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Solving a cold case has never been hotter. 
Life just isn’t fair. Not only is fashion designer Rachel Foster on the wrong side of a locked dressing room door in nothing but her underwear, her humiliation is worse than public. It’s witnessed by the one man she never wanted to see again: Travis Gage, the man who pushed her sister to suicide.
In a flash, old wounds—and long-forgotten feelings—lie raw and exposed to his hot, desiring gaze.
Seeing Rachel all grown up and sexy jolts Travis with a surge of lust—and the shock of learning she blames him for her sister’s death. His skills as a cold-case detective are exactly what she needs to solve the mystery and lay her sister’s ghost to rest. But first, he has to convince Rachel he’s innocent…and that she can trust him.
And if she winds up in his bed in the process, he won’t be complaining…
 
Warning: This title contains a sexy cop and a heroine who can’t resist him. Expect some super-hot sex that will have you fanning yourself.
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Chapter One








“Is something wrong, Miss?”Rachel Foster stared at the red-faced teenage boy standing in front of her and wondered, given the situation, how he could possibly ask her that question.
Was something wrong?
What was his first clue? The fact that she was half-naked? Or maybe it was the way she’d run up to him, whispering “help me!” The kid was a real Sherlock Holmes, only with a lot more acne.
“Yes, something is wrong,” she hissed, trying very hard not to raise her voice. “I got locked out of the fitting room. And I would appreciate it if you’d—and I’m begging here—open the door so I could get my clothes.”
Wild hand gestures accompanied her frantic words. Her assistant often teased her about those gestures, and Rachel realized moving her hands maybe wasn’t the smartest choice right now. Especially when any slight shifting made her breasts spill over the lace cups of the minuscule bra.
“Well.” The boy’s voice cracked and Rachel wished he would wipe that dazed look off his face. “What were you doing in the men’s fitting room in the first place?”
Huh. Wasn’t that a good question? She’d thought she was saving time, since the women’s fitting room had a line as long as the Nile, but in retrospect, stealing over to the men’s department of Walton’s had been a bad, bad idea.
Rachel had suffered humiliation before, mostly back in high school, when she’d endured constant teasing and taunting about her home situation, but this topped the humiliation meter. Wearing nothing but a bra and dental-floss thong, standing smack in the middle of Men’s Sleep Wear had to qualify as a whopping ten.
“What else do you do in a fitting room?” She attempted to cover herself by crossing her arms and leaning her almost-bare bottom against a rack of silk pajamas. “I was trying something on.”
The boy’s face deepened to a dark shade of crimson as he sheepishly glanced at exactly what she’d been trying on. “But this fitting room is for—”
“Men?” she finished. “I’m well aware of that.”
“Then why—?”
“Please,” she cut in, “will you just help me out?”
God, why couldn’t this kid stop asking so many questions and just unlock the door so she could get her clothes? She cast a longing look in the direction of the doorway leading into the fitting room then cursed the mirror that had brought her into the open. All she’d wanted was a full-length shot of her lingerie, but the mirror only offered a torso view. She got a kick out of visiting stores and trying on her own designs. She’d created them, after all, so didn’t she deserve a better glimpse? She’d left the cramped dressing space, hoping to find a bigger mirror in the hallway. When she hadn’t seen one, she’d ventured just a little farther out, only to return to the fitting area and find the door locked.
“Look—” she peered at the boy’s nametag, “—Chris. All this small talk is fascinating, it really is, but could you please let me into the room?”
Chris cleared his throat awkwardly. “I don’t have a key. I’ll have to get the manager.”
Oh, Lord. Could this day get any worse?
Rachel raked her fingers through her shoulder-length hair and stifled an exasperated sigh. “All right. Go get him then. And hurry.”
Chris turned around and began weaving his way through the racks, leaving Rachel to twiddle her thumbs as she waited.
“Oh!”
She swiveled her head just in time to see a forty-something, heavyset man stop in his tracks and stare at her with wide eyes. The items in his hands fell to the floor as his gaze glued to her lingerie-clad body, then with a loud cough, he bent down to retrieve the socks and ties he’d dropped. With one last—and stunned—look, he stumbled away. She cast a longing look at the display of robes about ten yards away. She supposed she could make a run for it, but the racks were right next to the main cashier counter, and much farther than she was willing to go. It was one thing to provide a peep show to the sales guy and a random customer, she wasn’t about to put on a show for the entire store.
A wave of hysterical laughter bubbled at the back of her throat. God, this was…she didn’t even know how to describe this situation.
“You look like you need some help,” a male voice remarked.
Whatever laughter was left in her throat hardened into a lump of pure ice. Familiarity swarmed her body as she shifted around and saw the owner of that husky voice. Travis Gage.
The right adjective for her predicament fluttered into her brain as her gaze locked with Travis’s whiskey-colored eyes. Hell.
Of all the people she could have run into at this very moment, why Travis Gage? Why someone from her old high school? Why the one person she’d never wanted to lay eyes on again?
