. “What we did was more than sex.”


  “Yes. It was.”


  God, yes. But how much more?


  “It can only end badly,” she whispered. “Your parents.”


  “Screw my parents.”


  Her long silence after his outburst wore him down, forcing him to back off, retrench. He didn’t want the secrecy, but if it was the only way, he’d do it.


  “If we’re careful, they don’t have to know.” He lowered his voice. “I want to have you again.” He closed his eyes. “I want to make sure you never have to go looking elsewhere.” The thought of it killed him.


  She didn’t answer, but he could hear her quickened breath.


  He didn’t let up on her. “You’re too much woman, too hot, too desirable to ever stop needing a man altogether. Don’t deny it.”


  “Jace, please. I...”


  “I want to hear you come,” he whispered, seducing her with his voice and her own needs. “I want to imagine it’s me between your legs. Touch yourself for me. Do it. Now.” He gave her own words back to her. “Tell me what it feels like.”


  He could hear the hitch in her breath. She wanted it. He had to get her to do it for him. It was more important even then making love to her last night. Last night, she’d wanted finality. Tonight, he saw a chink in her armor.


  “Think about how it felt to have me inside you, on top of you. How hard you came. How good it was. So damn good.”


  Taylor had lost her voice.


  “I can still taste you. You were so fucking sweet and hot.”


  Jace was right. This was exactly why she’d called. To hear his voice. To remember the way he’d made her feel. She couldn’t give up those sensations now that she’d discovered them. And this wouldn’t hurt anybody. It was the phone. Merely his voice, the memory of his touch, and her own fingers caressing her nipple. No one ever had to know.


  She pulled her shirt up, exposing herself.


  “More, Jace,” she whispered.


  “Tell me what you’re doing.”


  She closed her eyes and pinched lightly. “I feel you take my nipple in your mouth. You suck and I feel it all the way down between my legs.”


  “I’m kissing my way down your abdomen, licking your belly button.”


  She dipped her finger into her belly button, her hand following his voice.


  “Spread your legs, baby. Let me feel how wet you are.”


  She felt his quickened breath in her ear as if he were right there. Dipping her fingers, she found herself dripping, ready.


  “Oh God, Jace, it aches when you touch me like that.” She moaned for him.


  “I wanna use my tongue on you. I wanna make you come.”


  She caressed her clitoris, arching, her fingers biting into the phone. “Please make me come.”


  “Put your finger inside yourself.”


  All the way in, then she slid deliciously back out, with a soft murmur. “I’m so wet and slippery. Does it turn you on when I touch myself, Jace? Does it make you want to take your cock out?”


  “It’s already out, baby. And I’m so fucking hard listening to you. Have you ever come over the phone before?”


  She twisted in the bed, spread herself wider as if he were lying between her thighs. “No.”


  “It’ll blow your mind,” he whispered. “Keep playing. Rub all that sweet juice over your pussy.”


  She didn’t think she’d ever been so wet or so hot. Her hips moved, rising to meet the push of her fingers. She couldn’t talk, couldn’t breathe, could only moan and writhe and never let go of the phone, listening to his soft whispers, his hot words.


  “Come on, baby, come for me. Come now. Oh, Jesus. I can’t hold it. I need to fuck you. Aw, Christ. You don’t know.”


  She came as he did, in an explosion of color and light behind her lids. Jace cried out, his voice wrapping around her, part of her, inside her. She bit her lip to hold everything inside, a soft moan sliding out anyway, even as she gathered in every sound he made, gathered them all to her heart.


  Then the phone went dead.


  Her body quivered and quaked. Why had he hung up without even saying good-bye? Taylor rolled over, pulled her knees to her chest, and hugged the phone. She was still so wet and hot and needy. Needing Jace.


  What was happening to her? How could she keep doing such crazy things? Maybe it was best that he’d cut off so abruptly. Next thing, she might have been begging him to come over. Just playing with him on the phone wasn’t enough.


  She knew better than to promise herself she’d stop. He’d proven to her that she couldn’t.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Jace lay there, filling his chest with great gulps of air.


  God, I love you, Taylor.


  He was so fucking crazy in love with her.


  Crazy enough to shout it to the world. And to her over a goddamn phone line. He could only thank God he’d managed to disconnect before he’d completely let loose.


  He’d been in love with her almost half his life. He was more than used to the idea. But it was too soon for Taylor. She needed more time to accept. He could wait. He would have to because he’d just made a deal with the devil. His silence in return for her body, but not her heart. At least he’d have time to work on her. Until he was as important to her as her next breath. Until she couldn’t imagine life without him. Until she was as addicted to him as he was to her.


  Until he was sure she could forgive him for having caused Lou’s death.


  


  


  Chapter Eight


  


  


  Jace touched Taylor every chance he got. Her elbow as she stepped out of the house carrying the plate of hamburgers. Her fingers as she passed the coleslaw. Her thigh with his as she sat next to him at the picnic table, something he’d engineered.


  Connie sniped at her kids, Mitch seemed sullen and uncommunicative, Mom chattered at Taylor’s boys, and David and Dad engaged in a heated discussion regarding the proposed bond measure for sewers to replace septic systems in their water district.


  No one noticed as he put his hand on Taylor’s knee under the plastic tablecloth, then slid up to the edge of her shorts. Dangerous, but sometimes women liked a little danger. He slipped down to stroke her inner thigh.


  For a moment, she squeezed her legs together, then she stepped on his foot. Satisfied with her reaction, he let go and bit into his burger. Even the simple act of eating made him think of her, his mouth on her sweet pussy.


  “Basketball anyone?” David climbed off the bench. “Rina needs practice with dribbling.”


  Rina, Mitch’s youngest, was doing fine with dribbling, splashes of mustard down her white shirt and a glob of coleslaw at the neckline. Connie scooped away the offending splotches, then patted her daughter’s behind and sent her after her uncle and grandpa. Mitch followed, as did Jamey and Brian.


  “I’ll finish making the fruit salad for dessert,” Taylor said as she lifted her legs over the bench seat and stood.


  “I’ll help clean up before I go out and play.” Jace wanted an excuse to trail Taylor into the kitchen.


  He stacked plates, heaped silverware, and shoved empty cups into each other. Damn, he felt good. It was pathetic what a little hope could do. And last night on the phone had given him hope. He wanted to hear Taylor moan again, drink in the sound of her pleasure, her hitched breath as she came. He wanted to touch her all over.


  Connie dragged two lawn chairs over to the side of the backyard basketball court. “You want to watch, Mom?” she called.


  His mom looked at him, then the leftover barbecue mess. “Go ahead,” he told her. “I’ll take care of it.”


  She rose slowly, then rested both palms on the table. “Tell Taylor to call us when the fruit salad’s ready.”


  Yes. A few minutes alone in the kitchen, a soft word, a touch. Taylor would be crazy, and the salad would be late.


  “Sure, Mom.”


  Taylor stood at the counter slicing bananas when he entered. “I thought only the grilling was man’s work,” she said without looking at him.


  He dumped the load of plates by the sink. “Oh, I think a man’s work is far more than flipping burgers. Especially if he wants to keep a woman happy.”


  She gave him a sideways glance, then pointed with the tip of her knife. “Put the cutlery in the dishwasher and throw the plates in the garbage under the sink,” she said, then added, “Please.”


  He closed in on her. “I’ve got a better idea. Why don’t I show you my boyhood room?”


  “Not,” but she smiled as she said it. “I’ve seen your boyhood room. Two twin beds, one for Brian and one for Jamey when they sleep over.”


  “Ah, but have you laid down on one of them?”


  “No, I have not. Now start loading the dishwasher or I’ll call your mother and tell her you’re not pulling your weight.”


  She started peeling an orange, the citrus scent wafting up from her fingers as he leaned in to blow lightly against her hair.


  “I’ll load after you lay down on the bed with me. Five minutes, then I’ll let you up.” He dragged his thumb down her bare arm, his finger brushing the side of her breast.


  She drew in a breath and stopped slicing oranges. “Five minutes? What can you do in five minutes?”


  He circled her ear with his tongue, then whispered. “I can make you come. Twice.”


  She shivered and held onto the edge of the counter. “Oh God, Jace, this is idiotic. We can’t go to your room. Someone could walk in on us.”


  Dammit, he didn’t care. He moved behind her, rubbed his cock in the crease of her ass. “I’ll lock the door.”


  “It doesn’t have a lock.” This time, she held onto the counter with both hands.


  “I’ll put a chair under the doorknob.”


  “No. It’s too risky.”


  “Sometimes the risk can be worth it.” When she didn’t respond to his underlying message, he cupped her breasts. He worked her back and front, rubbing her nipples until they hardened against his fingers, and pressing into her bottom, letting her feel how damn hard he was. For her.


  Outside on the basketball court, there were shouts of triumph and squeals of laughter.


  “Or,” he murmured, “I could put my hand in your shorts and make you come right here.”


  She elbowed him back, then rounded, holding the knife in front of her. “Back off, bud. Or I’ll have to slice up your little banana.”


  “Little?” God, he wanted her, that smile, her laughter against his lips, her body in his hands.


  “Very little.”


  He held up his hands. “I’m wounded immensely.”


  She jabbed with the knife. “Back three more steps or you’re in big trouble, buster.”


  He backed up until his butt hit the kitchen table. “Playing with a knife is dangerous.”


  “I’m not playing.” She feinted once more, her eyes sparkling.


  If he could get her to go back to his room with him...


  “What the hell?” David slammed the kitchen screen door behind him.


  “He refused to load the dishwasher,” Taylor said, recovering quickly, but her eyes had gone wide, and Jace read her thoughts. Almost busted.


  Part of him wanted David to have caught him fondling Taylor’s breasts and ass. At least they’d be out in the open then, and Taylor would have to make a decision.


  He might have gotten her to agree that it wasn’t over between them, but acknowledge their relationship out loud? It was too soon. At this point, he was sure she wouldn’t make the choice he wanted.


  “Loading the dishwasher is woman’s work. I cooked the hamburgers. Tell her, David.”


  A tick of silence. David had forgotten how to tease. He’d forgotten how to smile. Then, surprisingly, he said, “I cooked the burgers. You just watched. Better load the dishwasher, buddy, or she might cut off the family jewels. Women can be sensitive about things like that.”


  Jace looked at him. Damn. His brother had made a joke.


  Taylor pointed the knife at David. “Dad cooked the burgers. You have to load the dishwasher while Jace gets the rest of the dirty dishes.”


  The door opened again, this time it was his mom.


  “Mom,” David said plaintively. “Taylor’s trying to make us do the dishes. Tell her we cooked. It’s a rule we don’t have to clean up if we cook.”


  Taylor’s lips twitched. Mom’s didn’t. She was good at playing possum and hiding expressions when she wanted to.


  “Finish the salad, Taylor. Both of you boys get the rest of the dishes, and I’ll load the dishwasher. Men suck at loading.”


  David laughed. Everyone looked at him, but he didn’t seem to notice anything was different. “You can’t say suck, Mom. That’s a bad word.”


  “Suck. There, I said it again. I’m the mom, and I can say anything I want.” Then she flapped her hands and moved aside. “Now get on with you two.”


  David pushed Jace out the door ahead of him. “See what you got me into, asswipe.”


  “Asswipe’s a bad word. I’m telling Mom.”


  “Not if I beat the crap out of you first.”


  Damn. They hadn’t had fun like this in three fricking years. Taylor was good for him. She was good for all of them.


  Everything was going to work out.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Merciful heavens, this was awful.


  Should she talk to Jace, ask him what was going on? Evelyn never interfered in her sons’ lives. If Connie came running with some nitpick about Mitch, Evelyn remained neutral. She wouldn’t choose her daughter-in-law’s side against her son, but she wasn’t about to do it in reverse either.


  What would she say to Jace anyway? Are you making a mistake? Is she going to hurt you? Are you going to hurt her? Are you in love with her, or is this some meaningless fling?


  Can you ever mean more to her than Lou did?


  No. She couldn’t ask any of her questions. The answers terrified her. As did the thought of having to tell Arthur what she’d found out. Goodness knows, she couldn’t do it. It was better not to ask.


  Evelyn had watched them all afternoon. Jace couldn’t keep his hands off Taylor. He couldn’t take his eyes off of her either. Then he followed like a hound dog when she went into the kitchen.


  No one else had seemed to notice, except perhaps Connie. If Connie mentioned her suspicions to Mitch...well, Evelyn didn’t know what he’d say or do.


  And that scene in the kitchen, oh my heavens. She’d wanted so badly to laugh with them. The family laughed and played with the kids, they all enjoyed that, but between themselves, when the children were off being children, all the gaiety seemed to have died when Lou died.


