

[image: Shaken]



Dedication

For my husband, who has held me through too many tears and given me so much laughter and happiness. Thank you for loving me.


Chapter One

God, she’s beautiful.

He’d been thinking that for an hour. Hell, he’d been thinking it for eight years. From the moment he’d walked into his office and found her there with her mother, nervously awaiting the great cardiothoracic surgeon Dr. Grant Sullivan. He didn’t know how great he was, but that was how she’d made him feel. He’d been able to treat her mother, but Julia was the reason he looked forward to the older woman’s appointments.

Ten years older than her, he should have known better than to give in to the temptation to ask her to dinner once his obligations with her mother were over, but something about Julia had captivated him from that first glimpse and had yet—even now—to let him go. Even after everything they’d been through. If only Julia felt the same.

If she did, they wouldn’t be sitting in this lawyer’s office on a cloudy winter day, on opposite sides of the table, getting a divorce.

He let his eyes course over her, wishing they were his hands. What he wouldn’t give to pull the pins from her glorious cornsilk hair. It should be free, flowing like sunshine over her bare shoulders, or better yet, over his pillow on their bed. Instead, it was pulled tight, twisted into a bun at the nape of her neck. The sedate style matched the slightly loose pinstriped black suit she wore. The skirt came to her knees, baring creamy calves and slim ankles he’d traced with his lips a thousand times. A satiny blouse peeked out from beneath the jacket, its high collar tied with a satin knot on the left side of her neck. Professional, cool, reserved.

He didn’t like it.

Julia was never reserved and she sure as hell had never dressed like it. With her long-limbed build, lean with tempting curves, she was born for summer dresses and wore them year round. His favorite memories almost all included the flick of her skirt and a saucy glance over her shoulder at him. She tended to be quiet with people she didn’t know, but her surprising wit and playfulness—her passion for life—had always glinted from her sky blue eyes no matter what she did. Now she looked tied up and locked away. He didn’t like how tired she seemed, either. Gaunt. Nearly colorless. Faint purple bruises shadowed the tender skin under her eyes. Weariness and pain pulled at the corners of her mouth and reddened the rims of her eyes.

She was still crying herself to sleep.

His heart clutched tight, pain of his own pounding in his pulse. If she’d just stayed with him, he could help. He had helped. Night after night, when the tears would come, he’d taken her in his arms, kissed them off her cheeks. Licked them from her sunset pink lips. He knew how much it hurt, that pain that filled them both from the tips of their fingers to the bottoms of their hearts, making them feel as if someone had ripped out their insides and left them empty. As if something horrible were sucking at the emptiness, taking more than they had to give.

She wasn’t there anymore to comfort. She didn’t return his kisses, didn’t hold tight to his shoulders as he turned the pain into something worth feeling. Didn’t help him fill the emptiness with passion until both of them could finally sleep. He could still feel the satin of her breasts against his lips when he woke up at night, hear the sobs that came from pleasure instead of heartbreak. Her taste, her warmth, the solace of sliding deep into her body, into her arms…just memories now. Her scent had faded from their apartment in the two months since she’d left. He’d found himself sleeping in her closet some nights, because it was the only place the smell of her was still strong enough to soothe him. But even that was disappearing.

He stared across the table, wondering if she could feel his longing for her. Did she still long for him? She hadn’t met his gaze once since coming in. Couldn’t she look at him? Or did guilt for leaving him keep her eyes on the tightly fisted hands in her lap? She had to know he was watching her, her face had that soft pink flush she usually got mad at him for. She used to say she could tell when he was undressing her with his eyes and it never failed to make her blush. Did she know when he was making love to her with his thoughts?

“Grant,” his lawyer’s quiet voice interrupted. “Is that acceptable to you?”

Grant tore his gaze from Julia’s face and met the entirely unwelcome visage of some lawyer another surgeon at the hospital had recommended. Grant had trouble remembering his name—something Soaring Eagle? Maybe Jack?—so all he did was raise an eyebrow. “Is what acceptable?”

Irritation flickered across the man’s bronzed face, but he stifled it quickly. “We’re discussing the division of property.”

Grant turned his stare back to Julia, but she didn’t seem to notice. Her lawyer was a woman, dark hair and dark eyes, whispering something in her ear. Julia shook her head, even though her lawyer looked decidedly unhappy with whatever it was Julia wouldn’t listen to. Welcome to my world, lady.

“Let her have anything she wants.” God knew he owed it to her.

“That’s just it, Grant, she doesn’t want anything. Just her clothes and personal paperwork, which she says she already has in her possession.”

Grant frowned. “What about support?”

Whatever-his-name-was shook his head. “She doesn’t want it.”

He turned his attention back where it belonged. “What do you mean you don’t want support? What are you supposed to live on?”

She finally had to look him in the eye, the effect like a punch to the jaw. “I’ve gone back to playing.”

Her cello. She’d never stopped playing, really, but when they’d met, she’d been on her way to a promising symphonic career. She’d turned it all down, for him. For them. Sometimes, if he bothered her enough, she’d play for him and Aut— He cut the thought off ruthlessly.

It did no good to remember. It only hurt and he didn’t have the right to hurt.

“There’s always been a standing invitation for me with JD and the Dallas Orchestra, you know that.” JD Kinsella hadn’t been happy to lose his protégée to marriage, and he’d made no bones about not liking Grant. Their animosity over the years had settled into a grudging acceptance that neither of them was leaving her life. Until now. “I’ve already made arrangements to accept.”

“You what?” Dallas? Even the reminder of her mentor didn’t matter to him as much as what she’d just said. “You’re leaving Laguna? When?”

She didn’t flinch at his near snarl. “As soon as the divorce is settled. If you’re really selling your practice the way your lawyer says, you won’t have any money to spare anyway. So I won’t need anything from you.”

Like hell, she didn’t. “You need support.”

Her lips curled tight. That damn stubborn glare. How many times had he faced that and known deep in his gut he wasn’t going to win an argument? “I don’t want your money.”

“I don’t want the divorce,” he reminded her, hoping she remembered he could be just as stubborn, too. “Looks like neither of us gets to be happy.”

“Grant,” his lawyer interrupted, voice low and urgent. “I’d be remiss if I didn’t point out that letting her go without alimony is in your best interests.”

“She’s the only thing I’m interested in.” And he made sure she heard him say it. “I can live the rest of my life on what that practice is worth and she knows it. If she’s going to walk out on our marriage, she’s damn well going to go on my terms. No support, no divorce. Period.”

“You can’t be serious,” Julia’s lawyer replied, her dark eyes filled with shock.

“Stop it, Grant.” But Julia knew. He could see it in her eyes. He wasn’t going to let her walk out of this room having kicked him off her heels like the dust she didn’t want staining her life anymore.

“No.” It was the most satisfying word he’d said in months.

She shook her head and looked away. “Why can’t you just let me go?”

So many reasons. Too many to tell her with these two on either side of the table and an older woman clacking away on a small steno machine in the corner. Because he needed her, because his entire world failed without her. Because being with her was the only way he could keep the pain at bay, even if he didn’t deserve a single minute in her presence. He’d failed her when she’d needed him the most. He didn’t deserve to be in this room with her right now. But still, all he wanted was the chance to—if not make it right—make it better.

“Why can’t you stay?”

She closed her eyes, slowly, and held them shut while tears streaked down her cheeks.

He heard the leather arms of his chair creak beneath his grip as he rose to go to her.

“Because I can’t stay with a man who can’t even mourn his own daughter.”

Grant tried to suck in a breath, but it wouldn’t come. His chest felt solid, heavy. He sank back into the chair.

“I’m sorry, I can’t do this.”

“Julia.” He choked her name out, but she was already pushing her chair back and running out of the room. “Julia!”

Then he was on his feet, following.

“Dr. Sullivan, I don’t think—”

But whatever Julia’s lawyer thought didn’t much matter to him. He strode out, following the open doors to the corridor. She had already stepped into the elevator at the end, her eyes wide as she watched him approach. The doors began sliding shut. If her face had shown relief, he might have stopped. Instead, she stared at the moving doors in panic.

It was all he needed to start running.


Chapter Two

The doors whisked shut just as he cleared his shoe heel. Julia stared up at her husband with a mix of horror and relief. Seemed to be the story of her life these days. Nothing but mixed emotions, misery and confusion and a desperate need to shut them out. Grant panted, catching his breath from the short sprint. Julia tightened her arms around herself, hating how much she wanted to wrap them around him instead.

Don’t turn to him. He’ll hold you, but it won’t be real. It wasn’t ever real.

Not that the pep talk did her any good. How could one man look so good and so horrible at the same time? He’d lost weight since the accident, but even more since she’d left him. His thick black hair fell over his forehead, overgrown by a full three inches. Unbelievably, streaks of silver had grown in at his temples, something that had never been there before. He hadn’t shaved in days, his stubble darkening the strong line of his jaw and somehow making his gray eyes seem to glow.

Another couple of days and it would be a full beard. She liked that look on him best, discovering it only after Autumn was born. The baby had seen to it that they’d had neither time to sleep nor the ability to take more than passing care of themselves, and Grant hadn’t shaved until he’d gone back to work. He never seemed to notice what a day’s stubble did for his appearance. Made him rakish. Sexy, in that rumpled, never-left-the-bed kind of way. Given his lack of a tie, the neck of his gray shirt not even fully buttoned, and his black jacket seeming more of an afterthought than a planned choice, she rather thought Grant hadn’t been leaving his bed much at all lately.

Against her will, she remembered being there, snuggled against him in the blankets. Saturday morning sleep-ins, when she’d try to read a book and he’d pretend to read a newspaper. It always ended the same. Grant’s hand sneaking up the hem of her camisole skirt, easing the silk up over her backside with a tickle and a tease. Caressing the fold where her thigh met her bottom and following it with his fingertip. With his mouth. A nibble…a kiss…a lick. Eight years together and she had never finished a book when he was around.

She’d read twelve in the last two months.

And she didn’t remember a word of any of them.

“What are you doing?”

“Following you,” he replied, his graveled voice more rumbly than ever. His fingertips grazed her cheek, smoothing a loose lock of her hair back. Her skin warmed with just that tiny touch. A rough thumb traced the wet track of her tears. “Making sure you’re all right.”