Bitterness surged through her veins as she took in the sight of him. He hadn’t changed much since high school. Still had a head of dark hair, a chiseled face and deep dimples, and of course, those intense honey-brown eyes. And yet there was something different about him. Maybe the way his hair was no longer unruly, but cut short and perfectly combed, not a strand out of place. Or maybe it was the black sports coat he wore, how it stretched across his broad shoulders and emphasized his powerful chest. Made him appear professional and dangerous at the same time.
He looked good. Too good. God, what gave him the right to look this good?
“I don’t need any help,” she replied, her voice as frigid as her body felt.
“Really? Do you make it a habit of frequenting department stores in that attire?” His mouth curved into a whisper of a smile that looked smug and arrogant.
Her nostrils flared at the cocky tone of his voice. Although she hadn’t seen him in nearly fifteen years, she decided he was still the same self-absorbed jerk he’d been back in high school.
Fighting the urge to squirm, she noticed his hawk-like gaze sweep over her exposed body. Not only did that evoke a thoroughly unwelcome reaction—like the hardening of her nipples—but it sparked a flicker of irritation. Why was he acting as if he didn’t know who she was? He had to know, especially since she hadn’t changed much since high school either. Her hair was still the same dark shade of blonde, her eyes the same shade of green. The only difference was that instead of wearing the baggy clothing she’d made her trademark in school, she now stood practically naked.
“Actually, I do wear this when I shop,” she said coolly. “So if you’ll excuse me, I should get back to, uh, browsing.”
Rachel turned around and made a show of examining one of the racks. She grabbed a handful of random items, and it wasn’t until she looked down that she saw she’d piled her hands with boxes of men’s briefs.
Heat scorched her cheeks as she heard his low chuckle.
“Briefs, huh? And here I thought you preferred thongs.”
Her face grew redder as she spun around with the realization that she’d just provided Travis Gage with a very candid view of her bare ass. The amusement glimmering in his mesmerizing eyes didn’t soothe her. She wanted to strangle him. Didn’t the man realize she wanted him to get lost?
“Would you just go away, Travis?” She tightened her jaw. “I came here to shop, not to be made fun of.”
His eyes narrowed at the sound of his name. “Do we know each other?”
Rachel almost laughed aloud. This was priceless. They’d gone to school together for four years, he’d dated her sister, for God’s sake. It was funny how a person could have such a huge impact on your life and not even realize it. Travis had broken her sister’s heart, and Carrie had ended up taking her own life because of it.
And he wanted to know if they knew each other?
Her voice was thick with pain as she responded. “I have two words for you. Carrie Foster.”
The long and heavy silence that followed gave her the opportunity to watch his handsome face fill with uneasy recognition. “Rachel,” he finally said, his voice rough.
“Yes.”
“I heard about what happened to Carrie. I’m sorry.” His expressionless gaze revealed nothing.
In an instant, Rachel forgot that she was in her underwear, that she was the headlining act in this awful department store show. How dare he say Carrie’s name in such an unfeeling, indifferent tone?
Her hands trembling, she allowed the images of her older sister to flash through her mind. Carrie’s soft smile. Her laughter. Her heart. Carrie had always taken the burden of their mother’s actions on herself. When all the other kids had mocked them about their mother’s promiscuity, about the men, the alcohol, Carrie had protected her younger sister. Until her own boyfriend had contributed to the cruelty. That’s when Carrie finally had enough.
Feeling her eyes well up with tears, Rachel gulped a few times. She wasn’t going to cry. Not now. Not in front of Travis Gage.
“Come on, Miss, I’ll let you back into the fitting room.”
The sales boy’s voice caused relief to flood her body in one crashing wave. Without glancing at Travis, Rachel followed the boy across the room, spine stiff, steps calm and methodical. She didn’t once look back at the man she knew was watching her walk away.
 
Travis released a ragged breath as he watched Rachel disappear into the hallway, her firm behind swaying with each step she took. Desire and regret mingled in the pit of his stomach.
Rachel Foster.
Damn it, how hadn’t he recognized her? Her image had haunted him for years, for chrissake. It wasn’t until after college that he’d finally been able to sleep through the night without waking up and thinking about her.
Rachel Foster.
He still remembered her sad eyes at her high school graduation. Travis had been her sister’s age, a year older, but he’d flown back from college the year Rachel graduated, using a family visit as an excuse. Really, he’d come to see her.
He’d dated her sister for a couple of months, until Carrie had broken up with him out of the blue. A month later, Carrie was gone, and Travis had always felt as if he’d owed something to his ex-girlfriend’s sister, especially since he knew how difficult life had been for both the Foster girls.
Rachel Foster.
He hadn’t expected her to look so damn good. The girl he remembered from high school hid her figure under loose clothing and walked through the halls with her shoulders slumped over, as if she didn’t want anyone to take notice of her. Not that he’d faulted her for that. Kids had been cruel to Rachel and Carrie. Sadly, their mother’s reputation had been infamous around Jefferson High.
“I’m sorry for all the trouble.”
The sound of her soft feminine voice wafted into Travis’s ears like a long-forgotten melody, and he couldn’t help turning around to look at her. She stood at the cash counter, talking to the manager and the pimple-faced kid who both looked smitten with her.
Travis didn’t blame them. The image of Rachel in that sexy lingerie was branded on his brain, and his throat grew dry just thinking about all that feminine flesh. Her long, creamy-colored legs. Those high, firm breasts. The rounded hips, flat belly, and of course, how could he ever forget that enticing ass?