  But David had laughed. He’d actually laughed. And joked. Like the old days. Before Lou died.


  She should have been delirious. It should have signified her family was on the mend.


  Instead, she feared worse times were coming.


  


  


  Chapter Nine


  


  


  Taylor knew what that whole scene yesterday in Evelyn’s kitchen was about. Jace wanted to see how far he could push her.


  How far would she go? She wasn’t sure. But she did know that if David hadn’t walked in, she’d have followed Jace to his old room in his mom’s house and gone down on her knees for him.


  She knocked her morning coffee over all the papers on her desk. “Darn it.”


  Evelyn hurried over with a roll of paper towels, and they mopped and sopped together.


  “You’ve seemed pretty preoccupied lately.”


  Taylor avoided Evelyn’s gaze. “Too much coffee. It makes me jittery.” That had been her first cup of the day.


  Taylor couldn’t think of another single thing to say, but her mother-in-law stood there a little longer, waiting. All of a sudden, Evelyn had started making Taylor nervous.


  “Really, Mom, everything’s fine and dandy.”


  After one last look, Evelyn sighed. “I’ll go to the bank then. Arthur didn’t give me last week’s receipts until this morning.”


  “Bad Arthur,” Taylor said.


  That won her a smile, and her tension eased. A tiny bit.


  Evelyn fluttered around her desk, gathering her purse, the deposit bag, her keys. Then she waggled her fingers and left.


  Lord. Taylor took her coffee mug back to the kitchenette to refill. The front door opened. Boots stomped across the floor, and everything inside her went still. Jace stopped in the doorway, legs apart, hands in his back pockets. The stance pulled his T-shirt tight. She almost fainted with need.


  “Where’s Mom?”


  “She went to the bank.” Gone for at least an hour.


  “How long ago did she leave?”


  “A few minutes.” She couldn’t breathe thinking of the possibilities.


  “We need to talk.” They could no longer just talk, but he went on before she said that. “These phone calls make me nuts.”


  “They make me nuts, too,” she whispered. They weren’t enough. Her heart pounded. She bit the inside of her lip so hard she tasted blood. She felt hot, needy, and dangerous. Then she grabbed his hand, pulling him past the small refrigerator, microwave, and coffeemaker.


  “Taylor, what the hell are you doing?”


  Opening the bathroom door, she shoved him inside, then turned the lock and leaned back. “I don’t want to talk.”


  He blinked, his breathing harsh. “Taylor.” That was all. It held a wealth of meaning. Evelyn might return. The risk. The hurt, if anyone found out. She knew all the reasons why they shouldn’t and was too addicted to care.


  “I didn’t wear panties today.”


  His eyes widened, darkened. “Christ, you’re killing me.”


  “Then put us both out of our misery.”


  His fingers flexed. Right and wrong warred with need. He lost the battle. Putting his hands on her waist, he pivoted and set her against the sink with her back to him. His hands skated beneath her jean skirt, pushing it high. “I can’t think I wanna fuck you so bad.”


  She held onto the sink with numb fingers. His words, laced with heated longing, almost made her knees buckle. In the mirror, she saw him rip open a condom with his teeth and bend his head. The backs of his hands brushed her bottom as he rolled it on. He might not have planned this outcome, but he was prepared.


  Then he stopped, gazing at her reflection, his fingers twitching on her hips. “Are you sure, Taylor? Now? Here?”


  He was making the decision to stop irrevocably hers. The choice hers, but the act would belong to both of them. “God, now, please.”


  He closed his eyes and put his head back, dipping to run his hand between her legs. Stroking her clitoris, testing how wet she was. How hot.


  “Come first, before I do you,” he told her. “So I can watch.”


  He withdrew, then came back at her from the front. She moved with his hand, meeting his gaze in the mirror.


  “Does it make you feel out of control?”


  She nodded, then gasped as he pressed a finger deep inside. He shoved her up on that cliff edge ready to dive off, then pulled her head back by her hair and kissed her. Long, deep strokes of his tongue in time with his finger.


  “Come on, baby. Open your eyes and watch.” He held her face to his cheek and made her watch herself.


  Her skin flushed to pink. She breathed through her mouth, small pants, soft moans. Then she couldn’t keep her eyes open. Squeezing them shut, she cried out, soft and low, as her orgasm pulsed up from his touch and shot through. She trembled, would have fallen if he hadn’t wrapped an arm beneath her breasts.


  He licked her ear and rocked against her bottom.


  They weren’t done, far from done. “I want you inside me.”


  “Your wish is my command.” Leaning back, he bent her forward with his hand on her spine, then dipped and spread her to receive him. Hot and hard, he filled her. She wanted to close her eyes to savor the feel of him, how easily he slid inside, how perfectly he fit. But more, she wanted to watch his expression.


  Hair rumpled on one side where he’d rubbed against her cheek. His mouth open to grab air. His eyes half-lidded as he buried himself in her heat.


  “That feels so fucking good. I missed it so bad.”


  She held onto the edge of the sink as he began to move, thrusting high, withdrawing, pushing her up to the brink again.


  “Look at me,” she whispered.


  Rich brown eyes the color and depth of the earth itself. She reached back, pulled his face to her throat and threaded her fingers through his hair as soft and as thick as fur.


  Over her shoulder, he watched as he pumped inside. So hot. So good. So strong.


  He put a finger to her clitoris and she flew clear through the roof. Biting down on her throat, he came, pulsing inside her even as he thrust one last time, hard and high and deep, then held her tight to his body.


  Their hearts raced together, their breath mingling. Taylor floated back down to earth in his arms. And opened her eyes to stare at their reflection.


  Lou stood behind her, holding her.


  For a brief moment, he looked so much like Lou, she thought she was dreaming.


  But it wasn’t Lou. It was Jace. And Lou had never made her feel the way Jace did. Never. Not even in the beginning.


  Jace tipped his head. “What?”


  She swallowed. Lou had never made her want to throw all thought and caution to the winds.


  “That was good,” she whispered. Lou had never taken her so completely out of herself.


  “Yeah. Fucking perfect,” Jace murmured, turning to kiss the slight red mark his bite had left.


  Lou had never made sex perfect.


  She’d fallen in love with him the day she met his family. His mother, his father, his loud, obnoxious brothers. His big, open, loving family so unlike her own. She’d fallen in love with all of them. She’d wanted them for her very own.


  Lou had been the way to make sure they loved her, too. But he’d never made her feel the way Jace did.


  “What’s going on in that mind of yours?”


  Jace made her hot, bothered, crazy, needy, wonderful, wanted. He made her feel like a woman. Not just somebody’s mother or somebody’s wife. But somebody’s lover. His lover.


  She was too unsure of her newfound realizations to answer.


  “You’re getting freaky, Taylor.” He pushed inside her, as if he thought she needed reminding that he was there.


  She couldn’t forget. She wanted him again. She wanted to taste him, swallow him, keep him inside.


  She’d loved Lou, had thought she’d fall apart when he died, but he’d never made her ache for one more touch. Not the way Jace did. She tried telling herself it was just sex. Because it had been so long. And she’d been so needy. But it was so much more.


  Lord. Jace. She closed her eyes and pulled in a long, deep breath until her chest hurt.


  She’d loved Lou. But she’d loved his family more. Now suddenly, Jace had become more important to her than Lou had ever been. The disloyalty of it ate at her from the inside out.


  More than the family stood between them. Lou himself did. The way he’d died. The way Jace felt about that. She didn’t know if she had the courage to talk to him about it. If she ever would.


  She didn’t know if she had the courage to admit she’d never loved Lou the way she should have.


  


  * * * * *


  


  She scared the shit out of him.


  He pulled out of her, aching to stay, then tossed the condom in the toilet, flushed, and did up his pants.


  She shimmied her skirt down, not meeting his eyes. “You looked like Lou for a minute.”


  Christ. Shit. Lou. His dead brother. The brother he let down. The brother he let die.


  What the hell did he expect? He’d been doing her for a week. Lou was years ahead of him. She wouldn’t forget Lou, not after a week. Or a month. Maybe not even a lifetime.


  “I’m not my brother’s replacement.” He wanted to ram his hands through his hair. He wanted to lay her down on the floor and fuck her until she didn’t remember who the hell Lou was.


  “I know you’re not Lou.”


  What did that mean?


  She pulled her skirt down and smoothed her hair. “I have to think. I need to think.”


  Don’t think. Please don’t think. Don’t remember. Choose me. He wanted to howl like a wounded animal. He would pay for what he did to Lou for the rest of his life. He deserved to pay. But he couldn’t stand here and watch her slip away from him.


  “I gotta go. I’m meeting Dad and the guys out in Bentonville.”


  He’d seen his mother driving away and had known Taylor would be alone. He’d taken to carrying the goddamn condoms in his pocket, but she’d been the one to yank the rug out from under him, dragging him into the bathroom. For a minute, he’d freaked out, but then he’d been lost in her. Until she remembered Lou.


  He unlocked the door.


  “Jace.”


  Christ. She was going to tell him she couldn’t do this again. She was going to tell him to take a hike. Couldn’t she tell he was dying here? If he turned to her, he’d wrap his hands in her hair and drag her with him kicking and screaming.


  “What?”


  “Kiss me before you go.”


  He couldn’t breathe. He closed his eyes and squeezed the doorknob until his hand was close to the breaking point.


  “Please, Jace.”


  She ran her finger down his arm in the softest caress. Taken in by her touch, he did what she asked without a clue to its meaning. Don’t-ever-let-me-go kiss? Or good-bye kiss?


  Cupping her face, he stroked her lips with his tongue. Then he took her mouth with all the love in his heart. She didn’t touch him with anything but her mouth, yet that kiss was the sweetest damn thing he’d ever tasted.


  He let go and backed out of the bathroom.


  “Thank you, Jace.”


  “Don’t thank me.” What does it all mean, Taylor?


  At the door of the kitchenette, he ran smack dab into Connie.


  Startled, she bounced back like a little butter ball despite the fact that she was a tiny thing.


  “Jace”—she tilted her head around his arm—“where’re Evelyn and Taylor?”


  How long had Connie been standing there? Behind her, the front door stood open. She’d dumped her bag on Taylor’s desk.


  “Mom’s gone to the bank, and Taylor’s getting some coffee.”


  Taylor appeared, coffee in hand. “Hey, Connie, what’s up?”


  Cool as an ice queen. Those minutes in the bathroom might never have happened. He, on the other hand, hadn’t sewn his heart back together yet. “Gotta go.”


  Connie didn’t move out of his way. He was in the mood to brush her aside.


  She looked from him to Taylor and back again, then got that little Connie-flash in her eyes. Connie-the-know-it-all. Connie-the-I-know-your-secret. Mitch’s wife packed a punch into every look.


  “Taylor, I came by to ask if you’d let me have the boys tonight. Peter wants a sleepover because it’s the last day of school. He wants to celebrate.” She gave Jace another Connie-flash, this one saying she was setting him up but good. “I know that means you’ll be all alone tonight, but pretty please.”


  That said it all. Connie knew something was up. He checked his jeans. Thank Christ his zipper was closed. Connie had her teeth into something, and pretty soon his mother, father, and brothers would know Connie had almost caught Taylor and Jace doing...something. He didn’t give a flying rat’s ass. If it was out in the open, Taylor wouldn’t be able to hide from it either. She’d have to make up her mind.


  He’d need to ask her the question first.


  “Of course, the boys can come over.” Taylor hadn’t moved, neither closer to him nor farther from him. “I don’t mind being alone for a night.”


  He glanced at her, only to find the look in her eyes unreadable.


  Well, she wouldn’t be alone tonight. Then tomorrow morning, he’d ask his question, and she’d need to figure out her answer.


  He couldn’t stand sharing her anymore. Not even with her husband.


  


  


  Chapter Ten


  


  


  “Now what did you really come over for, Connie?” Because Connie could have called to invite the boys for a sleepover.


  Just like that, Connie burst into tears, where moments before, she’d been smiling.


  “I’m not pregnant.”


  Taylor patted Connie’s hand and murmured, “There, there.”


  It was a blessing in disguise, not that she’d convince Connie of that. Children were an awesome responsibility, not one to be taken lightly. And no matter what anyone said about how three was cheaper than two or two was cheaper than one, it was crap. Personally, Taylor didn’t know what she would have done without Lou’s life insurance.


  “And Mitch doesn’t even want to touch me anymore,” Connie buried her face in her arms.


  “He must have touched you if you thought you were pregnant.”