Hurt lanced her, startling a brittle laugh out of her. She hadn’t been all right for almost a year. Not since that rainy night last January. Not since the second the wheels of the car lost contact with the road, lurching them sickeningly sideways and into the metal girder that should have kept them on the road. Should have…

She jerked out of his loose hold. Another twenty seconds and they’d be at the lobby. She’d be free. Alone. Until then… “I’m not. But that’s not your concern.”

“You’ll always be my concern. You know that. Anything you need, I’ll give.”

“Not anything.” He’d support her, take care of her, tell her he loved her. But he would never give her what she needed from him. A partner in mourning. The sense that she wasn’t alone in this agony. Every time she cried, she could feel him bracing himself against it. Could feel his impatience with her for not letting it go, month after month. Until she couldn’t bear that flinch. The flinch that told her the last eight years were a complete and total lie.

“No,” he agreed, his voice little more than a breath at her nape as he stood behind her. She could feel the heat of him through her clothes. All she had to do was lean back and he’d wrap his arms around her. He’d take her pain on his broad shoulders and give her nothing in return. “Anything in my power, though, is yours.”

She nodded, but only because she needed to. If she didn’t, she’d say things she’d regret. She had to swallow the words back down. The ache, the accusations that he’d left her all alone in this, that he’d lied. Lied to her, lied to Autumn.

She could still see those pudgy baby hands, dimpled at the knuckles, clasping his whole head while he blew raspberries on her round baby belly. She’d looked so much like him, except for her auburn colored hair. When she was born, it had been his idea to name her Autumn, because her hair was the very first shade of fall. A perfect middle between his dark ebony and her own too-pale gold. Julia had fooled herself, had wanted to fool herself, that his avid interest in their surprise daughter had been love. She hadn’t wanted to feel that she’d trapped him.

Honesty was a bitter pill.

“I miss you,” he murmured, his hands settling on her arms. His head nuzzled against hers, almost as if he were breathing her in. “I miss you so damn much, Jules.”

She shook, tears already blinding her. “Grant, no—”

“I know, I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry.” But he didn’t move away. If anything, he was closer.

A sob tore through, though she tried to stifle it with her hand.

“Don’t end us, Julia. Not like this. Not—” His head lifted at the same time that she realized it was happening again. That sickening swirl of the whole world suddenly spinning, lights flickering before going out altogether.

“Grant!” Her urgent whisper turned into a scream just as the elevator lurched to a screeching stop, knocking them both to the floor in an awkward sprawl. But the swaying movement didn’t stop. If anything it grew stronger…as if the elevator car were suddenly swinging like a pendulum.

No, not the elevator.

The building.

“It’s only an earthquake,” Grant rumbled from the darkness beneath her. The sway continued, a giant groan of metal against metal sounding around them.

Her breath came in pants that rasped in her ears until the rolling finally stopped. Opening her eyes slowly, she realized she didn’t have to worry about suppressing her need to touch him anymore. She was squeezing him so tight, her face pressed to his chest, it was a wonder he was breathing, much less talking. Only an earthquake. Leave it to Grant to marginalize an act of God. But then she knew what he was really telling her. They weren’t in the car. This wasn’t the accident.

A metallic clicking began overhead, until soft bluish lights came on, illuminating the small space. Emergency lights.

“A five-six, five-seven, I’d say. What do you think?” Practical question. Grounding, even.

But it didn’t really work. Julia still couldn’t unclamp her fingers from his shirt. “That didn’t feel like a five-seven. More like an eight.”

“That’s because we’re in a skyscraper. Extra sway so the building doesn’t fall.”

“Sure, because you learned that in medical school.” She closed her eyes again, guiltily relaxing against his body. She was already here, after all. And he felt so reassuring. Strong, familiar. Part of her heart sagged with relief to be back here, where for so long she’d thought she belonged.

“Can’t remember where I picked that up, actually. Thought it was common knowledge here in Cali.” He didn’t seem in any rush to get up. One of his hands lay on the small of her back, a heated weight she’d missed these last months.

“I grew up here, too. I always thought tall buildings would feel it less.” His shoulder hitched beneath her. Under her ear, his heartbeat pounded out an even rhythm. That was Grant. Never shaken.

That realization was enough to get her to sit up. Better not to think about it. She sighed, looking around, wishing there were more than polished metal panels and golden rails to talk about. All around them, there were only reflections of the last thing they should talk about—each other.

Grant sat up next to her, running his hand through his black hair and brushing it out of his eyes. “You all right? Nothing bruised? Nothing broken?”

Just her heart. She took stock, just in case, but there was nothing. Eventually, she had to meet his gaze again. It was a mistake. She realized that as soon as he dipped his head and claimed her lips. She should have pulled away. Should have pushed him off.

But she didn’t. She placed both hands on the sides of his bristly cheeks and let herself have one more taste of heaven. One more moment to feel his firm mouth beneath hers, his flavor when his tongue swept into her mouth. Passion, sweet and drugging, flooded her senses. Only Grant could do that to her, reduce her to simple sensation with a single kiss. But this was so much more than a kiss. This was demand. Desperation. Need. He devoured her, drank her in and held her as if he were trying to take her inside. How could she stop that, when she wanted the exact same thing? One more moment. Just one last taste…


Chapter Three

“Hello?”

The disembodied male voice startled Julia out of Grant’s kiss. He felt her gasp at the same time the heels of her hands pushed at his shoulders. He couldn’t quite let her go, his hands settling on her hips, but he gave her the room she asked for.

“Hello? The cameras are inoperable, is anyone hurt in there?”

“Hello!” she called out, still sounding breathless, her hand hurriedly brushing her long bangs out of her face. They must have slipped free from her pins in the fall, a tempting reminder of the woman beneath the facade. She scrambled to stand, heading for the panel where all the buttons were. Grant let her go and rubbed the back of his head where he’d banged it against the floor. No bleeding, no swelling, nothing to be concerned about. She’d landed on him, meaning the brunt had probably been taken on her knees. A cursory glance didn’t reveal any damage. He studied a little harder, visually tracing the shape of her calves, the line of her thigh all the way up to the full curve of her ass. As if he’d tear his eyes away from that.

“Hello,” she said again, having found the emergency intercom button, bending down to speak directly into it. Good thing she wasn’t looking at him, she wouldn’t appreciate his pleased smile. “We’re here. No one’s hurt, just a little scuffed up. Will you be able to restart the elevator soon?”

“Normally, yes, but our system is unresponsive. The quake seems to have triggered some kind of lockdown.”

Grant straightened, his attention on the intercom completely now.

“You have lights and air and if no one is hurt, then I’m afraid it could be some time before we can get you out of there. I’m sorry, but emergency services are going to be tied up with life-threatening rescues. Our techs are on their way, you just hold tight and hit the intercom if your situation changes, okay?”

Whoever the guy was, he didn’t wait for a response. Julia, however, stared at the panel hopelessly.

When she didn’t move for a solid minute, Grant sighed. “Might as well come sit back down. We’re not going anywhere for a while.” A fact that had to be the first break he’d had in a year. Time with her. Possibly hours. Time to reason with her. Talk her out of this ridiculous move, this ridiculous divorce. She didn’t need to leave to play professionally. She didn’t have to leave, period. They still loved each other. They could get through this. They just needed time, and for some reason Grant wasn’t about to question, God had finally seen his way to giving them some.

He watched her lithe form rise to her full height, his eyes drifting from her face to her neck, her breasts, her legs all the way to her toes. The first step was reminding her of what they were to each other. Perfect halves of one another.

He couldn’t tell for sure in the not-quite white light, but he rather thought he saw a soft flush rising over the rounded edge of her jaw. She turned her face to him and he knew for sure it was there. Could tell by the narrowing of her eyes that she knew precisely what he was thinking. How easy it would be to slide that coat off her shoulders, pull that satiny bowtie at the side of her neck free and pluck the pearled buttons open, one by one, to find the creamy skin beneath. What he wanted to do to all that creamy skin…

He stood, already shrugging off his coat.

She watched, not even shaking her head. Just biting her lip. In anticipation? Only one way to find out.

 

 

Julia leaned against the wall of the elevator car, watching her husband come ever closer, each step a slow, stalking movement. She could still taste him on her lips, knew what he planned to do if she let him close enough. The question was whether or not she wanted to.

No, that wasn’t even a question.

Whether she should.

Her body shook, not in fear—she could never be afraid of Grant—but with need. That kiss ignited too many feelings, awakening something in her that had been blessedly numb since she’d left their home. Desire.

He stood almost over her now, their bodies nearly touching. His warmth called to her, his breath. If she wanted him, all she had to do was reach out and touch. Undo the buttons on that gray shirt, find the muscled flesh beneath. Then she’d be able to press her face to his skin, taste it with wet, sucking kisses that made him groan deep in his chest. Her fingers itched, ready to seek out the muscled ripples along his ribs.

She tightened them on the metal handrail instead.

This was why she’d left. Because Grant turned every quiet moment, every opportunity to talk, into sex. He disappeared from her emotionally, verbally, physically in every way except for the moments he was stripping her. Pleasuring her. Filling her until she screamed from the raw pleasure of it. And then he’d always leave her afterward. Leave her more alone with each experience, until she felt as if there were nothing left of her. She couldn’t face it again.

“This is hardly the place for what you’re thinking,” she said, but the argument lacked the strength she knew it needed.

“This is the only place we have left, don’t you think?” His fingertip touched her jaw, soft as a feather, tilting her face up to his. “Haven’t you missed this, Julia?”

So much her body, her soul, ached day and night.

His lips grazed hers. “I feel like I’m breathing again for the first time in months.” Firmer pressure…or had she lifted onto her toes to press closer? She wasn’t sure. “Like my heart’s beating again, just touching you.”

Hers, too. Beating so fast it felt like a flutter.

His fingers left her jaw, the backs of them trailing down her neck to the collar of her blouse, which felt like it was strangling her. He tugged on the tie, gently. Asking permission. God, how she wanted to give it to him.