Feeling his groin tighten, Travis turned to a shelf and pretended to examine a pair of wool socks. His ears perked, however, as he continued to listen to Rachel speak.
“The line at the ladies’ fitting room was so long, and I thought I’d save time by coming over to this department,” she said, laughing softly. “I didn’t think this would happen.”
“It’s no trouble at all,” the manager replied.
“But it is. I’m sincerely sorry. It’s just that I design lingerie, and I often come by stores to see how my stuff looks.”
Travis clenched his fists to stifle another rush of desire. He knew exactly how her stuff looked. Absolutely phenomenal.
“I promise the next time I come here, I’ll stick to the women’s department.”
Travis watched from the corner of his eye as Rachel bid goodbye to the manager and sales clerk, and walked away. Without hesitation, he strode after her.
“Rachel, wait,” he called.
She paused for a moment, and then picked up her pace.
“Rachel!”
He quickened his strides until he caught up to her, then reached for her arm. The second his hand came into contact with her, electricity coursed through his body. With a jolt, he withdrew his hand.
“I have to get going,” she said in a clipped tone, spinning around quickly as if she’d rather be chased by a pack of hungry wolves than talk to him.
Irritation flickered in his gut. He got the feeling that she despised him, yet for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out why. He’d always been friendly to her when they were younger, and yes, he and her sister had broken up, but not by his doing. The fact that he was unable to figure out her reaction to him caused his irritation to coil into a tight knot of fury.
“I’m sure you have a minute to spare for an old acquaintance,” he said firmly.
“Actually, I don’t.”
Damn, since when did he beg for a woman’s time? Usually women lined up to spend even a second with him, and the dozens of phone numbers in his BlackBerry proved he wasn’t lacking in female attention. If he were smart he’d walk away right now. Rachel was far too emotional at the moment and he refused to be affected by her obviously fragile state.
He just wished she didn’t look so gorgeous. At sixteen, Rachel had been pretty. At thirty-one, she was a goddamn knockout, and she didn’t need lingerie to make her that way. Even now, with a pair of faded blue jeans encasing her long legs and a curve-hugging green sweater that complemented her eyes, she looked good enough to eat.
“Sorry, I really need to go,” she said, taking a step forward.
He sidestepped her and blocked her path. “Did I do something to upset you?”
She just stared at him, her emerald eyes darkening. He could swear he saw a flash of anger in those luminous circles.
“No,” she answered curtly. “You did nothing to upset me. Can I go now?”
He moved closer, so that her back was pressed against a rack of sweaters. “How’ve you been?” he asked, ignoring her question.
Her eyes flashed again. “I’ve been just fine.”
Not deterred by her less-than-enthusiastic tone, he went on. “I heard you mention you’re a designer.”
“Yes.” She exhaled sharply. “Travis, please move. I need to go.”
She tried to move past him, but he closed her in. When he lowered his gaze, he saw a twinge of fright on her face. An inexplicable pang of guilt tugged at his gut as he realized he’d trapped her against the rack like a cornered rat. Christ, he knew he had the tendency to be demanding, but he was no tyrant.
He took a step back, but it happened to be at the precise moment a passing shopper tried to squeeze through the already narrow aisle. The man bumped into Travis’s back, causing him to stumble right into Rachel.
Her mouth widened in a deep O as he fell against her, and within seconds, Travis, Rachel and the rack of sweaters tumbled to the tiled floor.
His body was slamming over hers before he could even attempt to prevent the fall. Though, he wasn’t really complaining about the current position they found themselves in. The feel of Rachel’s lithe body beneath his caused every part of him to harden. Her breasts pressed against his chest, her stomach right against his groin, and their legs had tangled on their way down to the hard ground.
All the breath drained from his body as he met her gaze. She looked stunned. But more than that, he thought he saw a flicker of desire in her eyes. Everything around them—the array of clothing and shoppers and the sales clerk who had rushed over—all hissed and crackled and then disappeared. All he saw, all he felt, was the woman under him.
He let his eyes roam her face, absorbing the splash of freckles at the bridge of her dainty nose, the long sooty eyelashes fluttering over her eyes, the soft pout of her lips. Her lips. Fuck, he wanted to kiss her.
“Get. Off. Me.”
The menace he heard in her voice snapped him out of his sensual thoughts. Feeling her bucking beneath him, he slowly raised himself up and extended his hand. Ignoring his offer of help, she jumped to her feet and brushed dark-blonde strands of hair out of her face.
“You okay?” he asked sharply, slightly disturbed by his overwhelming reaction to her.
Ignoring him, she reached down and tried to lift the rack that had fallen over.
“Let me do that,” he said.
She stopped, only to shoot him a dirty look. “I can do it myself.”
He gritted his teeth. Of course, she had to be one of those stubborn women who refused to accept a man’s assistance. “No. I’ll do it.” He grasped her by the waist and forcibly moved her aside, then lifted the rack himself. As he began picking up discarded sweaters, she pinned him with a glare.
“Goodbye, Travis.”