  “I mean after I told him I might be pregnant.” Connie shifted enough so that her words were muffled in her arms.


  Taylor sat back. “You said you were going to wait until you were sure.”


  Connie raised her head. “I couldn’t help myself. I was so excited. And I cooked this gorgeous dinner and put the kids to bed early, and—” She threw herself across her arms again. “And it all went to hell in a hand basket.”


  “When was this?”


  “Friday.”


  Friday. When Jace had been making glorious love to her. Well, that was a melodramatic sentiment. He’d been fucking her. Didn’t he always call it fucking instead of making love? It hadn’t bothered her until this moment. In fact, the word was sexy when said in that husky, needy way of his.


  “He won’t talk to me,” Connie moaned.


  Ah, the silent treatment. Lou had been an expert. But she couldn’t think about Lou now. She needed time alone for that. For reflection and analysis. Like tonight, after she’d dropped the boys off at Connie’s. In the bath—a nice, steamy bath with a tangerine fizz ball scenting the water.


  While she waited for Jace to arrive.


  She knew he would. He had to. She wanted to believe he couldn’t help himself. How far she’d sunk. Their affair would eventually blow up in her face, but taking him in the bathroom had been an irrevocable decision. She’d chosen not to stop, to have him whenever she could. She just needed to figure out how her revelations about Lou changed everything.


  “You’re not listening to me.”


  “Of course, I am.” What had Connie said?


  “I said my period started this morning. I feel all bloated and ugly and achy and I hate it.”


  She knew Connie hadn’t said all that. “Did you take some ibuprofen?”


  Connie scrunched her lips mutinously. “I don’t need drugs. I need a baby.”


  The truth hurts, but sometimes it had to be said. “You know, Mitch has got to want the baby, too.”


  “But I’m the one who carries it. I’m the one up all night feeding and diapering and soothing. I take care of everything.”


  “And Mitch pays for everything.”


  “You sound just like him. A big family was something we always planned on having.” Connie glared.


  Well, she’d said her piece. Connie didn’t want to listen. Done. “What did he say when you told him you weren’t pregnant?”


  “I haven’t told him. He’d already left.”


  “Well, at least it will give you a chance to work out a compromise.”


  “How do you compromise on a baby, Taylor? You either have one or you don’t. There is no compromise.”


  “You can compromise on the timing.” She patted Connie’s hand. “You’re only twenty-nine. There’s time.” She wondered if Jace wanted children of his own. He was so good with the boys.


  The ultimate quick-change artist, Connie dried her eyes and sighed. “You’re right. I’m just feeling sorry for myself.” She touched Taylor’s hand. “I don’t know how you put up me.”


  “Because I love you like a sister.”


  Connie sniffed one last time. She was never down for long. “Mitch and I will work it out. I’ll convince him somehow.”


  “I know you will.” Taylor wasn’t sure of that, but she didn’t want Connie to start crying again. “What time shall I bring the boys over?”


  Connie’s eyebrows popped up. “Better make it around four. Are you sure you’re going to be all right on your own? You could come, too, if you want.”


  Right. That is not what Connie had planned. Taylor didn’t know how she felt about Connie playing matchmaker. Connie didn’t really get all the family dynamics. Everything was black and white to her. She had a baby, or she didn’t. What Mitch wanted was irrelevant. Taylor wanted Jace, or she didn’t. What Evelyn and Arthur thought about it was immaterial.


  Things weren’t that simple.


  Maybe they would be after tonight. After she’d slept in Jace’s arms and woken up beside him in the morning.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Jesus, he was freaking nervous. He parked around back on Lou’s old motor-home pad so his truck couldn’t be seen from the road, since he intended to leave it there all night.


  Taylor had turned off the outside lights. The kitchen and family room were dark, blinds closed, as well as her bedroom. The only beacon guiding him, besides the moon, shone from the small bathroom window.


  Unlocking her front door, Jace stepped into a collage of scents and candle flame flickering across the walls. She’d left four candles burning on the table. The main bathroom was to the left of the family room. Steam spilled out into the hallway.


  He braced himself with his hands on either doorjamb.


  The long, narrow room smelled like tangerines. Steam beaded on his forehead. She stood in front of the mirror, hair streaming over her shoulders, torso wrapped in a towel, and her left foot on the counter. Smoothing lotion from her calf to her knee, she then delved beneath the towel to knead the cream into her thigh.


  Je-sus. He went up in smoke.


  She put her foot down and held out the tube to him.


  “I haven’t done the other leg. Do it for me.”


  Squeezing a generous amount in his hand, he went down on one knee. “Give me your foot.”


  She raised her leg, the towel falling open with a tantalizing sneak peak. Starting with her foot, he spread the lotion up her calf and thigh, his fingers lightly brushing the curls at her center. Taylor shivered.


  He started over at the bottom, rubbing in the excess, first her instep, toes, ankle. She steadied herself with a hand on his shoulder, kneading him the way he did her.


  “You give good rub,” she murmured, her voice a low caress.


  “I give good other things, too.”


  She put her head back. “Mmm. I know.”


  She had no idea how good he could be. After tonight, though, she would. After tonight, she wouldn’t be able to turn him away. He started on her thigh. A moan escaped her.


  He tugged on her towel. “You don’t need this.”


  She freed the upper edge, and the whole thing pooled behind her on the rug.


  She took his breath away. He couldn’t move beyond the simple touch of his gaze on her. She was perfect. Plump breasts, creamy, rounded belly, and dusky curls at the apex of her thighs. Moisture glistened there. He leaned forward to tongue it away like the sweetest wine.


  She rewarded him with a sharp intake of her breath and a soft sound in her throat.


  He nosed her belly button. “You’re beautiful.”


  “I’ve got stretch marks times two.”


  He put his lips to each and every one. “They’re gorgeous.”


  She ran her hand through his hair, then fisted her fingers and pulled his head back. “You are a freak.”


  He grinned. God, he loved her. Like this. Making him laugh. Making him hot.


  “Hey, I’m trying to be romantic here, and you’re throwing my compliments back in my face.”


  “You don’t have to be romantic to get what you want.”


  His smile died. “Tell me what you think I want.”


  She pushed her hips against him. “To fuck me.”


  He’d never heard her use that word, and he took so long to speak, he knew she doubted he’d answer. He gave her what she asked for. The truth. “Oh, yeah. I want to fuck you. Over and over. Until you don’t ever want me to stop.” Taking her butt in his hands, he brought her to his face, breathed her in, held her scent. “Not fucking ever, Taylor.”


  She combed both hands through his hair, massaging his scalp, his temples, the back of his neck. “Then get started.”


  She didn’t understand what he was saying, but he let it go. For now. Pushing her to the wall, he put his hand between her legs and opened her to his touch.


  He’d have her this way now, her body, her orgasms. And hope like hell she’d give him her heart and soul someday soon.


  She already owned his.


  


  


  Chapter Eleven


  


  


  Jace tongued her moist center with slow circles. She forgot her gentle massage in his hair and tightened her fingers, pulling at the roots. He only went at her harder, faster.


  “Oh God, Jace, you look so hot doing that.”


  He raised his head long enough to lock gazes with her.


  “Don’t stop,” she begged and guided him back.


  The sight of Jace, holding her still, his head between her legs, his black-clad shoulders against her naked skin was incredibly erotic. A fresh burst of moisture filled her. Taylor had never imagined how sensual the light could be.


  Jace made her feel beautiful. She preened for the mirror, arching her back, biting her lip, pinching her nipple. Heat shot down through her belly to her clitoris. She jerked against his mouth. He gripped her bottom harder, pushed deeper, then sucked her clitoris into his mouth in a rush of mind-blowing pleasure.


  Leaning her head against the wall, she watched herself in the mirror through half-closed lids. A woman on fire. A woman dazed. A woman taken completely by the man between her thighs.


  She raised her foot, stroking him with her calf until he let go with one hand and pulled her leg over his shoulder. Now fully open to him, he pushed two fingers into her. Her toes curled, she moaned, cried out, leaped to the sky, and closed her eyes.


  “Don’t ever stop, please don’t ever stop, God. Jace.” She panted and squirmed. He wouldn’t let her go, branding her with his mouth and his tongue, his fingers still inside her.


  Lou had never made her feel this way.


  Jace eased off, lapping at her lightly, keeping her close to the edge, hungry for more, but back in her own body.


  I want to fuck you. Over and over. Until you don’t ever want me to stop.


  It was the closest he would ever come to telling her how he felt about her. Taylor understood that. She’d learned that this morning, along with her own set of revelations. She rubbed his head, needing to feel him beneath her fingers. Then, her hands on his cheeks, she made him look at her. His eyes were dark pools, and his lips shone with her moisture. She bent to lick it off, then eased down on her knees between him and the wall, resting her head in the crook of his neck.


  Her own taste along with his lingered in her mouth. His heart beat next to hers, hard, fast, as if what he’d done had turned him inside out just as it had her. He freed the tangles she’d somehow gotten in her hair.


  “I’ll never stop. Not until you want me to.” His voice rumbled against her chest, her lips. She kissed his throat.


  She feared talk of the future, of his parents, of telling each other dreams they might never share together. She feared learning the real reasons he seemed to want her so badly. She had the boys, the family, and a life that included Jace in a role he’d played all his life. Not the role he’d played this week.


  Reaching between them to palm his erection, communicating with her touch, she put her worries and her ghosts aside. Until tomorrow. For tonight, she’d take this, Jace in her hands, her mouth, her body. “We shouldn’t stop yet.”


  Pulling back, he put his hand over hers, and together they brought him once more to hot, heavy breathing and rock hardness.


  “Let me handle the whole thing while you keep your clothes on.” She liked his black jeans and shirt next to her nakedness, the rasp of the rough material against bare skin that was unbearably sexy.


  Pushing him back to rest on his elbows, she undid his belt and popped the buttons, being sure to let her fingers brush him time and again.


  “Don’t make me come. I want to be inside you for that.”


  “Shh. We have all night.”


  She grabbed the waistband of his jeans and briefs, pulling them over his hips as he lifted slightly to make the job easier. His erection jumped free.


  He stroked himself. She batted his hand away. “Stop that. I get to do it all.”


  “You loved listening to me do it the other night.”


  She had, more than she’d ever thought she would. “I’d rather lick you myself.” She climbed between his legs, taking him in her hand.


  He pulled her hair off her face, fisting it into a ponytail. “Yeah. I like watching you do that, too. But one day, I want to stand at the foot of the bed while you make yourself come.”


  “That is so bad.” The idea turned her insides to jelly. “You’re messing with my concentration here.”


  He kept talking when she took the tip of his penis into her mouth and sucked. “It would be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. Except when you dropped the towel.” He pushed gently on her head, and she slid down his length. “oh shit, that’s so damn good.” His hips rose, driving him deeper.


  He talked, a nonstop litany of compliments and curse words. Lou had never talked or laughed during sex. Jace turned it all into something about her, about the perfect feel of her hand at his base, the incredible swirl of her tongue, the absolute rightness of her sucking the tiny drop of semen from his slit.


  “I love watching you do that. Your lips are so red and so sweet. You’re so fucking good for me.”


  He moved her head, angled her, thrust up against her, drove harder as if he were making love to her mouth.


  “Jesus, Taylor, fuck.”


  His words, his sounds, his groans of pleasure made her body weep with need. When he began to throb in her mouth, when he was close to pumping himself into her, his hands on her head drove him as deep as he could go. She dug her fingernails into his sides, squeezed her thighs, and came at the moment he exploded.


  His body jerked, he shouted her name, and held her as she drank from him. When he was empty and she was full, he lay prone on the floor. She collapsed across his hips and rested her face on his belly. Gently stroking her hair, her cheek, her lips, he whispered words she couldn’t hear over the pounding of her own heart and the rush of air in and out of her lungs.


  She’d have stayed that way forever if the phone hadn’t rung.


  Lord, the kids. Calling to say good-night.


  Taylor jumped up, grabbed the towel and ran into the family room. Where on earth was it? She found the phone on the floor between the coffee table and the couch.


  “Hey, Mom, you sound out of breath.”


  “I was trying to find the phone because someone didn’t put it back in the cradle.” Half-truths came so easily now.


  “Jamey used it last.”


  Then she heard Jamey’s little voice in the background, “I did not, he did, Mom. Brian did it.”


  “Are you all having fun?”


  “Peter got a cool new PlayStation game. But Rina keeps wanting to play and messes everything up.”


  “Men have to learn tolerance around women, Brian.”


  “Uncle Jace always says that.”


  “Uncle Jace is right.”


  Uncle Jace came up behind her, slid his arms around her waist, then sucked on her neck.