She stared up, his face so close to hers, but his gaze was on the tie at her neck. His black lashes spread like thick fans just above his stark cheekbones. So haggard, so…lost. She lifted her hand to his cheek, his heavy stubble tickling her palm. If she gave in, though, he’d be gone in a heartbeat…

It hit her then. Gone where? They were trapped. He couldn’t walk away this time. Couldn’t leave her behind. Couldn’t hide from her questions. Her love.

Against all her better judgment, hope flared in her heart.

“Let me touch you, Jules,” he whispered roughly, lowering his mouth to the corner of hers. Slowly he made his way down her body, touching but not taking. Almost as if he couldn’t help himself. Until he knelt before her, hands on her thighs, waiting. Watching her. “Let me make it better.”

God, did she have the strength? Could she take one more risk, after everything she’d already lost? Her daughter, her marriage… Could she bear it if she tried to reach for her husband and everything she feared about their relationship was true?

Could she bear it if she was wrong and never took the opportunity to find out for sure?

Closing her eyes, she finally let go of the rail. She reached blindly for his hands, guiding them to the hem of her skirt…and underneath. Her breath slipped out in a rush when he began lifting the fabric, sliding the skirt higher and higher up her thighs.

Her breath disappeared altogether when she felt the first hot lick of his tongue.


Chapter Four

Julia bit her lip, her legs trembling as Grant’s firm mouth grazed down her thigh and back up again, licking the fold where it joined her body one more time. His tongue slipped just under the edge of her panties, teasing. He never stopped the slow rise and fall of his hands over her thighs, gently widening her stance for him, cupping her knees until her hips canted subtly closer to his roving mouth.

“I missed the taste of you,” he rumbled against her belly, his fingertips caressing the fabric edge he’d been toying with a second before. Traced it…slipped beneath it, his knuckle glancing the already slick outer lips of her sex. She jerked, her body hyperaware of the slightest touch. No doubt hearing her gasp, he looked up, those molten gray eyes of his glowing up at her with searing passion. Need. A grim smile spread his lips, nearly the one she recognized from years as his lover but touched with the darkness he made no pains to hide. Or maybe he just couldn’t anymore. What was important in that second was the wickedness glinting there with it. His knuckles rolled back against her folds, nudging her swelling clit with careful, brain-numbing swipes.

“You haven’t really tasted me yet.”

His smile lost some of that darkness, the wicked growing brighter by the second. “I haven’t, have I?” His fingers tightened on the gusset of her uninspiring white panties, pulling the garment down her thighs and baring her to his hungry gaze. Only when he’d dragged them nearly to her knees did he let go, slowly bringing his hand to his mouth. His gaze never left hers as he licked her moisture from it, like a cat would at sweet cream.

She shuddered, remembering the sensation of that stroke. Wanting it, almost able to feel it scoop through the folds of her slit. He used to love telling her how much he enjoyed fucking her with his mouth. That her flavor alone could almost make him come. That she got sweeter with each swipe and suckling. “As good as you remember?”

“Better.” His voice was little more than a growl now. “But one taste isn’t nearly enough.” He tugged again on her panties, pulling them down her calves insistently. “I want.” He leaned in to lick once over her sex. “Every.” Another lick, this one accompanied by her heeled foot being freed of the underwear. “Last.” He sucked this time, a fast draw over her clit as he pulled her free leg up over his shoulder. “Drop.”

She barely heard the last word over her own cry of pleasure. His hand cupped her bottom, tilting her pussy toward his mouth as he speared his tongue into her. Julia’s head fell back against the elevator wall, her eyes squeezing shut against the maelstrom of passion washing through her. So good. Intense. His tongue drove deep through her, licking at the walls that were clamping down around it. She whimpered when he pulled out, only to gasp as he lapped through the folds again. Her clit throbbed for him, straining to be kissed. Sucked.

He didn’t disappoint. The heat of his mouth enveloped it, drawing gently at first, then harder. Deeper. Need began to pool in her belly, her muscles quaking badly now. So…close…

“Hold on to the rail,” he ordered, only moving far enough from her to be heard. “Both hands, now.”

Oh God. She didn’t even know where her own hands were, but as he lifted her, already grasping the thigh of the leg she held herself up on, she found them and held on as he ordered. Just in the nick of time, because he slung her other leg over his shoulder, cupped her bottom in both hands and took on all of her weight. Then he dove back in, his thumbs parting her flesh as he devoured her. Giving all of herself over to him, Julia let her legs fall slack and tumbled headlong into ecstasy.

He ate at her, every strong glide of his tongue, flicking strum and drawing kiss taking her further and further from reality. There was only Grant, touching her, loving her. His teeth gently clamped around her clit. He sucked at her, and the entire world simply disappeared in a wild burst of pleasure.

But it still wasn’t enough.

She was empty.

Alone.

“Grant!”

“I know, honey.” The urgency in him wasn’t lost to her. Already he had shrugged one of her legs down, the clinks of his belt matching the motions of his shoulders beneath her. Suddenly, she was sliding upward, her eyes flying open as he thrust into her, pinning her to the wall just above the rail. He kept her other leg folded over the crook of his elbow, opening her wide with another heavy thrust. Her vision clouded, every nerve ending in her body responding to his possession. Full, so full of him, she could only moan. He lifted her again, gripping her free thigh almost painfully, guiding her to wrap it around his hips. She did and he rewarded her with another breath-stealing thrust.

Her hands found purchase on his shoulders and their gazes locked. Everything locked. Neither of them moved but for their panting breaths. His need was raw in his eyes. More than sex. He needed her. To touch him back. To give as much as he was giving to her. To make this more than an act of desperation; two bodies meeting while their hearts took different paths.

As if he had no idea that her heart beat in his chest.

In that instant, she knew she had been right to take this chance. He’d forgotten. This moment, this heartbeat, was all the time she’d have to remind him.

Julia leaned forward, her body strung tight against his, and pressed her lips to his. A nearly broken sound escaped him as he latched on to her kiss, taking it—taking her—and beginning to move with a fury she could barely withstand. He pounded into her, every thrust tormenting her straining clit until he might as well have been strumming it again. Her muscles clamped on him in desperation, the growing orgasm filling her body from her fingertips inward. Tighter and tighter she coiled around him, her mouth leaving his to cry out over and over. His hold became crushing, his thrusts wild. A desperate scream tore through the air as they both lost control, as she lost connection to anything but him…and drowned in pleasure.

Slowly, languorously, she came back to the surface, took a breath. She tried to, but to her surprise, she realized she was crying, tears streaming down her face, air coming to her lungs in soft hitches.

Grant pressed his face into the side of her neck, spreading soft, soothing kisses up the column. For a second, she was transported all the way back to when they’d first become lovers. The intensity between them in the beginning had frightened her, made her cry and shake, no matter how she tried to hold it in. Making love to Grant had always involved everything she had—heart, body and soul. It hadn’t been a choice to give him so much of herself. He’d known it, gentling her until she understood she could trust him with such naked vulnerability. Loving him had simply been a part of her. Leaving had nearly killed her.

Because each one of those kisses was a promise. A promise to hold her. To support her. To be there when the passion faded. To never break her heart.

“Grant?” Her voice was still husky, her body still quaking around him.

“Mmmm?” His hands smoothed over her bottom, petting her, taking the sting from the imprint of his fingertips. Already, she could feel her response building again. Her body was putty for him. Her heart belonged to him. But her mind, her will, they were all she had to fight with. The only way she could stand up for herself. For them.

“Grant.” She swallowed, willing strength into her voice as she wiped her cheeks with the back of her sleeve. “You have to let me go.”

His hand froze on her leg.

“Grant?”

“No.”

Just that. No other words. No other movement.

“Grant.”

He lifted his head. The flush across his cheeks could have been the flush of passion still staining him, but Julia knew better. It was anger.

“No. I’m not letting you go ever again.”


Chapter Five

If he had to stay inside her for the rest of his life, he would keep that vow. She couldn’t do this. Give him this glimpse of heaven, of blessed peace, then throw him back into hell. She couldn’t.

Her blue gaze remained firm, even if her pink lips were soft and still wet. “I’m not escaping, Grant.” The unspoken and neither are you echoed loud and clear. “We have to talk.”

“We are talking.” He leaned in to take her mouth while he spoke. Her lips slipped across his, sleek and smooth. Slick. He licked the top one, hoping to tease her. Her hands tightened on his shoulders and for a moment, she began to melt again. Then suddenly, she stiffened. She pushed, her head rearing back, stealing her kiss away.

“No. I don’t want this.”

He stared at her for any sign of indecision, but her mouth was firm, her gaze resolved. She didn’t want this…or she didn’t want him? “Why? Why now and not ten minutes ago?”

“Because letting you fuck me doesn’t mean anything has changed.”

The hard words did what nothing else could have. He pulled from her, his cock leaving her sex almost roughly. She flinched, something that stabbed him more than his own discomfort, but said nothing as he put her back on her feet. Once sure she was steady, he made quick work of adjusting his own clothing. She wiped at her face with her sleeve, taking away the tears he’d sipped at. Grant backed to the other side of the elevator, watching her sniff while she tried to tuck her hair into some semblance of order with one hand and tug at her skirt with the other. She turned to face the wall, the tangled white gold of her hair streaming down her back. Rebuilding her walls again. Shutting him out.

“You wanted to talk.” His voice sounded like a bark and her shoulders jumped at the sound of it. He swallowed the bitterness that caused and lowered his voice. “How about we start with why you don’t want my support?”

“I never said I didn’t want your support. I said I don’t want your money.”

“That’s the same thing.”

“No, it’s not.” She looked over her shoulder at him, her eyes red rimmed. Accusing. “I haven’t had your support since that night.” She didn’t have to say which night she meant.

And she couldn’t be more wrong.

“I’ve done nothing but be here for you and you know it. You’re the one who walked out.”

“Was I, Grant? Really?” She turned fully now. “Can you look me in the eye and tell me that you’ve been there for me?”

“Yes.”

“That you hurt with me?”

Grant ground his teeth together. Did she need to dig into him with shards of glass to get her point across? “Yes.”

“That you cried with me? Mourned with me? Shared any of your pain?”

No. He’d never done that. He clamped his lips, staring down at the woman who was supposed to understand. So why didn’t she?

She advanced another step. “Couldn’t you hear my heart breaking without you?”

“I held you every night.” Her pain had been a scourge, but he’d still held on. She was the one who let go.