Before she could move, his hand shot out to grasp her arm. “Damn it, Rachel, why are you behaving like a child?” He heard the harsh tone of his voice and softened it. “Look, why don’t I buy you a cup of coffee and we can catch up?”
The second he said the words, her cheeks flushed and her jaw tightened. “I don’t want to catch up,” she said in an ominous tone. “I don’t want a cup of coffee. All I want is to walk out of this department store.” She exhaled shakily. “It’s wonderful you’re sorry about what happened to my sister, I’ll be sure to keep your sympathy very close to my heart.” She paused. “That was sarcasm, if you didn’t pick up on it.”
“Rachel—”
“Travis, just go away.” She sucked in her breath. “I don’t want to catch up with you. In fact, you’d be the last person I’d want to reminisce with, okay? So just pretend we never saw each other today. Because that’s sure as hell what I’m going to do.”
Feeling like he’d just been whacked in the chest with a sledgehammer, all Travis could do was watch her stalk away.

















Chapter Two








Rachel stormed out of the department store, working hard to keep her pace under a full-throttled run. She attributed her fluster to her half-naked stint through the store. It certainly had nothing to do with her reunion with Travis Gage. If anything, her encounter with him should have left her exhilarated. After fifteen years, she’d finally had the opportunity to tell the creep off, to let him know she hadn’t forgotten what he’d done to her sister. But instead of feeling thrilled, she was overcome with a desperate need to get as far away from that store and everyone in it as quickly as possible.It was Sales Boy Chris and that tent in his pants that had left her hot under the collar. She was sure of it. Not that she had a fetish for horny teenage boys. It was just difficult to see the extent of a man’s lust without feeling something.
And that something couldn’t be attributed to Travis Gage.
That would be insane.
That would be despicable.
She couldn’t have feelings for the man who had been single-handedly responsible for the death of her sister. Her body had a better memory than that.
Her rattled nerves began to calm as she approached her car, but her relief turned to fear when she rummaged through her purse in search of her keys. They were nowhere to be found. She checked her pockets, looked through her bag, then began emptying the contents of her purse onto the hood of her car when she heard that smoky voice behind her.
“Looking for these?”
The sight of Travis dissolved her previous notion that anyone else had been responsible for that tingling sensation she’d felt in the store. It returned full-speed when she turned and saw him standing behind her, her keys dangling from one long finger.
“Where did you get those?”
“You left them at the counter.”
Relief, anger, and that pesky quiver in her gut mixed to create another cocktail of heated fluster. She reached out to grab the keys from his hand, but he snatched them out of her reach.
“Answer one question,” he said, twirling the keys on his finger before clutching them tightly in his hand.
“I’m not playing games with you. Just give me the keys.”
“I get the feeling you despise me. Why is that, Rachel?”
She tried to ignore the thoughtful narrowing of his eyes. He knew damn well why she hated him, and if he didn’t, he was too stupid to warrant an answer.
“You know the answer to that question.”
A wisp of remorse crossed his expression. “Rachel, I’m sorry I never came around after Carrie’s death. You’re right. It was cruel of me to stay away. I should have been there for you.”
Her mouth dropped open. How he could possibly think she’d wanted him around after her sister’s death was simply incomprehensible. She’d heard that men were dense, but up until now, she’d never truly believed it.
“Trust me. You’re the last person I wanted to see then, and you’re the last person I want to see now.” She reached for his hand. “Give me my keys.”
He pulled them out of her reach. “You can’t say something like that and expect a man to walk away, sweetheart.”
She ignored the husky endearment and the way it made her heart skip a beat. Instead, she shot back, “Obviously, shattering a girl to the point of suicide means nothing to you.”
He took two steps back. Stumbled was more like it. She could tell he didn’t see that comment coming. Every feature on his handsome face hardened. His big shoulders stiffened, and he stared at her warily, as if she’d just uncovered a secret he’d hoped to keep buried forever.
Her lips curved into a satisfied smile. “Yes, I know what you did, so you can stop with the innocent act, give me my keys, and let me go home.”
“You think I drove her to suicide?” Utter disbelief lined his tone. “Considering she broke up with me, that doesn’t make much sense, does it?”
Now Rachel was the one left stupefied. “She broke up with you?” She had to laugh. “That may be what you told your friends, but I know exactly what you did to Carrie. It’s all written in her diary. All the promises you made, you were going to take her away, help her start a new life, and then you smashed all her hopes like it was nothing to you.”
The deadly look on his face told her she’d just shot and scored. Another sour chuckle emerged from her chest. “Yes, Travis. I read all about it. So you can stop playing dumb.”
“You know what, Rachel? Your story is so farfetched that—” He laughed humorlessly, not bothering to continue.
Since her keys now dangled limply in his hand, she took the opportunity to snatch them from his grasp. She’d intended to take them and flee. She was through reminiscing about the most painful period of her life with the man who was responsible for it all. Unfortunately, she noticed that the contents of her purse were still scattered over the hood of her car. She grabbed the black bag and began collecting her things.
“You’ve concocted quite a tale,” he remarked, his deep voice steady. “But did you ever stop to examine its merit? I never told Carrie I’d take her away. How could I? I was just a kid on my way to college. And she broke up with me two days after prom. We never had time to talk about what would happen after we graduated.”