  “What’s that noise, Mom?”


  “The phone’s crackling.” She wriggled against him, trying to get loose. Jace pulled the towel from her death grip and threw it across the couch.


  “Do you miss us?”


  “Of course, I miss you, sweetheart.”


  Jace cupped her breasts and tweaked both nipples. She almost squeaked.


  “What time are you picking us up in the morning?”


  “Noon. Don’t stay up too late.” They’d be up past midnight telling scary stories in Peter’s room.


  Jace slid both hands over her belly and between her legs.


  She bit her lip as Brian promised not to stay up too late.


  “Jamey wants to say good-night.”


  “All right, sweetheart. Sleep tight. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She clamped her thighs on Jace’s questing hand and tried to elbow him.


  “Mom?” Jamey, her baby.


  “Hi, sweetie. Are you having fun?”


  “Girls suck, Mom.”


  “Jamey!” Where on earth had he heard that? “You don’t say that about girls.”


  Standing so close he could hear everything, Jace whispered in her other ear. “Girls do suck, Mom.”


  This time, her elbow connected.


  “I’m sorry, Mom,” Jamey muttered.


  “Promise you won’t say that again. Did you say it to Rina?”


  “No. Peter said it to Aunt Connie when Rina jumped in the middle of the checkerboard.”


  She tried not to laugh. Then Jace put his hand through her legs from behind to find her clitoris with unerring accuracy. Lord. “You didn’t promise, Jamey.”


  “I promise.”


  “Now say good-night, Mom,” Jace whispered, his breath hot in her ear.


  “Good-night, Jamey. I love you, honey. Bye.”


  Jace grabbed the phone and tossed it onto the couch. And didn’t miss a beat of his sweet massage between her legs.


  “You’re hot down here. And wet. Really, really wet.”


  “You’re terrible doing that to me when I’m talking to the kids.” God save her soul, she’d loved it, the play, the uniqueness of being touched in secret. Something totally apart from the boys. Something more than simply being their mother.


  “I’ll try to do better,” Jace said, then pushed his fingers up hard and fast inside her. She gasped, teetering on the edge.


  “Ready to fuck me, Taylor?”


  “I like it when you say the word fuck,” then felt her face heat after she said it.


  “Fuck.” Then he laughed, withdrew his fingers, turned her around, and pitched her backward onto the sofa, landing on top. “So you like dirty talk, huh?”


  She buried her face against his throat. “Yeah. Am I bad?”


  Bracing himself on his elbows above her, he held her face in his hands. “Say it. Tell me what you want me to do to you.”


  Something broke loose inside her. “Fuck me, Jace. Hard.”


  His eyes were dark wells except for a single point of light from God knew where. “Christ, you make me so fucking hot and insane.”


  “Please fuck me now, Jace.”


  “You’re killing me, woman. Clothes on or off,” he murmured in her ear.


  “Off.” She wanted every inch of his skin against hers.


  “If it’s a no clothes affair, then we better take this in the bedroom where I can spread you out like a feast.” He rose, snuffed the candles, then led her down the hall to her bed.


  Lord. There were so many things they hadn’t felt and done yet. But they had all night. She wanted to savor every moment.


  


  


  Chapter Twelve


  


  


  Jace lay for long minutes before opening his eyes, savoring the feel of Taylor’s skin against his. Always getting out the night before, he’d never woken up beside a woman in the morning.


  Taylor was his first.


  Blue jays squawked in the front yard trees, and a squirrel or some other small animal scampered across the roof. Boneyard the cat mewled from the window ledge outside.


  “She always does that,” Taylor muttered. “My little alarm clock. What time is it?”


  An ache started above his eye, a stab of pain so real he had to shut his eyes against it until it quieted to a steady throb.


  Why did she always have to know what time it was?


  Because she was a mother. He’d always admired her mothering abilities, the way she used to hear Brian cry in his crib before anyone else did, the way she could ferret out their agonizing boyish secrets, then kiss the hurt away.


  “Kiss me good morning.” Kiss the hurt away.


  She looked at him, smiled, her lids at sleepy half-mast. “I haven’t brushed my teeth yet.”


  “Neither have I.”


  The kiss was delicious because it was her. Life was freaking worth living because he’d woken up beside Taylor this morning. Because he’d made love to her before falling asleep. Because her sweet tush pressed to his exceptionally hard cock in the middle of the night. Pulling her leg over his, he’d taken her from behind, slipping inside her before she was fully awake. She’d come, crying out loud enough to disturb the cat outside the window. Sleep again. Only to wake to her mouth sucking him and her hand priming his balls. He’d taken his fill of her once more as dawn broke through the window.


  Yet he wanted her again. Now.


  “Something’s up, Mr. Jackson.”


  Her hand billowed the covers as she found him.


  “Don’t you want to know what time it is?” His last word split in half by his groan.


  “I already looked. It’s eleven. We overslept. But I think we can manage a quickie before I have to pick up the boys.”


  “You’re a very organized woman.”


  “Why, thank you.” Then she grinned. “Now fuck me, Jace.”


  Last night, she’d said it right before her orgasm. Fuck me with your fingers, fuck me with your mouth, and plain old fuck me. The woman had gone wild with the word.


  Nothing had ever made him hotter.


  He rolled her beneath him, then reached for the last condom on the side table.


  “I get to put it on this time.”


  “It’s tricky.” He dropped the packet onto her palm.


  Taylor wriggled from beneath him. “Get on your back.”


  He let her go at him. “If you don’t hurry, this won’t be a quickie.” Not quite true, because if she fondled him much longer, he’d lose it before he ever got inside her.


  She sighed. “Ah, I think I did a perfect job.”


  “Too fucking perfect.” Damn near close to combustible. “Now get on top of me.”


  He hoisted her aboard with his hand on her butt. Rising above him on her knees, she took him in her hand, then stroked his cock along the center of her slit.


  “Shit.” She was sizzling hot and creamy wet, and he wished to God he could have her without the condom. “Fuck me, Taylor.”


  Her chocolate-sweet eyes deepened to the color of rich liqueur. “You can’t say fuck in front of the kids.”


  “I’ve never said fuck in front of the kids.”


  “You can only say it to me.”


  “I promise. Anytime you want. Fuck me now, please.”


  Sliding him deep, she threw back her head and moaned as she settled. “Oh Jace. You feel so good. You make me want to come without even moving.” She flexed around him, heightening her own pleasure with her inner muscles.


  He damn near burst off the bed, pushing up into her, then grabbing her hips as he started to pump.


  Steadying herself on the bed, she matched the rhythm he started. He couldn’t hold it with her. She took him, turned him inside out, and brought him to the edge of orgasm in seconds.


  “Don’t ever stop wanting this.” He gritted his teeth around the words, held on long enough to say them.


  “I’ll never stop, Jace. Not ever. I promise.”


  And he lost everything he had, everything he was. Heart, soul, body, and mind as he poured himself into her, as she cried out his name when she came.


  He hadn’t quite caught his breath, but he managed to open his eyes when he felt her stretch. She arched, ran her hands through her hair, over her breasts. Then she smiled.


  “That was very, very good, Jace.”


  “Jesus Christ! What are you doing?”


  Taylor shrieked and dove beneath the covers, his cock popping free of her and flapping in the wind before he even thought to pull the sheet up.


  David stood in the doorway.


  The adrenaline high pumping through Jace’s veins set his skin on fire. “Why the hell didn’t you knock?”


  His brother’s lip curled. “I knocked. You were too busy screwing to hear me.”


  “Shut your damn mouth.”


  David shoved his hands through his hair and turned a circle in the doorway. “I can’t believe this.”


  Taylor hadn’t moved, but he heard her muffled breath, hard and fast, beneath the mound of bedclothes. He knew. Her worst nightmare. That someone would find out. Too soon. She wasn’t his yet. They needed time.


  He wanted to howl or beat the shit of his brother. “Get out, David.”


  His brother fisted his hands and marched two paces into the room. “I didn’t come here to bust up your little screwfest.”


  He’d kill him for that, smash him face first into the dirt.


  “Jamey’s hurt. Connie and Mitch took him to the hospital over in Bentonville. And we’ve all been trying to call Taylor, but her damn phone was busy.” The last ended in a shout.


  Taylor shot from her hiding place. “Jamey?”


  “Yeah. Mom.” David fairly snarled the word at her.


  She didn’t even flinch, her whole concentration on Jamey. “Is he okay? What’s wrong? What happened?”


  “He fell out of the big oak in Mitch’s backyard. I don’t know if he’s okay.”


  She clambered from the bed. Naked. Whispering, “Oh my God. Oh my God,” as she slammed drawers looking for her clothes. Panties, shirt, no bra, jeans. She dressed in front of them both without a thought, even as she cried. “Oh Lord. Oh Lord.”


  Jace couldn’t stand it. “Wait in the family room, David.”


  “Sure thing. Brother.” The same snarl on his lips. “In fact, I’ll meet you in the emergency room. After you clean up.”


  Then he was gone, and the front door slammed. A moment later, his tires squealed in the road.


  “Oh my God, Jace. What if he’s dead?” She flopped on the side of the bed, her sandals in her hand.


  Jace threw aside the sheet and pulled her to his chest. “He’ll be fine. Kids fall out of trees all the time.”


  Lou fell out of a tree and bled to death when he sliced open his femoral artery.


  She jerked out of his arms as if she’d had the very same thought. “I have to get to the hospital.”


  “Wait a minute and I’ll take you.”


  “I can’t wait. I need my purse.” She was out the bedroom door before he made it out of the goddamn bed.


  “You can’t drive like this.”


  The front door slammed for the second time that morning while he was still in the freaking hallway. Naked.


  She hadn’t brushed her hair or her teeth or wiped away her own come from between her legs. And she hadn’t needed him.


  Her kids would always come first. He knew that, wouldn’t have had it any other way. But he wanted to offer his strength on the drive to the hospital, his arms to hold her.


  And he was a freaking pantywaist. Jamey was hurt. Damn David for not being able to tell her more. Jace tossed out the condom, yanked on his jeans and shirt, shoved into his shoes.


  On the end table in the family, the phone cradle was empty. He found the portable stuffed down between the cushions. Where he’d thrown it last night before he made love to her.


  Before he’d fucked her.


  She hadn’t pushed the end button when he took the phone away. No one could get hold of her because he hadn’t let her alone long enough to cut the connection.


  Out back, he rammed his truck in gear and backed up, barely missing the neighbor’s fence.


  He’d been idiotic all those years ago when he’d fallen in love with his brother’s wife. He’d been reckless when he’d drowned his misery by drinking himself into a stupor. He’d been criminal the day he’d overslept as his brother waited for him on a nine-acre property in the middle of freaking nowhere.


  Lou had died because Jace hadn’t been there to help him.


  This time, he’d separated Taylor from her son. He’d never forgive himself if anything happened to Jamey.


  


  * * * * *


  


  She’d been with Jace when her baby needed her. It was the only thought in her head. Her baby needed her, and she’d been thinking only of herself. Only of her needs.


  She shouted at Jace that night in his truck. I’m not just somebody’s mother.


  Oh yes, she was. That’s exactly what she was. And she hadn’t been there when her baby needed her.


  She did not drive like a crazy person. She did not cry, because she wouldn’t be able to see if she did. She needed to get to the hospital in one piece. That was her duty as a mother. And she wouldn’t shirk it. Not ever again. Jamey and Brian came first. Always. Please, God, let him be all right.


  She didn’t think about how Lou died falling out of a tree. If she did, she’d wreck the car, and let her baby down again. Nor did she question why she hadn’t heard her cell phone or why her other line was busy. Inconsequential. All that mattered was getting to Jamey. And never again leaving him alone.


  She parked in the hospital lot without getting a scratch on the minivan. She ran across the pavement without losing her sandals or falling. She performed with perfect execution.


  She would be the perfect mother from now on. As soon as she made sure her sons were all right.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Taylor wasn’t in the emergency room when he got to the hospital, but he’d parked next to her van in the lot, so Jace knew she’d made it there safely. His mom entered through a door on the right. Dad, Connie, Mitch, David, and the kids were clustered in the corner. Nobody saw him.


  “Taylor’s with him. He’ll be fine. He broke his arm.”


  Jesus, thank you, God. He wasn’t dead, he wasn’t maimed.


  Connie started crying. The way she was nestled into Mitch’s arms, Jace figured she’d started and stopped several times. “It’s all my fault, Mom. I wasn’t watching carefully enough.”


  His mom snorted. “Kids are kids. They’re into trouble before you see the smoking gun. Mitchie, take your wife home.”