“But did you listen, Grant? Did you hear me calling out for her? For my daughter. Our daughter?”

Until her voice was hoarse and the sound was gone, but still he listened, even when she’d scream soundlessly into her pillow. Just the memory of those tortured sounds made him feel as if his teeth were breaking from the pressure. Every bony plate in his head throbbed from it. “Yes.”

She was right in front of him now, like a pale ghost demanding retribution. “Why didn’t you?”

He jerked, her whisper hitting him like a gunshot. “Why didn’t I what?”

“Why didn’t you call for her? Why didn’t you cry for her? Didn’t she deserve even that much from you?”

The rail bit into his back. Grant closed his eyes. He shook his head at her.

“That’s why I don’t want your money, Grant. I don’t want anything from you. I just want to go away and pretend none of this—” she pushed at his chest, “—ever happened. Just like you have, every day, ever since—”

He opened his eyes, grasping her wrists so fast she gasped. “Don’t say it.”

“Say what?” But she knew. He could see it in her eyes.

“Just don’t.”

“Why not? It’s not as if you care. As if you feel anything about the fact that she’s gone.” She leaned into him, but not in the way he wanted. In a way that made him wish this elevator were bigger. But given the tension in his spine, the calculating look in her eyes, he knew the biggest elevator car in the world wouldn’t make any difference. What he needed were doors that opened. That allowed him to escape before the elephant between them sounded its name. “Did you even feel anything when she was alive, or was that a lie, too?”

Now what was she talking about? “When did I ever lie to you?”

“For all I know, everything was a lie. Our relationship, our marriage—”

“I have never lied to you.”

But his answer just seemed to incense her. “Oh yes you did.”

“When? Tell me when.” He held on, even when she yanked at his grip on her wrists, fighting like a wild thing.

“When you promised to stand by me, no matter what.” Pain and anger flared the color in her cheeks. “But where were you, Grant?”

“I was right here!”

She shook her head, the wisps of hair around her face flying. “When you said you loved me.”

“I do love you.” He wrapped his arms around her, trying to keep her from hurting either of them by holding her hands behind her. He pressed his forehead to hers, closing his eyes as he breathed her in. That sweet spice that was purely Julia. Even if she hated him, it was the only thing that brought him any measure of peace. “I’ve loved you from the first second I saw you. The second, damn it. You’re my whole life, Jules. You’re all that matters to me. How can you not know that?”

Her forehead rubbed against his, a sob bubbling out of her. “I did once. But it wasn’t real. None of it.”

“Yes, it was.” It took everything he had not to crush her against him with the need to convince her. To take that soft, wet mouth again. She only seemed to believe in him when they were wrapped up in each other. Joined. Their bodies straining against and into each other. The only time when absolute honesty ruled. Every other moment was clouded with half-truths and guilt, and nothing he could ever say would clear them away. “It still can be. You don’t want this divorce any more than I do.”

She tilted her head back, staring up at him through slitted eyelids. “What about when you said you loved Autumn? How was that not a lie? How can I stay with a man who could pretend to love a child? How can I ever believe that you’re not pretending to love me?”

She slipped from his now boneless hold and pressed her back to the opposite wall of the car, arms tight around herself. He could only stare at her, head shaking on its own with his disbelief. Every inch of him had gone cold. Struck numb by her words.

“You think I didn’t see your hesitation when we found out I was pregnant despite your vasectomy? That I didn’t feel your distance from us when I carried her? I did, but I told myself you’d get past it. Told myself you just had to get used to the idea of being a father. That you had when she was born and you acted like you cared. Like she meant something to you. Because believing anything else would mean there was something wrong with our perfect little marriage. But I was wrong. I lied myself into a stupor and that never became more clear than when she died and you didn’t care at all!”

“Stop saying that!” He didn’t mean to yell at her, but the roar of his own voice stung his ears.

Not that it seemed to bother her. “What?”

“That I didn’t care! I cared, goddamn it!” It was the guilt that ate him alive until there was almost nothing left. Nothing but how much he loved her. If he could grab something and throw it, he would, but there was nothing. Just him and her in a fucking box with no doors.

She shook her head, cheeks still wet but her tears gone. Straightening, she let go of the hold she had around herself. “I don’t believe you.” She wiped her cheeks, her voice as firm as the day she said she was leaving him, but her eyes shone, heartbreak just beneath her veneer of calm. “I don’t believe in anything anymore.”


Chapter Six

Across from her like the combatant she’d turned him into, Grant bowed his head. She could see the tracks her hands had made in his hair, the heavy black lengths swirling with more strands of silver than she’d realized. “You were always the one with so much faith,” he said quietly.

She couldn’t argue with that. She’d believed too strongly in their relationship—that it was practically fated, that it was so much stronger than those of her friends, whose significant others came and went with the breeze, that their love could overcome any obstacle. She’d never seen the breakdown coming. Had never guessed it could fall apart as quickly as it had come together. She swallowed the resentment along with the lump in her throat. “I learned better.”

He looked up again, his stare boring into her.

She didn’t know what she was supposed to understand in that look. It was dark, a sullen sensuousness heating his features. Those eyes trained on her as if there were nothing else in the world. He stepped away from the rail, changing the pace of her heartbeat with a single step. Then another. And another.

The distance between them disappeared. She tried not to look up, her gaze locked on the small round button on his shirt. Not the firm, tanned flesh beneath, not the dark strands of the hair there, waiting to spring between her splayed fingertips.

His hand rose, his thumb tracing her jaw to the point of her chin. “You’re going to tell me you don’t believe in this?”

“In what?” Her voice was little more than a breath of sound.

His fingers released her chin, his whole hand turning so he could trail the back of his fingers down the length of her neck. He tugged the swath of satin at her neck where she’d tried to retie it. It came loose for him, like the rest of her inhibitions. She could practically count them falling at his feet.

Reason…clink.

Sanity…clink.

Self-preservation…clink.

His hands tugged at her buttons, pushing the tiny discs through the holes there, his knuckles grazing her breasts with each nimble shift. Soon enough, the blouse gaped open, only her camisole top keeping him from her skin.

“In this.” He slid the satin off her shoulders, taking the thin straps of her camisole with it. His fingertips traced the edges of fabric over the swells of her breasts, leaving trails of fire dancing over her skin. “It’s like a magic all its own when we’re together.”

Her eyes slid closed as he freed a nipple. “It’s sex.”

His breath made her lips tremble just before he drew one into his mouth, his tongue swiping over it and causing her to gasp. He let her go, the corner of his mouth curving when her eyes opened. The side of his forefinger coursed over her lip, taking the moisture he’d just given her before dropping back to her exposed breast. Wet fingers encircled her nipple, plucking at it, sending electric pleasure down her belly straight to her clit.

“It’s passion,” he corrected, his voice dropping to that bedroom tone she knew far too well. “I’ve missed your breasts, Jules. The flavor of them, the way your nipples tighten up for my mouth.”

So hard they hurt. She arched into his plucking fingers, moaning despite her deepest desire not to.

“I can’t look at you without remembering how you taste. What it sounds like when you beg me to make you come.” His free hand captured her other breast, pulling down the offending fabric before cupping it and drawing a helpless cry from her. His thumb began its own torture on the nipple he found there. He lowered his face to her neck, his breath hot against her skin. “I need you, Jules. Every minute of every day, I need you.”

“No you don’t.” If he’d needed her, he wouldn’t have pushed her away when she tried to comfort him. Back when she’d thought his silences held secrets and pain instead of indifference.

“Yes, I do. I can’t even breathe anymore without you.” Down. She felt him drawing them both down to the floor. She went, her body flowing into his, over his. He lay back on the carpet, pulling her with him, fitting her mouth to his, not to kiss, but to breathe her in. “You’re air to me, Julia. You’re the fucking air.”

Her eyes burned again, hot tears splashing down her cheeks again. “No, Grant—”

“Yes. You can believe in that, can’t you? Believe in me, in what we are together.” He kissed her, finally, oh God, finally, his hands cupping her head to keep her still while he plundered her mouth, searching for something she didn’t know if she had to give to him anymore. Helplessly, she gave in, lost in the swirl of need and desire. Her hair finally gave up as well, falling around them like a curtain. His hand moved off her face, following the concave arc of her spine before sliding over the curve of her rear. He squeezed, sending a flash of white-hot sensation through to her slick sex. He traced the crease he found all the way down to her wet folds, teasing her opening with dipping caresses.

She throbbed there, her sensitive flesh straining to take him in, practically sucking at his tempting touch but finding no reprieve. She needed him. Needed to be filled. Yanking back from his kiss, she braced a hand on his chest so she could pull at the button of his slacks. With a groan, he helped her, the two of them impatiently freeing his cock. He took hold of it, gripping the thick base to steady it for her. Need demanded she fit herself over him, take him in and fill the emptiness, but greed demanded something else. A taste.

As if he could read her mind, he opened his eyes halfway, peering at her for a frozen moment. She stared right back, even as she lowered her lips and took the swollen head of him between them. Down she went, taking him all the way into her mouth, swirling her tongue around him until she felt the too-tight grip of his hand.

Back up, slow, only to draw him once more into her mouth. It wasn’t the same kind of fullness she’d wanted, but satisfaction tingled through her as she again met his now-pumping grip. The stain of red on his cheeks and the near-glowing intensity of his eyes fed the hunger in her, made her move faster over him. She licked, sucking at the hint of fluid seeping from the head, tearing a guttural groan from him before speeding her pace to match his strokes.

Soon, it wasn’t enough. She needed more. Needed him. He didn’t question when she pulled him from her mouth. No, he simply reached out to help her kneel over him. Swore virulently when the crown of his cock met the wet heat of her pussy and sank deep inside. Rocking on him, full of him, Julia became a being of pure feeling. Her hands settled on his chest, using him as leverage to lift herself up before sliding back to the hilt. Faster and faster she rocked, her need a clawing desperation. He lifted onto one elbow, stilling her by looping his other arm around her waist and drawing her breast to his mouth.

She cried out as he nipped at the hard point, licking at the sting before sucking deeply. She tried to move, tried to reach the peak, but the faster she moved, the slower he met her. Her hands clawed at his shoulders, but he refused to match her pace.