“It’s in her diary. All the arrangements you were making to take Carrie and me away from here. Then the phone call telling her it was all off. That was the day she…”
She picked up her pace, shoving the last of the items in her purse. She didn’t want to have this conversation, and it was officially time to get out of this parking lot, away from this man, and away from this part of town forever.
She grabbed her purse then moved to unlock the door when Travis’s hand slapped against the door, holding it in place.
“Do you still have it?”
Rachel froze in place. She could practically feel his breath wafting against her neck. She could hear his heart thundering in his chest. His arm had brushed against her shoulder, sending heat splaying through her veins, and the sensation was unwelcome. Travis Gage was a man she should despise, and her body’s reaction to the closeness of his touch, his musky scent, the determination in his voice, just angered her more.
She refused to turn around, afraid of what she might feel if she looked him square in those gorgeous brown eyes. Through clenched teeth, she replied, “I’m not showing you my dead sister’s diary.”
“Rachel,” he spoke roughly into her ear. “If I’m responsible for Carrie’s death, I need to know.”
“I told you what I read.” She held her breath, trying to keep that manly scent from drifting through her thoughts.
“She mentioned me by name?” He moved closer, raising the temperature in her veins.
She pressed her body to the car, attempting to put some space between them. “I know what I read.”
“She said I’d called her the day she died?”
“Yes…well.” Her thoughts grew confused, and suddenly Rachel had her own interest in seeing the diary again. Her sister hadn’t exactly mentioned Travis by name. She’d never put names in her diary, but Rachel knew the codes. She had called him BF. That always stood for boyfriend. And Travis was her boyfriend. There was nothing in there about a break-up, she was certain of it. Or at least she’d been certain.
“Show me the diary, Rachel.”
Against her better judgment, she turned and what she saw left her stunned. His face was pained, and in his eyes there was nothing other than raw confusion. She’d always believed Travis was the BF Carrie had been referring to in her diary. She needed to believe it. She needed to have someone to blame, and as silly as it seemed, she had actually sought comfort in knowing who was responsible for shattering her sister to pieces.
If it wasn’t Travis, that meant someone else was out there, some unknown person who had destroyed her sister and walked away unfettered. Who was it? And did that person know what he or she had done?
Fear began to tremble in her hands. Her body went cold with the thought that the answers she’d always held on to may not be answers at all. If she was wrong about the diary, if it wasn’t Travis, then the closure she’d thought she had was suddenly gone.
She didn’t want to believe it, but somehow he’d succeeded in leaving her riddled in doubt.
“It’s at my mother’s house.”
“Fine, give me a minute to head back into the store to reschedule an interview. I can follow you—”
“No,” she said sharply.
Her mother’s house was not a place for visitors. Hell, it wasn’t a place Rachel went very frequently. The memories were too painful, the sights too sickening. And, depending on her mother’s state, she didn’t need the additional embarrassment of someone standing witness to the impurity from which she was born.
“I’ll get it myself. We’ll look at it at my house.”
Travis backed away, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a business card.
“I can be reached at the cell phone number,” he said, handing her the card. “Can you get it today?”
Rachel never knew what she’d find when she went to her mother’s house. One of these days she was certain she’d find the woman dead, which meant her afternoon could be spent with the coroner. Or worse, her mother could be entertaining one of the many suitors who stumbled in and out of her house in a drunken stupor. Rachel learned long ago to steer clear if she found a strange car in the driveway. Lord knows how many days it might be before the coast was clear enough to enter her childhood home.
“I don’t know if I’ll make it over today. I’ll try and I’ll let you know.”
A heavy sigh released from his chest as he lowered his hand from the car and opened the door for her. She tossed her purse on the passenger seat and slid behind the wheel.
Holding the door, Travis gave a grim smile. “Thank you, Rachel.”
 
 
This bad day was just getting worse. Not only had Rachel’s beliefs been ripped out from under her, she was now on her way to the one place she avoided like sour milk.
Visits to her mother were never fun-filled events. Long ago, Hattie Foster had forgotten she’d had more than one child, and every time Rachel confronted the woman, she had to convince her that she wasn’t her dead daughter returning from the grave.
It was actually for the better. Hattie was a woman Rachel was happy to forget, and the fact that her mother was barely conscious of her existence made it easy to stay away. Whenever she felt that tug of obligation that coaxed her to stop by, the confused look in Hattie’s eyes reminded her there was really no reason to return. Instead of seeking comfort in the daughter she still had, Rachel’s visits would just set off delusions that Carrie had never died, and her ensuing attempts to remind the woman who she was just left both of them in a worse state than they’d been before she’d arrived.
But Travis Gage had stirred a pot of doubts Rachel couldn’t ignore, and she knew she’d be tormented by the words in that diary if she didn’t go back and see for herself.
It had been years since she’d looked through the pages. Many of the passages were forever burned in her mind. But, she had to admit, Travis’s claims of a break-up had left her wondering if there was anything she’d overlooked, and despite the dread she felt at returning, she had to get hold of the diary and see for herself.
Slowly, she turned the corner, relieved to see the driveway was vacant. At least, if her mother was there, she would be alone.