  Mitch hadn’t been Mitchie since he was nine, which only went to show the stress his mom was feeling.


  Then she saw him. “Jace, where were you? I kept calling.”


  David had obviously kept his mouth shut, though now, seated next to Dad, he glowered through slitted eyes. He could ask David to keep Taylor’s secret, Jace’s secret. He could hope Taylor would let him close enough to try again. He could lie to his family. And keep on lying until Taylor either blew him off or said she couldn’t live without him.


  He might have gone on hoping if Taylor hadn’t walked through the door at that moment, Jamey’s right hand securely in hers, the little guy’s left arm in a sling.


  “Jace was with me.”


  The entire family stared at her. Taylor didn’t offer an explanation, but her tone told them the story. Her stark eyes revealed everything. He hadn’t been over there fixing her faucet or riding her lawn mower, and she was done lying about it. She was done with him.


  “Come on, Bri, let’s go home. Connie, thanks for bringing Jamey to the hospital.”


  “I’m so sorry, Taylor.”


  Taylor shrugged off the apology. “Don’t be silly. Jamey’s fine. You acted quickly.” Easy words, but she’d aged five years since this morning when she’d told Jace to fuck her. “Mom, Dad, thanks for coming. I’m glad you were here for the boys.”


  His mom answered her. “We’re always here, Taylor.”


  “My butt hurts sitting on these chairs, Mom.” Peter bounced to his feet. “Can we go home now?”


  Mitch took his boy’s hand, then Connie’s. “Sure.” He turned to Taylor. “We really are sorry, Taylor.”


  “I know. It’s over now. Don’t worry.”


  Then Connie scooped Rina into her arms and followed Mitch.


  Taylor turned to Evelyn. “I’ll call you and let you know how Jamey’s doing.”


  “Give him those pain pills if he needs them.”


  “I will. Bri?” Taylor held out her hand, and her son took it. Jace watched her until she disappeared around the corner.


  It’s over now. Don’t worry.


  She’d referred to far more than the terror of those moments when David said Jamey was hurt. Knowing that, he died inside.


  He’d almost messed irreversibly with her life again. Almost. God had been on their side this time.


  Jace would make sure it never happened again.


  


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  


  Jace never expected his dad would be the one to ask.


  “What were you and Taylor doing together?”


  They’d left the emergency room together, halfway to his truck, halfway to the rest of his life without Taylor. Would she even let him see the boys?


  “What do you think he was doing, Dad? Changing her oil?”


  “David.” Mom gave his brother the evil eye.


  But David didn’t give a shit. Not this time. “David what? David, don’t tell the truth? David, don’t hurt him? Somebody should have told him the truth three years ago.”


  She backed away in the face of his fury. “David, please.”


  “He was screwing her, Mom. In his own brother’s bed. He was screwing Lou’s wife.”


  Jace balled his fists. “Don’t talk about her like that.”


  “Like what? Like she wasn’t fucking her husband’s brother.”


  “Stop it, you two,” his mom cried.


  No one listened to her.


  Jace wanted to smash his brother’s face. He would have if Mom wasn’t there.


  “Lou’s dead. She has a right to a life.” Even if it wasn’t with him, Taylor had a right to love again.


  “Yeah, he’s dead. And why, Jace? Because you couldn’t get your sorry ass out of bed. Because you were drunk, like usual. Because he couldn’t count on you.”


  “Stop it, stop it.” Mom was crying, but Jace couldn’t stop David, not even for his mother.


  It was the truth. They’d all been dancing around it for three years. It was time somebody said it, long past time he heard what they all thought. What he knew.


  “Yeah, he’s dead because I messed up. I wasn’t there. I let him die. I know that. I live with it every night and every day.” The blood, sometimes he still smelled it. “But that has nothing to do with Taylor. Don’t use the word fuck about her.”


  “Why? Because she’s your fucking whore?”


  “Don’t you ever say that about her.” His arm back, poised to punch his brother’s nose through his face, David’s fists came up. White hot fury stabbed behind Jace’s eyelids.


  Then someone grabbed his arm. Held him back while his mother cried. It was the saddest damn sound he’d ever heard. Worse even than the day they’d gone to tell Taylor Lou was dead.


  “Back off, David.” His dad’s voice, his dad’s hand on his arm.


  The eyes, it was all in his brother’s eyes. Hatred. Far more than anger. Pure hate. But David stood down when his father told him to.


  “Arthur. Let’s go,” Mom begged. “Please let’s just go.”


  “No, Evelyn. We have to talk about Lou. And Jace.”


  He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t face it. He’d always known he couldn’t face his father, but he turned to him anyway.


  Tears glimmered. One slipped from his father’s eye, caught on a lash, then slid down his cheek. Jace had never seen him cry. Not that day, not when they buried Lou. Never.


  “I’m sorry, Dad. But I know it won’t ever bring Lou back.”


  “What’s our rule?”


  Mom opened her mouth, but his father held her off with his hand. “What’s the rule, Jace?” he repeated.


  “You don’t let your brother work alone.”


  “No. That’s not the rule. It never was. The rule is you don’t work alone.”


  “He didn’t have a choice because I didn’t show.”


  “He had a choice. He made the wrong one.”


  “But—”


  “Lou made the wrong choice.”


  He stared at his father. “It wasn’t his fault.”


  “I loved your brother. When he came along, before the rest of you, I used to gaze at him and wonder how I could possibly have made him. I died when he died.” Another tear joined the others. A river down his father’s face.


  Mom gripped his arm.


  His dad didn’t take her comfort.


  “I loved him with everything I had, but your brother was a lot like me, and he could be an arrogant SOB when he chose to be.”


  Jace shoved both hands through his hair and squeezed the back of his head.


  “He made the wrong choice. It was his mistake. I never wanted to say that. I even tried not to think it. It was somehow...sacrilege. But it’s true. And sometimes when I’m alone, I hate him for that.”


  “Jesus, Dad.” David took a step toward him.


  “He made a stupid move. He broke the rule. Jace didn’t make him do that. And you know that, David. None of us wants to say it was Lou’s fault. But you can’t go on blaming Jace because you don’t want to admit the truth.”


  “I didn’t blame Jace.”


  “You did. Like I did. Because he was alive and it was easier to blame him with Lou in the ground.”


  David hung his head, and Dad turned to Jace. “I’m sorry. I should have said that a long time ago. I don’t even have the excuse that I didn’t know you blamed yourself. I did know. I just didn’t know what to do about it. I love you, Jace. I’m sorry I let you down.”


  “Christ, Dad. You didn’t let anyone down. I’ve always known what I did.”


  “I don’t blame you for oversleeping. We’ve all tied one on. That never meant you had a hand in your brother’s death.”


  Something lifted off him, a mantle, chains. He would always regret that he hadn’t been there, but his father had given him a precious gift. Forgiveness. And the ability to forgive himself.


  “You’ve changed since it happened, son. I can count on you. Taylor can count on you, too.” He wrapped his palm along the side of Jace’s neck and held him. “Lou’s dead, Jace. He isn’t coming back, and Taylor doesn’t deserve to live with our ghosts. Are you in love with her?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then I guess you better make sure she knows that.”


  “Yeah.”


  His mom wiped at her streaming eyes. Jace hugged her beneath his chin and kissed the top of her head.


  “I’m sorry I put you through that, Mom.” Then he eased back to look at her. “Forgive me?” It seemed such a blithe and easy phrase, yet he needed it as much as he’d needed his father’s forgiveness.


  “Of course, I do. You’re my baby.”


  He kissed each cheek, rested his chin a moment in her hair filled with the scent of flowers and baby powder.


  “Go tell Taylor how you feel. Tell her we’re glad, too.”


  “She’ll want your blessing, Mom. It’s been bugging her, what you’d say about it.” About someone taking Lou’s place. Not just Jace, but anyone.


  “I always knew it would happen someday, but I didn’t want things to change. I didn’t want to lose her.”


  He understood what his mother meant. Taylor had said the same thing in the truck that first night. Finding a new man would change things more than anyone wanted. It was long past time for that change, though. Lou was gone. They all had to face it.


  “I’m not sure she’ll choose me, Mom.” But he would make sure she knew she had a choice, that life as a woman hadn’t ended the day Lou died.


  She patted his cheek. “She’d be crazy not to jump at a man like you, honey. But I’ll love her no matter what.”


  “So will I.” Ignoring the ache around his heart, he turned.


  “Jace.” David’s voice stopped him. “I was wrong. What I said about Taylor was wrong. I never thought that. I just”—he spread his hands—“Lou’s death has been eating at me.” He wiped a palm down his shirt as if he were suddenly sweaty. “But Dad’s right. About everything he said. And I was way out of line this morning.” It was probably the closest David would come to accepting that maybe Lou had made a mistake, too.


  “It’s fine, David. It’s...it’s really fine.”


  And it was. Jace couldn’t pinpoint precisely why, but it was. His family felt whole for the first time since Lou died.


  He couldn’t say the same for him and Taylor. He didn’t deserve a damn thing from her if he didn’t have the courage to tell her exactly how he felt.


  Fuck was a good word in its place, but it didn’t come close to the meaning of love.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Evelyn held Arthur’s hand. The heat had risen inside the truck cab until she’d had to flip the key in the ignition to roll down the electric window. Jace and David had long since gone.


  “I love you, Arthur. I wish you’d told me how you felt.”


  “You wanted me to tell you I actually hated my son because of how he died?”


  He stared through the windshield, a big handsome man even at fifty-nine. If she hadn’t had Arthur, she’d never have made it through those dark days after Lou died. She realized now that she hadn’t helped him through. He’d bottled it all up inside.


  “You didn’t hate him, Arthur. You hated that he was gone.” She soothed his hand with a stroke.


  “I did hate him, Evie. I hated him for going up without backup, for being careless, for not listening to everything I taught him, for leaving his cell phone in the truck instead of taking it with him. I even hated him for leaving Jace with all the blame on his shoulders. I hated him for everything.”


  God in heaven, she’d had no idea the weight Arthur had carried. She stroked his cheek.


  “Maybe you hated yourself for not being there that day.”


  He grabbed her knee, squeezed almost to the point of pain. “I didn’t want you to hate me for those terrible thoughts.”


  “Arthur, you’re the most important thing in the world to me. I could never hate you. I’m so sorry I couldn’t help you.”


  “No, Evie, I’m sorry. I wasn’t good for you. All those nights you cried yourself to sleep, I wanted to hold you, I really did.” He drew in a breath. She felt his pain inside her own body. “But I kept seeing him lying there, the ground beneath him dark with his own...”


  She petted him, comforted him, wiped away the tears. “Shh, my darling. You did your best for me, for all of us.” It was so easy for women to pour out their hearts. But a strong man couldn’t let the pain out.


  God worked in mysterious ways. If Jace hadn’t fallen in love with Taylor, if Taylor hadn’t returned that affection, if poor little Jamey hadn’t fallen out of the tree. If David and Jace hadn’t almost come to blows in the parking lot...Arthur would have carried his pain in silence and killed himself with the stress of holding it all inside.


  “You can tell me anything, Arthur. I’ll always love you, no matter what.”


  He turned to look at her, a tear teetering on his eyelashes, a tremble on his lips. “I miss him so goddamn much.”


  “So do I.” Then she gave in to her own tears.


  Arthur held her and let her cry. They held each other.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Taylor stood at the kitchen window. The boys laughed in the family room. Brian had the markers out and was decorating Jamey’s cast. There would be ink everywhere, but the stains would serve as a reminder to her. She desperately wanted a shower, but she was afraid to go where she couldn’t hear them.


  Instead she’d made coffee.


  And remembered the expression on Evelyn’s face, the look in Arthur’s eyes. Horror. Disbelief. She’d been with Jace.


  At least she didn’t have to lie anymore. She wouldn’t sneak out to meet him nor call him in the middle of the night. He wouldn’t be coming around again, except to take the boys out. She would never take him away from the boys. Nor would she indulge herself at their expense. She was done pushing this family to their limits.


  She wasn’t sure who to expect first. Evelyn on her own? Evelyn and Arthur together? Connie? David? God forbid. She’d paraded naked in front of him, and she hadn’t been able to meet his gaze in the emergency room.


  Jace was the first to arrive, pulling into the driveway. Cutting the engine, he sat for long moments. With the slant of the sun, she wasn’t sure he could see her in the window.


  She didn’t have a clue what he planned to say, but she couldn’t go on letting him try to fill Lou’s shoes. He deserved more than that. He couldn’t go on taking care of his brother’s family as if he were to blame for what happened to Lou.