Then, suddenly, he flipped them, fitting her beneath him. She gasped, blinking up at him, her heart stuttering at the intense heat in his molten gaze. All movement stopped, leaving her aware of his forearms under her shoulders, his hands in her hair holding her face still. Most of all, the sense of fullness, the hot intrusion of his cock within her, throbbing but not moving through her. Instead, it was nestled there, cradled by her body as if that was where he’d always belonged. It was all she could do to breathe more than a shaky exhalation at a time, his stillness demanding she feel beyond the physical. His stare implored her.

She was so fucking tired of crying, but unwanted emotion—love, pain, disappointment, heartbreak, need, even the joy buried beneath it all—rose and roiled inside her like a wave she couldn’t possibly survive. Tears overflowed down the sides of her face and into her hair. Her hands, flat against his chest, curled into fists. “Don’t do this to me, Grant.”

“I have to.” He lowered his lips to hers, a soft almost chaste kiss that crumbled more of the walls she’d been so desperate to build. His hips rose, slowly, sliding him from her briefly before he stroked back inside. Another kiss, another slow rise and fall of his body into hers, and she sobbed against his mouth. “You need to feel this.”

“I can’t.” She arched against him, her belly sliding against his. She tightened her legs around him, desperate to turn this from an act of love to something she could ignore, but he wasn’t having it. He stopped, returning them to that terrible stillness. “Please, Grant! I can’t go back to feeling it. Not alone. Please, not alone.”

“You’re not alone, baby. I swear, you’re not alone.” He pressed deep into her, grinding against her clit and sending a wracking shudder of pleasure through her. He levered up, pulling back to thrust deeper still. “You’re never alone.”

She stared up at him, unable to break that gaze as his thrusts increased, each one a full-length retreat and return, the width of him stroking her walls all the way around him, sending near-blinding waves of pleasure through her, but still she couldn’t look away.

“Don’t leave me again, Julia.” He panted, his dark hair catching the moisture on his forehead and flattening there. “I need you.”

He did. For the first time in so long, she could see it there in his eyes. Not sexual need, though that stained his cheeks. No, this was deeper. The glimpse of his heart she hadn’t seen in so long. Afraid to believe, she reached up, brushing the wet strands of his hair back, looking as deep as she dared into those tormented eyes.

“Grant?” His name was little more than a breath, but the sound seemed to break him. Or maybe it was her touch, both of her hands now cupped his face, and his control shattered.

Eyes squeezed shut, he turned his face into her hand, for the first time, his tears began to escape, spilling hotly onto her palm.

“Oh, Grant…” She pulled him down, kissing his cheeks, his lips, his eyes.

“I need you,” he said hoarsely, his lips meeting hers in pure demand now, his big body shaking, his hips jerking against her. He held her head to his, taking her mouth in a kiss that was more desperate than artful. She drowned in him, trying to hold him tight. Hold him together, because she could see that he’d finally hit the breaking point.

I have you. She ached to say the words but she couldn’t, not with him devouring her. She could only will him to feel them, even as her heart and body began to rise. He moved over her, desperate passion removing any kind of finesse as he pumped ruthlessly into her. She took him, meeting him, her arms and legs wrapped tightly around him.

He broke the kiss, burying his face in her neck, rising to his knees and lifting her onto his lap to thrust harder, stealing her breath but not her will. “Love me, Julia. Please, say you still love me.”

She reached for him, sobbing herself when his hands met hers and took hold, stretching her arms over her head. Raw emotions swirled through her, the vulnerability she always felt with him blessedly going both ways once again. She realized then, that was part of what had gone wrong. Even here, at their most open and intimate, he had hidden from her. Closed her out. Not anymore, though. I’m not alone. Neither of us is alone anymore… She couldn’t shut him or her feelings out if she tried, the truth in her heart spilled free. “I do. I love you, Grant.”

Thought disappeared in the white heat of their passion. There was only the building tension, the need spiraling through them and finally, the breaking snap when she came apart around him, the clenching grip of her body dragging him with her over the edge, his shout of completion stifled against her skin as she smiled into his hair.

They were both shaking this time, his arms so tight around her she could barely breathe, but she didn’t care. He was finally letting her hold him. The tears she’d touched were still flowing against her skin, strangled sounds coming from him as he tried to hold back but couldn’t. She simply held him tighter.

The movement shifted her ear closer to his mouth and she realized he was whispering something, words tearing free as if ripping right from his soul…and tearing hers right along with him.

“Forgive me…”


Chapter Seven

He shouldn’t have started this. He knew it. He’d fought this for so long, but he couldn’t let her close herself up. Julia breathed life into everything she touched, especially him. To be responsible for her locking herself behind unemotional walls… He couldn’t let it happen. Bad enough that he’d done it. Not her. Never her.

Losing himself in her, letting her see the destruction inside him…he felt torn open. Like every other time she’d said she loved him, the guilt had come rushing back, but he was defenseless against it. Against her.

She stared at him with love and just like that, he was back in that car. Remembering. Wishing he’d had just one more second, one more chance to slow down. To turn that goddamned wheel…

Water poured down the windshield in a steady flow, the wipers doing little more than creating waves that near blinded him. They’d gone carefully over the mountain highway, heading back to the 5 Freeway so they could get home to Laguna Hills. They’d gone over the Ortega Highway thousands of times, rain or shine, day or night, because her family was there in Lake Elsinore. Julia lived for her family, wanting to see them whenever his schedule allowed. Her mother loved to spoil Autumn, and Grant loved to spoil Julia. Win-win, he’d always thought.

Usually, the drive was even somewhat soothing, the only time Autumn slept solidly and they could talk about whatever without toddler interruptions. This time wasn’t different from any one of those trips. The rain hadn’t even been a problem, falling as little more than a sprinkle until they’d finally cleared all the hairpin turns. Then, suddenly, it turned into sheets of water. He’d thought they were lucky to have gotten through before the road closed. Now it was only the big, swooping curves around the final jags of the mountain. Another mile or two and they’d be off the old road. Just a few more turns…

The sight of the road under the car lights still haunted him. He couldn’t stand to drive at night anymore. Each white dash disappearing under the car reminded him of those final moments. In his mind, those lines were clear, but that night, he’d barely been able to see them. The shine of the reflectors broke through the dark too late. He yanked the wheel, and Julia screamed, a sound that still woke him in the night, sheer terror ripping from her as the car began to spin, its rear dragging them backward toward the guardrail. Metal shrieked, sparks flying behind them, but the steel simply crumpled behind the heavy weight of his German import. Crumpled…then tore.

There were little more than flashes of memory at that point. Memories he never let himself complete, crushing them down ruthlessly if they dared surface. But there was no defense from them now. He could see it now as clear as it was that night, bursts of images and sounds so sharp he expected to feel the blood and the impact all over again.

The car rolling down the ravine, first backward, then end to end. High beams knifing through brush, bramble and trees, his hand pushing through the glass and into the boulder that crashed through his door. Autumn’s wail, cut violently short, while Julia’s screams tore through his eardrums. Pain, white and blistering, flashing through his vision as Julia’s hoarse cries finally penetrated his mind. The car had stopped tumbling, was dented in around them, but finally still. Balanced on the passenger’s side, leaving him to dangle above his wife.

“Autumn’s not crying,” Julia had said, blood spilling from her lips and her hairline. She spit it out, yanking at a seatbelt that refused to let her go. “Grant, she’s not crying!”

Years of emergency training kicked in, making his muddled mind and damaged body start to move, even if he wasn’t sure what to possibly do next. His belt gave easier than hers, allowing him to drop heavily against her. It wasn’t easy, especially not with his left hand bleeding, the fingers broken, but he worked his way to the back.

“Is she okay?” Julia had asked, needing him to reassure her. Needing him to tell her their child was just unconscious. He hadn’t known what to tell her, shock, pain, stealing any thoughts he could have formed.

She looked asleep. Her wild curls falling onto her slack little face, cheeks still rosy, cinnamon lashes fanned down, her chubby little hand loosely draped over her chest. If it weren’t for the stake of the tree branch poking through her little jacket, the blood spreading across her favorite blanket, he would have thought she was.

The doctor in him took over. It had to, because the father was screaming inside. Broken. Destroyed. The doctor was the one searching for a pulse, trying to use CPR to bring life back from where it had fled. Pushing air into her lungs, counting ribs and calculating the catastrophic damage the branch had caused. But even the doctor couldn’t look at his watch to see how much time was passing by. Couldn’t allow himself to think about how much blood was already lost. Or admit that he was already too late.

The doctor fought.

The father begged.

In the end, they both failed.

“I couldn’t save her,” Grant sobbed now, great gulping gasps of choking guilt making him nearly unintelligible to his own ears. “I tried. I tried everything I knew, and I—I—” If he could just get a fucking breath, he could explain. He could make her understand. Don’t hate me, please God, don’t hate me…

“I know,” Julia whispered, her soft lips against his brow.

His whole body was shuddering in her arms, as if he were in shock. Maybe he was. He felt shocked, almost out of control. He grappled to find his bearings, but they were hopelessly scattered. “I sh-shouldn’t be doing this.”

“Doing what?” she demanded softly. “Telling me what you feel? Sharing your pain?”

He shook his head against the silk of her throat, taking her comfort even as he hated himself for it. “Adding to yours.”

Smooth hands coursed over his shoulders, the gentle touch soothing the electric tautness there, easing the tension. “You took my pain.”

“I tried.” God, how he tried.

“Why won’t you let me do the same for you?”

He swallowed, the muscles in his neck clenching reflexively. How to explain this in a way she’d accept? “Because…” His hands tightened on the loose fabric at her back, his throat so constricted he wasn’t even sure he could get the words out. “I deserve to hurt.”

She stilled. No words. No recriminations…no false denials.

His heart knotted again, the truth right in front of them. Impossible to hide from anymore. “It was my fault.”

He felt her head shake against his even as he spoke. “No, it was an accident.”

But every thought he’d had since they’d pulled them from the car, from Autumn, flashed through his mind at almost painful speed. All the second guessing that had echoed in him since that day. “We should have just stayed over like your mother said.”

“We couldn’t have known we’d lose control of the car. It wasn’t supposed to storm for hours.”