She pulled up to the curb, got out of the car and proceeded to the door, shaking her head in dismay when she found it unlocked. It was just like her mother to leave the latch unturned. Heaven forbid she’d need to leave her bed to allow passage to the brothel she called her home.
She reluctantly pushed open the door and stood for a moment, wondering what she might find when she walked inside. The house was deathly quiet. Was her mother gone, passed out, or had she already taken her last breath?
She stepped over the threshold and jumped at the sound of tinkling glass. Looking down, she saw she had accidentally knocked over an empty bottle of bourbon that had been left by the door. The echo of the glass left a morbid tone against the dusty hardwood floor. She closed the door behind her, then crossed the room and headed for the stairs. She climbed them quietly, hoping that she could grab the diary and leave without notice.
At the top of the stairs, her mother’s bedroom door stood ajar, and Rachel peeked her head inside to see the woman splayed over the bed on her back. Rachel stood and stared, like she’d done so many times before, waiting for the rise of her mother’s chest to indicate she was still alive.
One of these days, Rachel knew she’d see no movement, and the last shred of her painful childhood could finally be put behind her. It was a shame that a daughter could actually feel relief at her mother’s passing, but Rachel had let go of any guilt for those feelings long ago. Too many therapists had concurred she had every right to want her mother gone, and after a while, she had finally believed them.
The slow rise of her mother’s silk nightgown told her today would not be the day, so she quietly backed from the doorway and tiptoed down the hall.
Carrie’s room was the only room in the house left perfectly intact. Aside from a layer of dust, not a photo or hairbrush was left out of place. It had become a shrine for Hattie Foster, the bed made perfectly, Carrie’s things set precisely where she’d left them. Hattie wouldn’t allow it any other way. She was certain some day Carrie would return and be angered if her belongings had been touched.
A swell of pain and rage clogged the passage to her throat. Carrie had been Rachel’s only saving grace, the only bright flower in a garden that had withered and died years ago. Until Carrie chopped off her own stem, leaving Rachel alone in the world.
How Carrie could be so selfish, so unconcerned with leaving her behind, she never understood, and standing in Carrie’s room, all the bitterness returned as if her death had occurred just yesterday.
The dust filled her nostrils, the room went stiflingly hot. A bead of sweat trickled down her forehead as a cold shiver left her stomach nauseous with anger and resentment. It didn’t take two minutes in Carrie’s room to leave Rachel’s lunch hovering dangerously close to her throat.
Unable to take it, she dashed to the bed, lifted up the mattress, and began fumbling for the diary. She felt the cold metal of the gold latch that enclosed the leather-bound book, grasped it in her hand then turned to rush from the room.
No longer caring about making a sound, she rounded to the top of the stairs and made her way down. She needed to get out, into the cool afternoon air, to quell the sickness that rose in her throat.
Dashing down the stairs, she heard a murmur from her mother’s room and her need to flee heightened. Soon she would hear her mother calling to the dead sister who never had to hear that voice again, and Rachel wasn’t going to stick around to listen herself.
She crossed the living room and bolted through the open door, slamming it behind her.
Slamming her past behind her.
As she stood on the lawn, gasping and swallowing to keep the sickness at bay, she promised herself she would never return to this house again.
 
 
BF called. It’s all set. After graduation, he’s taking R and me away from here. I can’t wait. I’ve so wanted to tell R about it, but I don’t want to ruin the surprise. I can’t wait to see her face when I tell her to pack.
“Rachel, this isn’t me.” Travis’s voice was somber.
“I…I always thought it was,” she murmured. “But…” She flipped the pages of the diary. “Here she says, ‘My bf T is taking me to the show tonight’. But in most other passages, she just referred to you as T. She never mentions T again after prom night.”
“There’s nothing in here about our break-up. I had hoped she would have said something about it, something explaining why she didn’t want to see me anymore.” He sat next to Rachel on the sofa, skimming through the pages.
“She mentions the prom and that’s it,” he continued. “Then she just starts talking about BF and phone calls. There isn’t even an entry for the day we broke up.”
Rachel turned her gaze from the diary to the hard look in Travis’s eyes. She had read the diary over and over before phoning him to come over. She wanted to believe she was right. She wanted to blame Travis Gage for her sister’s death, but the more she studied the words, the more she realized that what he’d said could very well be true.
The thought left her empty inside.
The therapists had explained that no one but Carrie was responsible for her death. She was the one who swallowed those pills. She was the one who made the choice. But the anger Rachel had felt for her sister had become too much to bear. She’d needed another outlet for the pain, someone else to blame. Travis had always been that someone.
Until today.
And now, without a culprit, the strength she had gained over the years dissolved in the pages of the diary. Someone had broken her sister beyond repair, and she had no idea who that person was, or why they had done it. The slightest morsel of closure she had been holding onto had just swung wide open, leaving her feeling angry and exposed.
She took the diary from his hands and rose from the couch. “I’m sorry I unfairly accused you. And I’m sorry you didn’t get the answers you wanted.”
She set the leather book on the counter then moved to the door. “I have things to do, if you don’t mind.”