  Lord, she’d miss the way he touched her, the way he made her feel. She’d ache when he would come over to play with the boys or take them out or drop them off after Little League.


  But he had his own life to live, and she wouldn’t steal pieces of him anymore to assuage her own loneliness.


  As he climbed from the truck and tramped the front walk, she steeled herself to do what was best for everyone. But Lord, it hurt.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Brian threw his marker on the table when Jace opened the screen door. Jamey hopped up, holding his arm out. “See my cast, Uncle Jace, isn’t it cool?”


  He ruffled the boy’s hair, then reached to ruffle Brian’s as well. “Better than cool, man.”


  “Will you sign it? I want everyone to sign it.” Jamey had to be in pain, but you’d never know it. Kids just seemed to be like that. When they weren’t milking it for all it was worth.


  “Sure, kiddo. Give me a pen.”


  Brian babbled excitedly about what he’d witnessed as Jace signed his name in bold red letters, then drew a skull and cross bones. Jamey bounced up from the couch to show Taylor.


  “Will you draw a skull on my arm, Uncle Jace?” Brian didn’t want to be left out.


  Taylor nodded and Brian handed Jace a black marker.


  Jamey tugged on her hand. “Mom, can I go over and show Ernie? He’s never had a cast.”


  “You need to rest, sweetie.”


  “Aw, Mom,” both boys moaned in unison.


  Jace had never presumed to tell her what to do with her kids, but he knew her fear, the same he’d felt, his heart climbing into his throat. But she had to let it go or she’d end up smothering them. The way he’d tried to smother her after Lou died.


  “It’ll be okay, Taylor. Let them go for a little while.”


  Her indecision flashed across her face, fear darkening her eyes. She didn’t want to let them out of the house, out of earshot. Out of her protective reach. Then she said, “Half an hour. Then I want you back to take a nap.”


  They rushed out of the house like a herd of elephants. She moved to the window to watch them stampede across the street.


  “You’d think nothing had happened,” she said.


  “Kids heal fast. We need to talk, Taylor.”


  “I know. You want coffee?”


  “Thanks, but no.” He needed to say what he had to say. Prepping the coffee was putting off the inevitable. “Sit down.”


  She lingered a moment longer at the window, then moved to the couch, perching on the edge and clasping her hands in her lap. “I’m going to say my piece first.”


  She laid the words out like a law. Perhaps if she got out her objections, he’d find a way to show her how wrong she was.


  “I’m listening.” He didn’t know whether to stand or sit, though he was sure touching her would be a mistake. He stayed where he was, miles too far from her.


  “It’s best that we end...what was going on between us.” She sucked in her breath as if voicing the thought had been hard for her, even as she sliced him in two. “You’ve been good to us since Lou died. The boys and I wouldn’t have made it without you. Everything you’ve done around the house, it’s meant a lot.”


  “It meant—”


  She held up her hand. “Let me finish while I can.” She took another deep breath. “I crossed the line when you found me at the bar that night. I shouldn’t have put you in that position. What happened after that wasn’t your fault.”


  “Taylor.”


  She looked at him, silenced him. He didn’t want to hear, but he would listen, for her.


  “I’ve been feeling pretty weird lately, and that was all a culmination. But I’m better now. I’m sorry I took advantage of your generosity.”


  Shit. Generosity? He was crazy for her. Couldn’t she see that? He shut his mouth on the words.


  She rolled her lips between her teeth, worried them, then finally spoke. “I know you’ve always felt responsible for what happened to Lou. And you’ve tried to make it up to us. What you did for the boys. You went out of your way to help me even after the way I threw myself at you that night.” She swallowed, her chest swelled with her breath.


  Jesus. Is that how she’d viewed what they’d done? That he was selflessly helping her? He’d laugh if it wasn’t so damn sad.


  He wanted her to finish, so he could prove her wrong.


  “I shouldn’t have taken all you gave without telling you that I never thought what happened to Lou was your fault. Never, Jace. Lou was...Lou.” She shrugged. “He liked things his way, and he probably thought he was teaching you a lesson by starting without you. He should never have done it.”


  Her words washed over him in a gentle wave. Cleansing him at last.


  “It was so hard to talk about. Nobody talked about it.”


  No, they hadn’t. They’d all let it fester. Even Lou wouldn’t have wanted that.


  He looked at her after that long silence. “Are you done?”


  She twisted her hands. “I don’t want you to think it’s because I didn’t enjoy what we did. It was wonderful. I mean that. But we both knew it was a...” She wriggled her brow, trying to find the right word for what they’d done. “Thing,” she finally came up with.


  He moved then, swiping the markers off the coffee table and tossing them back in their box. He shoved with his foot until there was enough room for him to sit in front of her.


  “Is it my turn now?”


  He wanted her to state every objection. He wanted to know every thought in her head, so he had an answer for it.


  “Umm, yes.”


  What should he tackle first? “I have felt responsible for what happened to Lou.” He bent his head, touched his lips to the back of her hand. “And I don’t think I can ever make you see how badly I needed you to forgive me.”


  “Oh, Jace, there’s never been—”


  He put two fingers to her lips. “My turn. I’ve done a thousand and more things to show you how sorry I was. But I love the boys, and I never used them to get you to forgive me. I did it because they needed me. For that, I’m the one who’s grateful. I needed them.” He searched her eyes for a sign that she believed him. He couldn’t read a thing. “Fixing stuff for you kept me busy, kept me from thinking too hard. But Taylor, I didn’t touch you because I was trying to atone in some weird way. I touched you because I’ve always wanted to touch you. Always.”


  Finally, a reaction. She frowned, tipping her head.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’ve loved you since the day Lou brought you home. I hated myself, but I couldn’t stop the way I felt. I never would have touched you, I never would have told you. But when you kissed me that night, you suddenly handed me everything I’d ever wanted.”


  He let her absorb his meaning. He couldn’t know how she’d react, but on the way here, he’d sworn to give her the whole truth. His guilty obsession with her was the most damning part.


  “Always, Jace?”


  “From the beginning.”


  “But I never even noticed.”


  He laughed, though his throat ached. “I know. You loved Lou. And I would never have tried to take you away from him.” He’d dreamed about it, yes, but he’d never acted, never would have acted, if she hadn’t begged him to see her as a woman.


  “You were always a woman to me, Taylor. But you were also Lou’s wife. Brian and Jamey’s mother. My sister-in-law.”


  She didn’t say anything, staring at her hands. Would she revile him for the lie he’d lived with for half of his life?


  “I never fucked you. I made love to you. I just couldn’t figure out how to tell you that.” He waited, his chest aching, his heart pumping overtime. “Say something.”


  She looked up, her eyes wet and shimmering. “I don’t think I can say this, Jace.”


  He died, a hundred times over, but he would take it. “You can tell me anything, Taylor. I love you. Whatever you have to say, it’ll be okay.”


  I love you.


  Taylor bent her head to her hands, pulling in air as if that would give her courage. What would Jace think when she told him the real truth? Everything she’d learned about herself over the past few days. Yet Jace had confessed his greatest sins to her, she could do no less for him.


  She sat up, rubbed her fingers over her eyes, then met his gaze. “I loved Lou. He’s the father of my boys. He was a good man. I’ve always loved you, as Lou’s brother. But God help me, sometimes I looked at you when you were wearing a nice tight pair of jeans, and I had...thoughts.” Oh Lord, this was so hard. “Small ones, Jace. Nothing explicit. But I did have thoughts.” The number grew in her mind as she remembered. She’d had a lot of thoughts about Jace, and oddly, hadn’t even felt guilty at the time. Because she would never have done anything. Never, not while Lou was alive. “But once I’d kissed you, I couldn’t stop. I didn’t want to stop.”


  “You didn’t betray Lou, if that’s what you’re thinking.”


  “Yes, I did.” She bit down on the inside of her cheek. “In the bathroom at work, when you made me look in the mirror, I betrayed him then.” And understood a lot of painful things.


  “He’s dead, Taylor. You’re not.”


  She shook her head. “You don’t understand what I’m saying. I loved Lou, but I wasn’t in love with him. I don’t think I ever was. I wanted to be a part of your family, and Lou was a way to get there.” It sounded so much worse when she said it aloud.


  He took her hand. “You were a good wife. The best. A wonderful mother. In you, Lou got everything he’d ever wanted.”


  “But I...” She dropped her eyes to her lap and tried to pull her hand from his.


  He wouldn’t let her go. “Say it. Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it.”


  Say it. He made it sound so easy.


  “He never made me feel that way,” she whispered. “He never touched me and set me on fire. I loved him, and I miss him, but the bed wasn’t empty because Lou was gone. It was empty because I wanted someone to touch me. Anyone.” Even Bubba at the Saddle-n-Spurs would have done. Until she touched Jace. “Then it was you, and now there’ll never be anyone else. It was never like that with Lou.”


  He went down on his knees in front of her. “If you think I’m going to say I’m sorry that I make you feel that way and he didn’t, you’re wrong. If you think I’m going to let you feel guilty about it, you’re crazier than me. I love you. I’ve waited fifteen years to hear you say that. And I’m not going to let you take it all back. Now look at me.”


  In the end, he lifted her chin. “I’ll never replace Lou. I don’t want to. I love you, and I want to marry you. I want to give you everything Lou never did, make you feel everything he didn’t. I want to be a father to Jamey and Brian. I want you. Tell me you want what I want.”


  She scanned his face. He loved her. God help her, she loved him, too. More than she thought she could ever love any man. Jamey and Brian needed a daddy again. Jace would be more than they could ever have hoped for. But... “What about your family? What will they say?”


  The clock ticked on the wall. Outside, the automatic sprinklers turned on. The timer was wrong. They should have come on early this morning.


  Jace made a mental note to fix it. Then he gave Taylor the only other lie he ever would.


  “If Mom and Dad can’t see how right this is, then I don’t give a damn. And I don’t give a damn what David says either.”


  They’d already given their blessing. But if he told Taylor, she’d never be sure of herself. She’d always doubt, always think she made the choice for the wrong reasons. He couldn’t let her do that.


  “You have to decide, Taylor.”


  She took long moments, in which his blood thundered through his veins like a runaway train.


  Then she put her hand to his cheek. “I don’t want to be just somebody’s lover, Jace. I want to be your lover. And your wife. And I think maybe your parents will understand.”


  He stroked a finger down her face. “I know they will.”


  After living in hell for the last three years, he finally got his taste of heaven. And he’d never let it go. He’d never let her go.


  


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  


  Taylor was giddy. Evelyn felt giddy herself at the Sunday family barbecue. Mitch filled the doughboy pool for the summer. Rina, Peter, and Brian splashed everyone that came in range, and Jamey sulked because he couldn’t go in the water with his cast. David had actually laughed at something Connie said, and Arthur put on his sunscreen without being asked. They’d made love every night the last week. Evelyn felt like a blushing bride.


  And then there was Taylor. She glowed, like when she’d first learned she was pregnant with Brian. Jace couldn’t keep his hands off her. He smoothed lotion on her shoulders, dropped a kiss on her hair, held a finger when that was all he could reach. And he smiled. He laughed. Not just at the children’s antics, but at everything. She hadn’t seen him laugh like that in more years than Evelyn could count. Taylor did that for him.


  They’d all miss Lou like the dickens. Evelyn would always talk to him before she went to sleep, as if he could hear up there in heaven. Her first born. Her big boy. She wasn’t silly enough to think she wouldn’t cry on the anniversary of his death or his birthday, or any day, just because she thought of him. But now she had Arthur to hold her. And he had her. Sometimes that was enough to bring you a measure of peace.


  Especially when your grandchildren were as cute as bugs in a rug and your other sons had all learned to laugh again.


  Except Mitchie. Mitchie was another story.


  “Mitch isn’t talking to me,” Connie whispered to her.


  In unison, they put their hands on their chins and stared across the lawn in Mitch’s direction. With a whoop of laughter, the kids splashed him. He wiped the spray from his face and shook a finger, a smile creasing his lips. As soon as they turned, racing off to get Uncle David, Mitch’s smile died.


  Taylor and Jace were worries off Evelyn’s plate.


  But there was David. He needed a wife to make him complete.


  And Connie and Mitch who needed...well, something.


  Evelyn never interfered in her boys’ lives. They’d have to work it out for themselves.


  Of course, she could always give Connie a suggestion or two. And maybe find a sweet little gal for David. She’d have to put on her thinking cap.


  


  


  ###
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  Randi Andersen has a thing for bad boys, tall, dark, sexy, and handsome. But bad boys invariably make for bad relationships. She’s tired of being somebody’s ex, ex-girlfriend, ex-lover, or ex-wife. Now, if she could just fall in love with a nice guy.