“No, she’d still be here if I’d done the right thing, but I didn’t. I did something wrong, I…missed something.” He went over every step, every option he’d tried to get her heart going, to make her breathe… “I must have missed something. I don’t know what, but I must have missed something.”

“Grant.” Julia’s voice broke on his name, her hands clenched at his back.

“You were right, I didn’t want her. Not at first. I didn’t know the first thing about babies. Until you my life was about my career. I never imagined wanting anything else. But then she was there and I couldn’t not love her. She was us. She was…Autumn.”

Agonizingly, he could still see her, laughing after falling on her bottom, twin dimples on her cheeks and a chortle that made her whole little body bounce. “This little person with all this personality and this trust. She believed in me, as if I could have fixed the whole world for her if she asked. I cared. I cared. I loved her so fucking much I feel like I died in that car with her. Like someone ripped out my heart and left me standing there. I’d let them do it now, if it would bring her back. But they won’t.”

Her lips pressed to his brow and he could feel her shaking beneath him. “I know.”

“It’s not enough, is it? I wasn’t enough. Why wasn’t it enough? How could I save so many people and not save her? Why not Autumn?”

“I don’t know, honey.” She pressed more kisses to his face, her hands petting down his cheek. It was only then that he realized she was crying, too. “But you can’t go on like this. Don’t you see it’s tearing you apart? Tearing us?”

“I have to.”

She cupped his face, forcing him to look up at her. “Autumn would never want you to hurt like this.”

He tried to shake off her hold. “You don’t understand.”

“What don’t I understand? I was there, too. I made the decision right along with you to drive home that night. I was in the car, listening, while you did everything you could to keep her alive. What don’t I understand?”

He lifted up, trying to get away, but she didn’t let go. Desperation clawed at him. He had to get up. She had to let this go.

“What don’t I understand?”

His fingers curled around her wrists, prying, but she held firm.

“What don’t I understand, Grant?”

Words exploded from him like bullets. “If I let go, she’ll be gone all over again!”

The grief came back, doubled, his insides on fire. There was no air, no words, just the feeling of agony turning him inside out. He choked, trying to swallow down the tears, but the pain was too big. It was swallowing him whole. Julia held him through the ravaging storm of his tears, wordlessly allowed him to hold onto her. An anchor he couldn’t begin to let loose.

God help him if she asked him to let her go again.

God help them both.


Chapter Eight

Julia hummed, her back against the wall, her hand slowly running over the slope of Grant’s shoulder to his ribs and waist before running up his length again. Over and over, for what seemed like hours. There’d been no word from the elevator technicians. No sound of anything. Just the two of them, locked away in this box where time didn’t matter. He was heavy, his head on her lap, his arms tight around her legs. Her legs protested a little at his weight, but it was nothing she couldn’t ignore. The rest of it—holding him, being held by him—more than made up for any discomfort. For the first time since the accident, the silence between them wasn’t clouded with blame or tension. Instead it was…simple. Clear.

Her fingers slipped through the heavy lengths of his black hair again, lifting the streaks of silver threading at his temples. It wasn’t out of the question for a man nearing forty to have some distinguishing gray, but she knew them for what they were. Scars. Just like the ones on his knuckles where the skin had been torn in the crash. So much of him had been torn apart. So much of them.

Her heart had broken all over again, holding him as he’d cried. The loss in her heart had reignited, but it was…different. He was raw, the grief ripping him apart because he’d held it in so long. Too long, trapping it with guilt and blame and anger. Hers was softer. Like an ache that would never truly go away, but the vicious blades of it had worn into something she could bear now. Or maybe her own scars had grown thicker and she hadn’t even realized. Whether she’d wanted to or not, she’d taken steps forward. Moved on in her life. Grant hadn’t. He’d been trapped in that car all this time, trying to save Autumn over and over again and losing over and over again.

She wiped at the new moisture on her cheeks so the tears wouldn’t spill onto him. She’d always thought the accident had been hardest on her because she hadn’t been able to see her daughter. To take any active part in trying to help her, even if it was just to hold her hand while she’d died. The doctors told her that Autumn’s death was instant, but her mother’s heart couldn’t quite believe that. Her own guilt had ravaged her, that she’d been so close and unable to give Autumn even that barest comfort. Her baby had been alone in that backseat. Afraid. In the darkest nights, nothing drowned out the memory of that final, broken scream.

Nothing but Grant.

He’d held her. Taken on her pain and until now she’d never realized what it must have cost him. How it must have dug deeper grooves into his heart and soul. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t let her do the same for him until now. She hadn’t helped him. She’d left him to drown in his pain, even told herself that he felt nothing so that she would be justified in going. It was the same thing all over again. He was dying behind her turned back and she’d done nothing to hold his hand.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, petting his hair back into place. She’d barely made sound enough for the words to be heard, but he jolted in her lap anyway. “I’m so sorry, Grant.”

His big hand caught hers, pulling it down to his lips, pressing a kiss against her fingers. Another and another. “You have nothing to be sorry for.”

She flinched at the sound of his voice, hoarse and graveled from the screams he’d tried to muffle against her belly. “Yes, I do. I shouldn’t have left. I should have made you talk to me. I should have listened. I was so wrapped up in my own grief, I did nothing to help you with yours.”

“Yes you did.” He rolled onto his stomach, looking up at her with that frown that was so much a part of him. He hadn’t smiled very much, he used to say, until they’d met. When he was quiet, thinking, the frown always came back, forming deep lines between his dark brows. Autumn had been the same, the little frown of concentration marking her as Grant’s daughter in a way nothing else ever could. She’d been so much like him…

“Enabling you to bury your pain so you could take care of mine isn’t helping.” As if her loss had been any greater than his. God, the selfishness of it all stung.

“Don’t you understand, Jules?” He rose up, kneeling in front of her and reaching out to cup her face with one warm hand. “If I didn’t have you…I never would have left that car. I wouldn’t have gotten up every day. I’d already failed her. But if you had died, too?” He choked, his eyes closing as if just the thought stabbed him to the soul. “There wouldn’t have been anything left of me.”

She reached for him. Her arms locked around his neck and his around her body, their lips meeting in a kiss so desperate it should have hurt. But it didn’t. It felt right. As if the jagged pieces of them had finally found the perfect fit again.

“Come home with me,” he whispered between kisses, his hand tangling in her hair, the lush sense of passion flaring between them again.

“Yes.” There was no other answer inside her.

“Be my wife again.”

She paused, pulling back from his lips to look into his gray eyes. There was nothing guarded there anymore. No dark secret. No hidden pain. Just Grant, open and honest. She had to be the same. “It won’t be easy, you know that, right?”

They’d been through too much. Had lost too much. The days of simple happiness were gone. From now on, the specter of what they could lose would always be behind them. Waiting.

“Do you still love me?”

A tremulous smile pulled at her lips. “Loving you is the only part of me that hasn’t changed. The only part that will never change.”

“Then we can deal with the rest.”

“Do you promise? Because I can’t bear it when you shut me out.” No, she wouldn’t bear it.

He kissed her, a fast press of his lips she figured was more to quiet her than anything else. A second kiss, softer, an apology, replaced it, before he pulled back. “I promise. You can throw anything you want at me if I start.”

She laughed, startling herself at the sound. “Even your precious medical journals?”

“Anything. Just don’t leave again.”

She sobered, lifting her hand to caress his face. “I promise. Never again.”

His kiss this time was more than passion or a ploy. It was a promise. One she accepted with her whole broken heart. Forever, come what may, they’d face it all together.

Soon, those broken pieces would mend, she could believe that now. They’d leave their scars behind, but they would mend. And her heart would grow. Life was just like that. She pressed her face into the crook of her husband’s neck, closing out everything but the ember glow of the hope growing inside. She’d forgotten what it felt like, but it hadn’t forgotten her.

Grant slowly lowered her to the floor of the elevator, wordlessly parting the folds of her blouse. He touched her bare breasts reverently, caressing the upper slopes to the rosy tips. Slowly, gently, he lowered his face to them and pressed kisses to the pale curves. She arched, but she didn’t close her eyes. She watched him take her nipple into his mouth, lave it before drawing deeper. His warm hand smoothed from her ribs down to her hip and thigh, pulling her skirt up when she lifted for him. He fit their bodies together easily, the hard length of him sliding deep into her core, right to the heart of her.

He didn’t move and she didn’t want him to. Their gazes locked even as their hands coursed over each other’s bodies. Caressing. Soothing.

Forgiving.

He lay over her, fitting together skin to skin, still staring into each other’s eyes even as he kissed her. The intensity of the joining stole every sensation that wasn’t about them. Still, he didn’t move his hips. Didn’t pull back or surge back to her. Right now, in this moment, they were truly one. This wasn’t about lust or need or hurt. It was communion. Without words, she knew he wanted them to stay that way as long as they could.

But there were words she needed to say.

“I love you,” she whispered, touching his jaw, his mouth, with her lips as she spoke.

His smile, when it came, still had the tinge of sadness, but she could see the hope in his eyes now, too. Could see it growing. He took her hand into his own, pulling it down so he could twine their fingers together. A second later, he took the other as well, moving both of them just above her head. It lasted a second, or maybe forever, but for a perfect moment, it was pure connection between them. But then he moved. Slowly pulling from her, easing back inside. The urgency, the fiery need, had changed into something different. Something patient, something willing to build within them.

“More.” She lifted her hips for him, urging him to meet her. She was ready now. Ready for everything he needed to give her.

His gaze flickered, his expression growing darker, his thrust burrowing deeper.

“More.” She tightened her legs around him, lifting her lips for his kiss.

He groaned, his mouth fitting over hers even as he increased his pace. He drove into her, grinding against her clit and sending pulses of dark pleasure through her. But she knew there was more. She whimpered for it, clamping her fingers tighter to his. Faster he moved through her slick sex, harder, shuttling against her sensitive walls without grace. Just raw, desperate plunges that stole her breath and stroked parts of her she hadn’t realized she had.

She cried out, her body jerking from the force of her release, and still, he kept moving. Kept plunging into her. Swelling thicker, ratcheting her orgasm higher instead of bringing her down, until finally, she was bucking beneath him as he came, spilling inside her while he groaned against her neck.