It was a lie, but the clamp on her throat told her she was pressed to the edge of tears, and she really didn’t want to break down in front of Travis Gage. She’d already stood half-naked in front of the man then all but accused him of murdering her sister. Sobbing on his shoulder would prove to be too much humiliation for one day.
“What are you going to do?” he asked, showing no signs of leaving.
“There’s nothing I can do. The identity of BF died with my sister.”
He crossed a leg over his knee, demonstrating that he was nowhere near rising and leaving for good. Rachel fumbled near the door. She wanted him to leave her to her own self-pity, but she’d already tormented the man enough today. She wasn’t sure how to ask him to leave in a manner that bordered on polite.
“Not necessarily,” he remarked.
She studied him for a moment, trying to understand what he was suggesting. The apparent befuddled look on her face caused him to continue.
“Rachel, I’m a homicide investigator. I work cold case files that are decades old. I’ve solved murders with less to go on than what’s written in that diary. It wouldn’t take much to find out who this BF is.”
“A homicide detective?” Wallowing in her own turmoil, she’d never thought to ask what he did for a living. Then something else occurred to her. “Last I heard, you’d taken over your father’s computer company after he died.”
She cringed as she awaited his reply. Hoping he wouldn’t pick up on the fact that she’d indeed kept some kind of tabs on him over the years.
“I still own Quintac, yes, but it’s run by very competent managers.”
“Isn’t it a multi-million-dollar corporation? I’d think you’d be more focused on keeping it that way instead of working as a detective.”
He shrugged. “The money the company brings in helped me form the cold case unit in the Chicago PD. That’s what I’d rather focus on.”
She felt compelled to ask him why cold cases seemed so important to him, but she bit back the question. Knowing Travis, he wouldn’t tell her anyway, and besides, just hearing about his specialty had lightened her chest with hope.
In all honesty, she really did want answers. She knew she would never rest until she knew what happened to her sister. And she doubted she’d be able to unravel the mystery without the help of someone like Travis. But, before she allowed herself to smile, suspicion set in. Though Travis seemed sincere, she’d had plenty of experience with men, thanks to her mother. Men never did anything without wanting something in return, and she knew exactly what that something was.
“Why would you want to help me?”
As if he could see the trepidation in her eyes, he straightened on the couch, turning his posture from relaxed to strictly professional.
“I’d be curious for some answers myself, but it’s not just that.” He rose from the couch and approached the door, being careful not to step inside her space. “I’ve always regretted not being there for you after Carrie died.”
He took her hand, and she felt the sharp contrast in the warmth of his touch against the ice of her fingers. Apparently feeling it himself, he cupped her hand between his and began rubbing in some warmth.
“Let me do this for you and Carrie.”
Rachel wanted to say no. She wanted to believe Travis was no different then all the men who’d walked through the revolving door of her childhood home. She wanted to believe he was just after her body, that he would just steal her heart and crush it like all the others. But she couldn’t shake the genuine sincerity of his gaze.
He had been a friend, after all. It was long ago, buried under years of hurt and betrayal. But he had been a friend, nonetheless. A friend she had been quick to accuse, and in a fit of regret for all the years she’d hated him, she heard herself say, “Okay.”
 

















Chapter Three








“Any developments on the Harris case?” Travis asked, poking his head into Matt Grafton’s office.His partner’s blond head was bent over a file folder, and when Matt looked up with a satisfied grin on his face, Travis knew they’d gotten the news they’d hoped for.
“DNA results just came in,” Matt replied, holding out the file for Travis. “We got our man.”
Travis stepped toward Matt’s desk and took the folder, opening it and skimming the lab report. Nicky Thomas’s DNA and the genetic blueprint from the hair strands found at the scene were one and the same. The odds that Thomas wasn’t their guy were one in forty-eight trillion, and Travis liked those odds.
“I’ll write up the final report,” Matt said. “You can call Maggie Harris to tell her we found her daughter’s killer. Even if it is five years too late.”
“It’s never too late,” Travis said harshly.
He left Matt’s office and stepped down the narrow, stark-white corridor toward his own office. At the moment, not even the harsh fluorescent lights of Chicago’s Thirty-second Division fazed him. A wave of satisfaction flooded his body, as it always did when he and Matt put another scumbag behind bars.
In his office, he headed for his desk and sat on the brown leather chair. He reached for the little gold key hidden in a tin of paper clips and unlocked the bottom drawer.
A quick glance at the open doorway, then he was rummaging through the papers in the drawer until he found the photograph.
A lump of sorrow lodged at the back of his throat as he looked at the image in front of him. Big blue eyes. Long blonde hair. A lopsided smile.
We did it, Jess. We got another one off the streets.
The achingly beautiful woman in the photo didn’t answer, but Travis knew she was happy, wherever she was.
With one last look at the picture, he returned it to the drawer and locked it up.
Leaning back in his chair, Travis closed his eyes and let the memories surface. This had become a bittersweet routine. Solving a case, coming in here, reliving Jessica’s death.
He was in his car, driving home after a grueling eighteen-hour shift. The radio was on. What was the song again? Right, “Brown-Eyed Girl”. It was the tune he and Jessica had danced to at the Christmas party where they’d met. He remembered changing the words of the song to Blue-Eyed Girl, and seeing the pleasure in her eyes.