  


  David Jackson has lived under the crushing weight of responsibility for holding his family together since his brother’s death three years ago. Randi is too sexy to resist, but the last thing he wants is a relationship.


  


  Can they both forgive their past mistakes in order to take the leap of faith that love demands?


  


  Excerpt


  


  “You can’t just quit on me like this, David.”


  “I’m not quitting, Dad.” David Jackson sighed and leaned his chair on its two legs back. He’d known this wouldn’t be easy. “I want to fix up the house, and Rich Morrisey is going to take me on so I can pick up some of the skills I’m lacking.”


  It was the God’s honest truth. He wanted to do some remodeling around the place he’d bought a couple of years ago. Though he was handy with his tools, he needed to learn precision, optimum-materials use, and practical shortcuts. Working for Rich part-time would teach him the homebuilding trade.


  “But what about a replacement?”


  “You can hire some green kid to help with loading and hauling.” Which comprised a good portion of the work Jackson and Sons Arborists did. “I’ll still do tree work when you need me.” The family tree-trimming outfit could run without him a few days a week. Dad would still have Jace and Mitch.


  “But why?”


  “It’s a good opportunity for me.” Not to mention that he needed a little time off from the family.


  “I knew something was up when you didn’t make it to the last two barbecues.”


  The Sunday family barbecues were a tradition his mom hadn’t allowed to die when Lou did. David had needed time off from that, too.


  “Look, I know this whole thing with Taylor and Jace has gotten under your skin.”


  Taylor and Jace. His youngest brother and his eldest brother’s widow. Since the announcement six weeks ago, he’d been telling himself they hadn’t betrayed Lou. Taylor had a right to move on.


  But marrying Jace? There was something wrong in that.


  “My decision has nothing to do with them.” He’d struggled to keep his feelings to himself since that day at the hospital, but the effort was wearing on him.


  “David, I might be almost sixty years old, but I’m not stupid. I suspected you had a thing for Taylor, and I know it’s hard to watch her with Jace.”


  Balanced on two chair legs, David almost fell backward, shock hitting him first. Then he tamped down a burst of anger. That was the most telling symptom of his current malady, a temper too close to the surface. In the past, he’d been slow to anger, but recently, the slightest thing set him off. He dropped his chin and stared at his dad over the top of his sunglasses. “You’ve gotta be kidding. Where did that come from?”


  “I’ve got eyes. You’ve been twitchy around her for months.”


  He’d been twitchy because Lou’s death had ripped a hole the size of California in the family, tearing apart the very fabric by which they lived, and filling his big brother’s shoes had been a helluva lot harder than he’d thought.


  But wanting Taylor for himself? Christ. “Dad, I never had a thing for Taylor.” The thought of being a second-hand dad to her boys petrified him.


  He wanted out for a while. He’d worked for the family outfit since he was old enough to load the scrap left behind after a job. Over half his life. The last three years had been the worst, since Lou died and keeping the family together fell on his shoulders. On his watch, they’d damn near crumbled beneath the weight of Lou’s passing. He sucked at being the eldest.


  His dad was still giving him the eye. David felt the need to repeat himself.


  “I’m happy for them. I don’t have any hidden passion for Taylor. And I’ve made my decision.”


  His dad’s lips flattened. “I don’t know how I’m going to tell your mom. She’s going to be heartbroken.”


  He should have known Dad would play the guilt card. David took a deep breath, then let it out long and slow.


  “Mom’s going to be fine, and you know it.”


  Arthur Jackson sighed, and resignation eased the tense line of his jaw. “She should hear it from you. She’ll want to be sure you’re happy with this move.”


  “I planned on dropping by to tell her tomorrow.”


  “And you’re coming to the barbecue on Sunday or she’ll think you’re mad at us all.”


  He was thirty-four years old yet his father still seemed to think he needed to be told how to handle a delicate situation. It wasn’t a dig, it was just his dad, but he’d never heard his father remind Lou about the basics.


  David hadn’t handled the situation well on the day he found out about Taylor and Jace. In fact, he’d been way out of line. He’d apologized to both of them for the shitty things he said. But something changed that day, as irrevocably as life had changed the day Lou died.


  He no longer felt a part of his family, and he’d step away until he could figure out why. He’d leave before he let loose with something even more damaging than what he had already said to his brother.
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  Try a sample of Jasmine’s erotica with her sexy new series about hotwives and the men who love them. Be warned, this one is pretty darn naughty!


  


  Revenge Sex


  Book One in the West Coast Series


  A tale of hotwifing
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  A man, the hotwife he can’t control...and the woman who wants to fix what’s wrong with him.


  


  Tough, autocratic CFO Clay Blackwell strikes both fear and loyalty into the hearts of his employees. But he’s got one quirk no one at West Coast Manufacturing knows; he loves the idea of his live-in girlfriend Ruby being with another man...then coming home to him for the best sex of his life as she describes every naughty detail. He’s only got three stipulations: no sex with anyone from work, no sex with another man in their own home, and she always has to tell him when she has a date. The problem? What to do with a “hotwife” who has all the freedom any woman could want, but still can’t follow three simple rules.


  


  Jessica Murphy has the utmost respect and admiration for her CFO. She also has wild sex fantasies about Clay every night. Not that she’d ever tell anyone. Until she walks in on Clay’s girlfriend Ruby screwing Bradley the financial analyst right on Clay’s desk.


  


  All bets are off and a little revenge sex is the name of the game. Ruby thinks she’ll placate Clay by telling him to have sex with another woman to pay her back for all her rule-breaking. When Jessica learns about that, she makes up her mind to seduce her boss for keeps, not just one night of revenge.


  


  But can she become the more-than-one-man woman Clay Blackwell wants? Or will his desires tear them apart?


  


  Excerpt


  Copyright 2011 Jasmine Haynes


  


  Hoisting her onto the desktop, Bradley spread her legs and yanked on her pretty purple thong.


  “Oh yeah, baby, that’s it, rip them off.” Ruby loved Bradley’s he-man act. Of course, the panties didn’t tear, but so what, he still managed to slide the thong down her legs and toss it into the corner.


  Ruby was wet and ready before Bradley even licked her. She’d been wet all day planning the naughty little encounter.


  “I’m going to make you scream,” he boasted, then he put his tongue to her.


  And truly, she did want to scream. “Oh, that’s so right, baby. Clay never does it like that. He never finds the right spot.” Bradley always needed a little ego boost to get him going, and what better way than to tell him how much better he was than Clay, her live-in boyfriend, lover—whatever you wanted to call him—and most importantly, Bradley’s boss.


  Leaning back on her elbows, she drew her knees up so she could watch every move he made. His hair was a lustrous dark brown against the perfect white flesh of her thighs. His shoulders were wide, and she loved the sight of him in his white dress shirt as he went to town on her. Ruby enjoyed watching a man make love to her with his mouth. She loved the brush of soft hair against her skin, and the bristle of Bradley’s perpetual quarter-inch growth of beard. She relished each and every sensation.


  She especially loved cuckolding Clay on his very big desk at ten o’clock on a weeknight after the cleaners had all gone home. His second-floor office overlooked the parking lot and road, yet with the conference table between the windows and Clay’s desk, they were virtually unnoticeable from the outside. So Ruby had left the lights on, all the better to see Bradley down between her legs.


  “Ooh,” she crooned. “Clay hardly ever licks me.” She moaned. “And I so love the way you do it.” Bradley was twenty-nine and a mere financial analyst, so she had to find ways to coax the best out of him—young men still had so much to learn. One of those ways was to tell him how much more virile he was than his boss, or rather, his boss twice removed. Bradley worked for the finance manager who in turn worked for Clay, but really, it was Clay Bradley had to impress. To be honest, Clay didn’t always appreciate Bradley’s work, so Ruby had made it her mission to help the young man feel he was good enough in other realms. Like doing her nine ways to Sunday. On a Wednesday night.


  Then she stopped thinking and let sensation take over. “Don’t stop, lick me, baby, just like that.” The heat built inside her, ready to burst, yet she pushed it off a little longer, like riding a magnificent wave just before it crashes.


  Bradley put two fingers inside her the way she’d taught him, and found her G-spot right away. Oh, that boy was improving. She shuddered, then cried out, “Yes, yes, yes.” And the climax pulsed through her body.


  Before it could end, she grabbed Bradley by the hair. “Fuck me now.”


  Bradley grabbed her hips, and rolled her over, her stomach bare against the cool wood of the desk. She loved it from behind, pushed against a hard surface, taken, almost forced. Especially when Clay took her this way. He was so big, so tall, three inches taller than Bradley’s six feet.


  Behind her, Bradley made fast work of the condom. “It’s going to be so good, you won’t want to even go home to him.”


  She didn’t tell him that would never happen; better not to spoil the moment. “When he does me, baby, I imagine it’s you.” Actually, when Bradley did her, she imagined telling Clay about it later, how hot he’d get, how it turned him into a wild man. Her wild man.


  Bradley plunged deep. Glorying in the feel of him, she stretched out her hands, accidentally knocking over the photo of Clay and his two teenage sons. Oops. But oh, this was good, so very good. He was young and strong, his technique not better than Clay’s, just different. It still needed refining, but he was a fast learner, at least in the sex department. She adored teaching a young man new tricks. She was forty years old—a hot little number, if she did say so herself—and proud of her toned figure and that her face had only a smattering of age lines. She was better than she’d ever been. Bradley couldn’t get enough of her.


  “Oh my God,” she cried out. “You fill me up. You’re so much bigger and thicker than Clay.”


  At her words, Bradley went crazy, assured of how much more virile he was than Clay. These young men performed so well when you told them what they wanted to hear. Stretching out her arms, she curled her fingers around the edge of the desk and gave herself up to the moment, to the feel of a hard, young cock inside her and the second sweet climb to the pinnacle.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Jessica Murphy jerked, then snapped to a sitting position on the break room sofa. In the dark, the microwave clock flipped to ten-oh-five in bright blue letters. Good Lord, all she’d wanted to do was rest her eyes, a five-minute catnap; she’d slept for over an hour. The board meeting was on Friday, and she needed to review the March quarterly financials tomorrow with Clay Blackwell, her CFO. But there was an issue in CIP, the construction-in-progress account.


  A noise had woken her. It couldn’t be the cleaning staff; they’d left before her so-called catnap. She rose from the couch, crossing to the door by the illumination of the microwave clock. The hallway was dark. She’d turned out all the lights, not wanting to waste electricity, especially when she was accounting manager for West Coast Manufacturing, which meant she knew exactly how much the PG&E bill was.


  There it was again. Bracing herself against the doorframe, she strained to hear. A moan. Then she was sure she could make out voices, though the words were indistinguishable. She shivered slightly. The automatic thermostat turned the heating down at nine, raising it again at six in the morning. Despite being the beginning of April, the San Francisco Bay Area was still chilly at night.


  Stepping out into the hallway, which bordered all the cubicles in the middle of the large accounting department, she made out lights on the far side. From the CFO’s office. But Clay had been long gone before she’d crashed on the break room sofa. Obviously, he’d come back.


  What if he’d discovered her sleeping? Jessica fluffed her hair, which was curly and tended to get mashed after she slept on it. It must look like a rat’s nest. And her lipstick was probably smudged. She ran a finger under each eye to get rid of any mascara, then smoothed beneath her lips, hoping that was good enough to fix the lipstick. She hated the idea of Clay Blackwell seeing her at anything less than her best. He lived with the CEO’s executive admin, Ruby Williams, and Jessica didn’t have designs on him—she wasn’t a home wrecker—but she admired Clay immensely and...well...a woman could have her fantasies in the middle of the night when no one else suspected.


  All right, nothing could be done about her appearance now. She marched down the small walkway between the cubicles, and the sounds from the other side of the thin dividers grew exponentially louder with every step she took. Jessica’s heart started to pound, and she thought about turning around and getting the hell out. Because really, what was Clay Blackwell doing in his office? And just who was he with?


  She might have run, too, if she hadn’t heard distinct words in a female voice—“Clay’s never fucked me like this”—punctuated by a man’s low growl of pleasure.


  Turning the corner by the end of a cubicle wall, Jessica could see straight into Clay’s office. Her breath stopped in her chest.


  Ruby Williams was facedown on the desk, skirt pushed up over her butt, dark hair flowing around her shoulders, eyes closed, her red lips parted on a moan of intense pleasure. Behind her, Bradley Palmer slammed into her, each thrust shoving her across the desk.
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  Jasmine Haynes also writes as Jennifer Skully, funny, sexy, poignant contemporary romances. Here’s an introduction to Jennifer Skully’s Cottonmouth series!