She let go of his hands to clasp his shoulders, holding on as their bodies slowly cooled. “I almost never want to leave this elevator.”

He chuckled but didn’t move. “We may have to just bring it home with us.”

She smiled. Home.

He seemed to realize how she’d savored the easy way he said it, because he kissed her, his gaze meeting hers with a world of meaning in it.

“Home.”


Epilogue

Julia didn’t hear the door opening so much as the racket that always happened when the front door opened. She wiped her hands on the dishtowel with a grin before heading out of the kitchen toward the foyer. As usual, she had to navigate a virtual minefield of things left out despite having just picked up the debris before going into the kitchen to check on dinner.

The dog was barking excitedly. Almost two years old, little Kirby had yet to realize that being a corgi meant he wasn’t designed for jumping much higher than Grant’s knee, but that didn’t mean he didn’t try. Every day.

As expected, it was the usual mayhem she found. Grant trying with one hand to get the door closed and locked again, his briefcase on the floor, already spilled on its side while Kirby jumped around like a corgi-shaped spring. “Kirby, that’s enough now.”

“Hey.” Grant smiled, finally getting the lock flipped. He managed a step closer to her, despite the giggles and squeals and barks on his other side, already reaching to pull her close for a kiss. Julia gave up trying to be stern. This had been their evening ritual for a year now and it was one she knew he loved as much as she did. “Good day today?”

“There’s a new spill on the carpet, but otherwise, pretty good. You?”

He frowned. “No word from JD?”

“Oh, plenty of words, but I told him no.” She reached for the morsel in his other arm, but he didn’t let her get away with that so easily.

“You’re trying to tell me you don’t want to do a guest spot with the LA Harmonic?” His expression told her how little he believed that.

“Not this year, no.” She reached again, but again he dodged. “Grant.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’ll be too busy.”

Instead of handing her what she was reaching for, he put it down with a gentle pat so he could cross his arms and glare at her.

Julia only rolled her eyes and walked back into the living room. He’d been pushing so hard on this for weeks now, once he’d realized she’d been ducking JD’s messages. Of course, the traitor had probably emailed Grant, just to get his way. Life had almost been easier when they’d hated each other. “I don’t know why this is so important to you.”

“Because it’s important to you, even if you won’t admit it.”

She stopped walking, staring down at the living room floor. Four years. It had been four years since that fateful day in the elevator that had saved their marriage—in many ways, their lives—but when he took that tone, all of it came rushing back to her as if it had just happened. The promises they’d made. The fears that still snuck out every now and again to try to steal what was most important to them.

He was right. She did want to play again. JD had offered her a guest soloist spot for his winter performance. When he’d asked, her heart had leapt, but then the fears had come. The 5 Freeway wasn’t a winding mountain road, but it was still a long drive to Los Angeles. And irrationally, another fear haunted her. Had haunted her since last October.

A small hand, dimpled and soft, grasped her leg.

She stared down into a small face, dominated by smiling gray eyes.

Dillon. The other blessing from that elevator day. She’d been terrified at first, when she’d realized she was pregnant. Terrified that she couldn’t go through it all again. Terrified that Grant couldn’t. But the strangest thing had happened. Having their son, watching him grow within her, had healed a part of Grant she’d thought would never find peace. In many ways, having that tiny life within her had brightened the shadows inside her own soul, too. But Dillon was three now, the same age as Autumn, and no matter how she tried, she couldn’t quell the fears. If she could just speed up time, could race until he was four, she’d feel safe. Well, safer. With JD’s offer, pure terror had struck.

And Grant, damn him, had been watching and waiting for her to confess it all.

She felt his arms around her. It would have been easier to be angry at him if he’d picked an argument, but no, he’d allowed her to mull, slowly drawing her out. His loving arms around her, offering comfort because he knew. He knew.

“He’s three,” she said nonsensically, blowing a breath out so she wouldn’t cry.

“I know.”

She nodded, because there wasn’t much else to say.

“But we can’t live our lives waiting for the other shoe to drop, remember?”

She didn’t want to nod, but she did. Because he was right. It was what they’d agreed on in therapy.

“You want to play. I want you to play. JD wants you to play. Even Dillon wants you to play.”

Julia looked down to where their towheaded son stood, fussing with his overalls, not caring in the slightest if she took on a guest slot eight months from now.

“Look at it this way. By next December, he’ll be four.”

She blinked, everything else in her going still.

“When you need to practice, we’ll have a babysitter. Or a part-time nanny to help out. We won’t be driving up there until it’s time for the concert. And he’ll be four.”

She smiled, her whole body relaxing into his. She wrapped her arms over his, hugging him back. “You’re not supposed to enable me, remember?”

“I think just this once, it’ll be okay.”

She didn’t kid herself. There would always be a little bit of fear. But he was right. They’d survived so much, rebuilt their lives and moved forward. This was just another step.

He twined their fingers together. She stared down at them, seeing their son peering up at her, his pudgy little hands reaching to join theirs. He had no idea what it meant, but he knew he was part of it. Part of them. She opened their hands to pick him up, hugging him close and taking in that lingering baby scent he had yet to lose.

“You hug me.” Dillon giggled.

“I kiss you, too,” she answered, peppering his cheek with loud smacking kisses and swallowing the fear back down.

Grant wrapped his arms around them both and Julia sighed one last time. It was enough.

“I’ll call JD after dinner.”

“No time like the present,” Grant rumbled with a grin before snatching their son and running out of the living room with the happily shrieking child.

She shook her head, the happiness they gave her taking the place of the fear, the way it always did. He was right. No time like the present…
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In this game of love, winning is not an option.

 

All Or Nothing

© 2010 Dee Tenorio

 

The Lonnigans, Book 2

Lucas Lonnigan thinks he’s finally gotten the best of his twin brother, until he discovers his half of a date-swap is none other than metal artist Belinda Riggs. A leather-dipped Goth queen who considers him a cross between a pin cushion and a science project—and the woman he’s loved forever.

Belinda isn’t exactly overjoyed to see him, either. In her opinion, love means becoming a punching bag, and she won’t be anyone’s doormat. Lucas is too dangerously tempting to allow within striking distance of her heart, but that doesn’t stop her from wanting.

After one blazing night of passion, Lucas finds himself locked out of Belle’s life with seemingly no chance to get back in. With nothing left to lose, Lucas makes a final play and appeals to the one thing Belle can’t say no to—a dare. Winner take all.

Lucas may think this crazy game will decide their relationship, but she sees it as her chance to finally set him free—and maybe indulge in the sexiest goodbye of her life…

Warning: Story may sizzle your undies off. Includes pigheaded hero with a cranky heart of gold, bitchy heroine with a flamethrower, massively inappropriate behavior, make-up / break-up sex of the sinful kind…and a puppy!

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for All Or Nothing:

Only decent people feel guilty, Belinda told herself while she tried to drown in her shower. Face to the hard, hot spray, she hoped the stinging impact would wash the sense of guilt away. The last thing anyone had called her for the past decade was decent. She thrived on being rude, heartless and flat-out bitchy when the occasion called for it. The tugs of conscience were harder to feel that way. Usually. But now, because of a box of scraps, the tugs of guilt were feeling more like whips.

It’s for his own good.

He’d move on. Find someone who would love him like he deserved. Love him like he needed. Someone at least slightly less wrecked than herself.

But being right and being guilt-free were apparently not mutually exclusive.

Angry, she turned off the water…and heard so loud a clank Michigan could have landed outside. She frowned at the handle, but then there was another crunching clank. Rising on her toes, she tried to look out the small window at the top of the stall, but could only see a piece of metal flying. What the hell was going on out there?

Then she heard the bark.

Eyes wide, she lowered herself from the window. Lucas. In her yard. While she was naked.

That sprang her into action more than anything, despite the fact that he was hucking around heavy metal like it was a discus tournament. She threw back the curtain, grabbing the towel waiting there on her way out. Not wanting to take any more time than necessary, she dried off with only a ragged pat-down. She was too busy trying to rustle up her temper to acknowledge her terror at being cornered. He had no right to be there uninvited. He had no right coming when he knew she didn’t want him there. He simply had no rights at all.

She stomped into a pair of coveralls, yanked on a worn pink tank top that had seen enough bleach to make it good for summer work and wrapped a bandana over her wet hair to keep it out of her face. By the time she had her work boots secure, she was fantasizing about introducing him to the steel toe. He probably didn’t hear her rumbling down the steps, but he damn sure heard her when she exited the bay doors to the open yard beyond with her hands on her hips and the fire of hell in her lungs.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

“You don’t want to be pushing my buttons right now, Belle,” he answered in typical growl mode, not bothering to look at her.

She scoffed, watching him pick up an abandoned sink from the back of the ancient Mazda flatbed she used for junking and take it to a pile of other midsized items. He was in cut-off gray sweat shorts and tennis shoes. His T-shirt was off, one end tucked into his back waistband, leaving all that warm honey skin open to her viewing pleasure. Mad or not, it was a pleasure to look at him, especially since he was already slick.

“You’re in my yard, Lonnigan. I can push any button I damn well please.”

He ignored her. He actually ignored her. A few pieces of pipe got thrown into the small pipe pile, making the puppy yelp as he hopped to avoid things being lobbed all around. He wasn’t in any danger, but she could tell by his darting eyes and tucked tail, he didn’t know that.

Against her better judgment, she bit her inwardly cupped lower lip and whistled. “Over here, Sparky, before your daddy kills you.”

The pup was grateful, running awkwardly on huge paws, but if the suddenly flying wheel rims were any indication, Lucas wasn’t.

“I didn’t ask you to do this.” Not that she ever did. She had a deal with the local junker to take a truckload of sortables off his hands each month. Lucas always showed up on sort day to load up her truck at the junkyard and unload it in her metal yard. It was just one other thing she’d have to learn to do without him. She hadn’t had the energy to do it since their “date”. Hard to believe it happened less than a week ago.

She circled the truck, putting her hand on the bed wall while he reached in for another sink. He dragged it toward himself, every muscle in his arms and torso flexing with the effort and all but knocking the wind out of her.

Huffing, she grabbed the edge of the sink and tugged it her way. “Stop. I don’t want you to do this.”

“This isn’t about you,” he bit out. He wouldn’t even look at her, but his leather gloves made a loud noise as he tightened his grip.

“Like hell it isn’t.”

“What I mean is that I don’t care what you want, Belle.” He yanked the sink out of her grasp, hefted it onto his shoulder and walked away with it.

She stayed there, her mouth open in shock while he crossed to her piles and dumped it unceremoniously next to the last one. He walked back, his eyes narrow in the morning sunlight but flaring with brilliant color anyway. Rage made him dangerous. She could sense the ripple of power under his control, feel the energy crackling through him. Her response to it felt elemental, like a magnet being drawn to a far more powerful source. She held the truck wall tighter to keep from going to him, despite the fact that he wasn’t even looking at her to beckon her. In fact, he was looking everywhere but at her. Which only angered her more.

“Lucas!” She felt his attention shift to her even if his eyes didn’t. “What part of go away is hard for you to understand?”

He flexed his hands inside the work gloves. Open once. Close once. Open again. Then they closed into a knot of flesh and leather. She felt his gaze hit her like a fist, instantly making her regret pushing.

She took a step back. Not in fear of him, but his intensity. Every emotion seemed to flow like molten energy in his eyes. Pain. Desire. Anger. Need. Hot, hungry need. She took another step as he came towards her.

“What’s the matter, Belle? You look worried.”

Because she was. “I don’t want you here.”

“Why?” She must look defensive, too, if his pleased perusal meant anything.

“Why what?”

“Why don’t you want me here?” With each word he came closer and she retreated further to the warehouse. The dog danced around her feet, looking for a place to stay, probably wondering if this was a game. “You never had a problem with me here before.”

“I have a problem now.” Yeah, brilliant response, dumbass.

“Why?”

“I don’t have to explain myself to you.” Run for friggin’ Congress, Belinda. Geez.

“Oh, yes, you do. You never have, but you should.”

His autocratic remark finally cemented her feet in place. Anger, wonderful, spine-stiffening anger, flooded her. He kept advancing, stopping only when their chests touched with each heaving breath they took. Not that she understood why either of them was breathing so hard. They were only talking…right?

She poked her finger against his chest. “All I should have to do is tell you to go, Lucas. That’s enough for everyone else.” Well, it would be, if anyone else were allowed on her property.

“You haven’t told me to go.”

She thought over their conversation, momentarily befuddled. Hadn’t she told him to leave? She couldn’t remember. “I’m telling you now.”

“Go ahead.”

Maybe it was the tremble in her body, having him so close. Or just the power of his gaze drilling into her, but she couldn’t form the words. Any words at all.

He nodded slowly, understanding—damn him—and their breathing seemed to slow down. She got lost in his gaze, in the fiery touch of his now bare thumb on her jaw.

“No matter what you do or how you hurt me, you can’t make what’s between us go away. You can’t make me disappear, Belinda. I’m not going anywhere.”

Her body clenched, caught between wanting to defy and wanting to hide. “You were the one who wanted out, Lucas. I’m just holding you to it.”

“I was wrong.”

That required blinking. Lucas was never wrong. He didn’t know how to be wrong. She was about to mention that, but his mouth descended on hers. His arm snaked around her at the same time, yanking her against him while his other hand cupped the back of her head.

She didn’t want to use the word helpless. It didn’t apply. But she did feel powerless—against him, against her own needs—when her hands took hold of his hot shoulders, sliding slightly against the sweat there while his tongue plundered her mouth with devastating accuracy. He didn’t stop the battle until she whimpered, until she was clinging and tears seeped beneath her tightly closed lashes. Then he was gentle, soothing with caresses of his lips…and then he was gone.

As quickly as the kiss came, it was over. She was released and he looked grimmer than before, arms outstretched wide. To keep himself from touching her?

“This isn’t over,” he said, a dark promise that locked around her like a vise.

She touched her mouth, still wet, still possessed by him. Every inch of her felt possessed, owned, by his proprietary gaze.

“Now get inside and lock the door before I change my mind and take you right here in the dirt.”

So Belinda did what any woman did when her knees were melted, her heart was confused and the man in front of her was the last man she could afford to love.


The truth could make their one perfect night crumble into dust.

 

A Little White Lie

© 2010 Mackenzie McKade

 

It’s Friday night and advertising agent Stella Sinclair’s plan to catch the red-eye back to New York is fading with the Montana sunset. She’ll do anything to land this western-wear company’s account, but what’s she going to do all weekend in this Podunk town?

On the way back to the hotel to watch paint peel from the walls, she makes a quick stop in a local bar to answer the call of nature. One slippery spot later, her stiletto heels are flying—and her fall is broken by the most delicious cowboy she’s ever laid eyes on.

Heaven just dropped into JD Foster’s arms. City girls—and city life—aren’t his style, which made it easy to skip out on his grandfather’s business meeting earlier today. For this classical beauty, though, he just might make an exception.

A drink, a dance, and their chemistry takes the reins. Then JD remembers why Stella’s name seems familiar. She’s courting the family business. JD wants her sighing in pleasure tonight, but for the right reasons. And he’s not above withholding a vital detail or two in order to seal the deal…

Warning: This book contains lies, explicit sex, and betrayal. All necessary elements to light a fire between two people and lay the foundation for some really hot makeup sex.

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for A Little White Lie:

Seconds after the hotel door opened to Stella’s suite she found herself locked in the dark-haired cowboy’s warm embrace. JD’s large frame folded around her, consuming her thoughts as his lips caressed her bare shoulder. She traced her palms along bulging biceps wrapped in a cotton T-shirt. Curling her fingers, she pulled his shirttail from his jeans. The growl that came from deep in his throat thrilled her. There was something untamed and rugged about this man as he stared down at her with a predatory glint in his eyes. Without a doubt she knew this night would be one for the memory books. She skimmed her hand up the best six-pack she had ever felt.

Mmmm… Solid. Defined. And oh so sexy. She inhaled JD’s musky scent along with the disinfectant used to cleanse the room.

A gentle tug at her back caught her attention as the zipper of her dress fell in a whisper. The silky material teased and tantalized her skin on a path to pool at her feet until she wore nothing but stilettos, a strapless red bra and matching lacy panties that rode high on her hips. Delicious chills raced up her spine. When he stepped back to assess her, a tremor of anticipation shook her. Standing in the middle of the room with a complete stranger staring at her, she felt exposed and wanton.

He jerked his hat off and tossed it upon the coffee table. “Damn, darlin’. You’re beautiful.” There was no hesitation as he removed his shirt to display a muscled chest and dusting of dark hair that swirled around his bellybutton before dipping low to disappear into his jeans.

Her pulse leaped. “You’re not so bad yourself, cowboy.” He was even better looking in full light. Rich black hair cut short on the sides, but long on top to reveal natural waves that framed an almost square face with an obstinate jaw and eyes bluer than this morning’s Montana sky. Yet it was the sex appeal he exuded that made her heart race as if she’d run a hundred-yard dash. It had been way too long since she’d had a man. The thought of taking him to bed made her nipples grow taut and heat release between her thighs.

Unable to resist, she reached for his belt buckle and pulled him to her. “Show me more.” Her voice dropped an octave.

His eyes grew smoky with desire. “Yes, ma’am.” Taking her hand off him, he unfastened his buckle, button and zipper. She looked down to see his cock push against his skivvies. A dot of moisture on the white cloth gave her the incredible urge to taste him. Visions of her mouth wrapped around him, sucking until he burst, danced in her mind. Wings of arousal fluttered low in her belly.

Instead of revealing himself to her, he sat on the small loveseat and reached for a boot. With a tug he removed the shoe and sock, before reaching for the other. There was no hurry in his movements as he set his boots neatly to the side. The mischief on his handsome face told her he was teasing her, building the storm of need inside her that apparently glowed like a beacon.

Lord knows it was working.

She swallowed hard, waiting—wanting.

When he raised his hips and pushed his jeans and underwear down around his ankles, “Oh sweet Jesus” slipped from her mouth. Warmth rushed her face. Shamelessly she pinned her gaze on his rock-hard erection arching against his belly. He had to be eight, nine inches at least. He crammed his hand in his jeans pocket and extracted a condom before he tossed the pants aside.

Stella took several steps toward him and then stopped.

What a gorgeous specimen of masculinity. She had never seen anything like him in the throngs of New York.

He took a moment to sheathe himself before he spread his arms along the top of the couch. There was wicked playfulness in his expression. “Your turn.” His cock twitched invitingly.

A burning ache spread throughout her body. Without any hesitation she reached behind her and pinched the clasp of her bra. The scrap of lace fell upon the carpet. The coolness in the room washed over her nipples, creating a delightful sting as they tightened.

“Beautiful.” He lowered one arm, folding his fingers around his erection. Stella inhaled a shaky breath as his hand slid up and down, his hips rising to meet each thrust. “More, darlin’. I want to see all of you.”

Rubbery legs kept her standing as her palms smoothed down her body, igniting sparks of sensation against her skin. Hooking her thumbs into her panties, she glided them lower, keeping her gaze on the firm pumping of JD’s hand.

Would he like her Brazilian wax, the landing strip designed into a downward arrow?

When the lacy material slipped over her hips, he released an animalistic growl that made her heart beat faster. Her hands shook as she dragged her panties down her thighs and past her knees to her ankles, leaving her standing in nothing but red stilettos.

His hand stilled. “Come here.” The thickness in his tone swept over her skin like a caress.

She stepped out of her panties, her heels silent against the carpet as she curved around the coffee table toward him. One knee on the couch, she spread her legs and straddled him. Placing her palms on his shoulders, she lowered her body. The moment his cock touched her sex, moisture anointed him. She stopped to enjoy the tingles rippling through her.

“Mmmm…” He ran a finger between her breasts, straight to the small line of pubic hair. “I like this.” He fondled the arrow, tracing it several times before he dipped lower, skimming across her clit.

She flinched as thunderbolts shot upward from her core. “Oh.” The word burst upon a gasp.

He didn’t smile, but his eyes sparkled. “Wet. I like that in my woman.”

Stella couldn’t remember any man referring to her as “my woman”. It had a nice ring to it. She stared into his dreamy eyes and thought, For tonight I am yours, cowboy.
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