  


  She’s Gotta Be Mine
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  [image: ]


  


  Copyright 2011 Jennifer Skully


  Cover design by Rae Monet Inc


  


  Dumped? For her husband’s high school sweetheart he hasn’t seen in twenty years? Roberta Jones Spivey isn’t going to lay down for that, no way. Instead, she decides to reinvent herself. The new Bobbie Jones—new haircut, new name, new attitude—will follow her soon-to-be ex to the small Northern California town of Cottonmouth. And there she’ll show him—and his sweetheart—what a big mistake he made.


  


  What better way to show him what he’s missing in the brand new Bobbie Jones than taking up with the town’s local bad boy—who’s also reputed to be a serial killer. Nick Angel is devilishly handsome and sexy as all get-out. In a word, perfect.


  


  It’s all going exactly according to plan...until a real murder rocks the little town of Cottonmouth. Of course, Nick didn’t do it...did he?


  


  ~Previously published in 2005 as Sex and the Serial Killer~


  


  Excerpt


  


  A mixture of red dye and sweat trickled down her forehead, hovered on her eyebrows, poised to drizzle into her eyes. Soon to be blinded by runaway hair products, Roberta Jones Spivey could force nothing more than a mousy squeak from her throat. She was about to go deaf, too, from the hairdryer blasting her eardrums, and still, she couldn’t open her mouth wide enough to shriek. Any moment now, her hair would spontaneously combust. They’d smell the smoke first, then the aroma of singed hair, but by the time any of the umpteen stylists scurrying about The Head Hunter’s main salon came to her rescue, she’d be bald. If not charred to a briquette.


  Help me before my demise becomes a fifteen-second slot on a tabloid show. Now was not the time for a panic attack.


  Drip, drip, drip, from her eyebrows to her eyelashes. In a last ditch effort to save herself, she squeezed her eyes shut. Burning tears leaked out to mingle with the caustic fluids. She clamped onto the chair’s arms, a death grip, terrified that if she touched the stuff, she’d end up rubbing her flesh off, too.


  Someone. Please. Notice me.


  The bowl of the dryer was suddenly jerked up, cool air from the overhead fans wafting across her scalp.


  “Bobbie, honey, why didn’t you tell me the color was running?” Mimi was the only person who’d ever called her Bobbie.


  Roberta dragged in a breath of air to explain, then collapsed in a spasm of coughing as the stench of chemicals, dyes, perm solution, and her own terrified sweat swooped down her throat.


  Mimi’s shoes clicked-clacked away, then back again. “Here, drink this.”


  Water had never tasted so good. All Roberta had wanted was a new look. Okay, so she needed a new life, too. Instead, she’d almost died, and her heart was still pounding like the Pony Express. She handed the empty paper cup back to Mimi, who crumpled it, executed a perfect free throw into the trash can, then tugged at a few squishy locks on Roberta’s head, and pronounced, “You’re cooked.”


  Roberta was cooked all right. Roasted, basted, filleted, flambéed. And limp as a wet noodle to boot. Residual quivers made her knees wobble as she tried to stand up.


  Mimi put a hand beneath her elbow. “Bobbie, honey, you okay?


  “I’m fine.” Well, except that Warren had walked out on her three weeks, six days, and seven hours ago. On April eighteenth. Three days after tax day. Two days after he’d left for his little mission up north. In Cottonmouth, California. He’d dumped her with nothing more than a phone call telling her he wasn’t coming back. Ever.


  Roberta blew out a breath. “Yeah, Mimi, I’m just fine.”


  “Good, for a minute there under the dryer you looked a little panicky.” Mimi patted her arm and led her to the rinse bowl.


  “I didn’t want to bother you while you were busy.” Her, panic? Just because her husband of fifteen years had left her for his long-lost, recently-located-through-the-Internet high school sweetheart? The love of his life. The teenage bimbo who’d broken his heart, then disappeared off the face of the earth—or at least left the San Francisco Bay Area for parts unknown. Cookie. What kind of name was that anyway? It made her think of some hairy blue monster on a morning kids’ show. Warren was bound to see he’d made a mistake.


  Okay, so she’d made a mistake, too, by actually helping him search the Net. And mailing the hundreds of letters—because he was nervous about calling all those women looking for the right one. And letting him drive to Cottonmouth all alone that fateful weekend. She’d only wanted to help him solve his problem. Because his problem was her problem.


  Mimi pushed her head back into the bowl and began rinsing with warm water. Roberta closed her eyes. The water turned off, the soothing scent of citrus conditioner replaced the stinging dye in her nostrils, and gentle fingers massaged her scalp.


  “Bobbie, honey, you’re tense. Is work getting to you?”


  “No, it’s fine.” Except for those dreaded whispers of “restatement” trickling out of the audit committee, and her boss Mr. Winkleman’s finger pointing firmly in her direction, as Director of Accounting. But she wasn’t worried; she knew every balance, every detail, inside and out. Her numbers were solid.


  She gave herself up to the finger pads working her scalp and the little knots at the base of her skull. Her breathing relaxed, the whir of her mind’s gears slowed. Ahh.


  “So, where’s your husband taking you for your birthday?”


  Roberta’s eyes flew open, and all that lovely mellowness fled through the soles of her low-heeled pumps.


  “He’s picked out this new restaurant he heard about on Nob Hill.” The lie just sort of slipped out. Roberta believed in little white lies to keep everyone comfortable. Except that there wasn’t anything comfortable about turning forty. Or about being dumped. What was next? Menopause. Old age. Death. “It’s very exclusive, very dressy, and very San Francisco, he says.”


  She wouldn’t have had a thing to wear because she’d lost ten pounds since Warren left. But if Warren was taking her out for her birthday, then she wouldn’t have lost the ten pounds because he wouldn’t have left, and then she would have had something to wear. Her temples throbbed. Everything was so confusing.


  “You’ve really got yourself a prince there.”


  Yeah, a prince. She just hadn’t realized that princes needed Prozac. Or that a good psychiatrist cost upwards of two hundred dollars an hour—excuse me, fifty minutes—just to say, “Mrs. Spivey, you must realize that antidepressants will have a negative impact on your husband’s sex drive.”


  He had no sex drive. That’s why he’d gone to a doctor to begin with.


  Tears suddenly pricked the corners of her eyes. “Yes, Warren’s a wonderful man.”


  At least she’d thought so. But he’d gone off the drugs for the Cookie Monster, for God’s sake. And the woman was married. Another dumpee in the making. Maybe Roberta should call Mr. Cookie Monster to commiserate.


  Maybe she should sue Warren’s psychiatrist for putting the idea of finding closure with his high school sweetheart into his mind in the first place. Instead, she’d dyed her brown hair red.


  “Maybe I need a new haircut, too.”


  Easing her to a sitting position, Mimi wrapped a white towel around Roberta’s head and squeezed the water from her hair.


  “Something bouncy and short?”


  Her head enshrouded in terrycloth, Roberta nodded.


  “Thank God, Bobbie. I’ve been telling you your hair is naturally curly, the length and weight just pulls it all out.”


  Mimi tugged Roberta to her feet and guided her to a chair. The towel came off. What she’d thought would be red was merely a darker brown. Richer maybe, but still brown.


  “Don’t pout. It’ll look red when it dries. Now, how short shall we go?” Mimi fluffed the drying strands.


  Roberta pointed to her shoulders.


  Mimi grimaced in the mirror. “That’ll drag your face down. As we get older, we need to make sure our faces don’t drag.”


  Who was this we? Mimi was a pert, perpetual twenty-nine-year-old with lively black hair, wood-nymph brown eyes, and unlined skin. Without opening her mouth, Roberta skimmed the bottom of her ears with shaky fingers.


  Mimi beamed. “Perfect.”


  Then she started snipping, clipping, drying, and poofing. Roberta squeezed her eyes shut amidst the cacophony of voices, laughter, running water, and blow dryers.


  “You can open them now.”


  A scintilla of the hysteria she’d felt under the dryer tingled along Roberta’s nerve endings. Then she looked in the mirror.


  “Oh my.”


  Behind her, Mimi bounced with expectation. “Whad’ya think?”


  Roberta didn’t recognize the face framed in silky red hair just brushing the tips of her ears, hugging her nape, gently curling across her forehead. Her hazel eyes looked greener, lush, like new spring grass. Her lips looked fuller. And the tired lines pulling at her mouth seemed to have vanished.


  “It makes you look like you’ve lost weight. I think you need to buy a new outfit to celebrate.”


  The woman in the mirror needed a whole new wardrobe. Business suits and tailored blouses just wouldn’t go with that face. That face needed vibrant colors and short skirts. Four-inch spike heels.


  The hand in the mirror touched the full lips. Lipstick. Something overstated. “Maybe I need some new makeup, too, Mimi.”


  “I’ve got just the thing.” Mimi disappeared from the mirror, click-clacking across the linoleum.


  Yes, she needed new makeup. Because fixing your whole life couldn’t be accomplished simply by changing your hairstyle.


  No, that new hair needed new makeup, new clothes, new shoes. And a new name. Like Bobbie. Bobbie Jones. Without the Spivey, which had always made her think of the word spineless. Spineless Spivey. Warren? Or herself?


  And Director of Accounting would never do for Bobbie Jones. Bobbie needed something...exciting. A job where she’d meet new people every day. Doing something she’d shine at. Where she couldn’t help but be noticed.


  Where there were no Mr. Winklemans pointing their fingers and saying, She did it. Fire her.


  God, could she really do it? Could she really quit, try on another career like a new outfit?


  What on earth was standing in her way? There was no Warren. And there was money in the bank to tide her over until she found just the right job.


  Could she? Would she? She stared at the familiar yet changed woman in the mirror. That woman could do anything she set her mind to. That woman would find a new goal in life.


  Roberta sat straighter, squared her shoulders, put a hand to the brand new curls that overflowed the top of her head. Bobbie Jones wouldn’t have to worry about negative impacts on a man’s sex drive. Bobbie Jones would have her pick.


  Roberta Jones Spivey could stick with a job she hated and grovel at the feet of the Winklemans of the world. Roberta Jones Spivey could have panic attacks under a hair dryer because she’d decided to change the color of her hair. Bobbie Jones had better things to do. Important things to do. One all-important thing.


  Bobbie Jones was going to Cottonmouth to show Warren what he’d thrown away when he drove off into the sunset to find the Cookie Monster.


  Oh yeah, and one more really important thing. Bobbie would have sex for the first time in...much too long.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Bobbie Jones—she’d tossed out Roberta along with her job, her tailored suits, and her frilly blouses—tapped her brilliant crimson lip with the tip of a matching manicured nail. A new woman with a new attitude. And no ugly, painful thoughts.


  “I must have that cottage.” No, no, we can’t possibly do this. Bobbie quashed another annoying little Robert-whine. She was getting so much better at doing it, since that day in the salon, a little less than a month ago, when she’d decided every page of her life story needed revising.


  Top selling real estate agent and self-proclaimed Cottonmouth maven, Patsy Bell Sapp’s mouth opened so wide, the wrinkles marring her tanned face vanished. Almost. “You don’t want that.”


  Bobbie smiled. “Yes. I do.” No, we don’t. Buzz off, Roberta.


  The house, little more than a cube tucked into a postage-stamp lot, was the antithesis of the pristine residence on the stately San Francisco street. Warren had chosen the property over having children, a plan she’d, no, Roberta had gone along with because being a parent was too awesome a responsibility.


  “But the serial killer lives right across the street.” Patsy hacked out a cough, her penciled-in eyebrows disappearing into the fringe of her bouffant hairdo. With a vigorous shake of her head, multiple shades of gray sparkled in the sunlight.


  “Excuse me?” Was the woman serious? Probably not. If she was, why would she even bring Bobbie by the rental?


  Still looking at her, Patsy pointed at the shaded, two-story house across the street. “He’s a serial killer,” she mouthed.


  The title had a ring to it, even if it was most likely a town joke. Serial killer. Didn’t that fit her mood to a T? Her mood, not Roberta’s. She itched with a mixture of danger, disbelief, and anticipation. Heavy on the disbelief part. But still, he must be a real bad-boy type to fuel such rumors. Back home in Head Hunters salon, she’d sworn to herself she was going to have sex with someone. And sex with an alleged serial killer sounded risky. Edgy. Exciting.


  Just the kind of thing a Bobbie Jones, not a Roberta Spivey, would do. It would tweak Warren’s nose right out of joint.


  And that’s what this whole excursion to Cottonmouth was about. Right?
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