Travis sucked in his breath. He could feel the chilled air cooling his skin, despite the fact that the temperature in his office was spiked.
Still in his car, the radio being interrupted by the police scanner on his dashboard. A robbery turned murder. The address. His address.
The air grew icier as Travis recalled the fear and panic that slammed into his body like a city bus. The memories swirled in his brain, an out-of-control whirlpool determined to suck him into a bottomless abyss.
Don’t go in there. Matt’s voice. Matt standing at the front door of the apartment Travis shared with Jessica. The yellow crime tape taunted him, yelled for him to enter, and so he had.
With a whoosh, Travis let out the breath he’d been holding and jarred himself from the memories. No more. He wouldn’t allow himself to remember any more. Jessica was gone and he hadn’t been able to save her. It was futile to go any further.
Standing up, Travis walked over to the window and stared at the city below. Looking but not really seeing the rush of traffic or the whizzing of tires or the clutter of pedestrians. What he saw was a young woman standing at a crosswalk. A middle-aged woman lugging a sack of groceries. Two teenage girls giggling in front of a convenience store.
He might not have been able to save Jessica, but he could sure as hell save these women in his city, keep them safe. And if it came down to it, avenge them.
“The suspect in the Davis shooting is willing to talk.”
Travis lifted his head and saw Matt enter the office. “Good,” he said absently.
Matt glanced around the cramped space and shook his head. “How you passed up on working in an air-conditioned building rivaling Trump Towers in size escapes me.”
“You’re just jealous that I can quit my day job and still have millions of dollars in the bank.”
“Jealous? Hell, yeah. If I knew how to design those nifty anti-virus programs, I’d be doing that right now, man.” Matt gestured to the array of files on Travis’s desk. “Not digging through paperwork that’s decades old.”
“To each his own.”
Matt just shrugged. “Our suspect is in interrogation room three. You want to come along?”
Travis shook his head. “You handle it. I need to take care of a few things.”
After Matt left, Travis returned to his desk and flicked on his computer. Time to get down to business.
As he waited for the screen to load, he thought of Rachel, and everything she’d revealed yesterday. His veins still filled with anger to think she’d blamed him for Carrie’s death all these years. If she only knew the extent of the guilt he’d been burdened with. He’d never blamed himself for her sister’s suicide, but it tore him apart that he hadn’t been there for Rachel.
But he could be there for her now.
You’re doing it again, trying to save every female who comes your way.
Travis ignored the taunting voice in the back of his head. So what if he’d made it his mission in life to prevent what happened to Jessica from happening to another woman?
He wasn’t helping Rachel just to satisfy his savior instincts. He had a stake in this too. Carrie had been his girlfriend. They’d only dated a few months, hadn’t even slept together, but he still felt he owed it to himself to uncover the events leading to her suicide. He owed it to Rachel.
And it had nothing to do with the way she set his blood on fire. Nothing to do with her honey-blonde hair that smelled of strawberries. Nothing to do with the way her firm, round ass had looked in that flimsy thong…
The computer beeped, rerouting his train of thought. Travis’s fingers flew across the keyboard as he navigated through the police station’s database. After a few minutes, he found what he was looking for, and scrawled the name and address on a notepad.
“Jenny, could you get me the business address for Rachel Foster? Should be listed under Rachel Foster Designs,” he said into the intercom.
“Give me a second, Trav,” his assistant’s voice crackled back. He waited. “All right, here you go.”
Travis wrote down the address on the same pad and reached for the sports coat draped over the back of his chair.
He left the office and paused in front of Jenny’s desk. “I’ll be out of the office for a couple of hours. Hold my calls.”
 
 
“Sorry, did I prick you?” Rachel asked as the tall, willowy model in front of her squirmed.
Misty grinned. “Don’t worry. You can prick me as much as you like. It’s for the sake for fashion, after all.”
Rachel smiled. It was nice working with such an easy-going model. Mannequins were good for initial fittings, but it was difficult to see how well a bra worked on a pair of plastic breasts, so part of her job required her to alter designs on a real-life woman. Real-life women, however, could be quite difficult, and Rachel had worked with a few models who had made her want to scream. Thank God for Misty.
Misty was twenty-two and she’d been working for Rachel for six months. She never complained about having to stand for long periods of time, remained unfazed by a pinprick here and there, and boasted an outrageous sense of humor that had Rachel’s stomach in stitches.
“So, Suzanna told me you were modeling yourself yesterday,” Misty remarked, her blue eyes twinkling. “Walton’s, huh?”
Embarrassment flushed Rachel’s cheeks. She shot a dirty look at her assistant, who sat at a nearby desk studying fabric samples. “What part of never repeat this didn’t you understand, Suzanna?” she called.
Suzanna shrugged. “It was too funny not to share, boss. Misty and I almost wet our pants laughing about it.”
Rachel shook her head. “Good to know my life is so amusing to you two.”
Misty laughed and Rachel felt the urge to prick her again. On purpose, this time.
“I would have paid to see you standing in the men’s department in your underwear,” Misty remarked, still chuckling. “Maybe on my next audition I’ll mention the story to the casting director and suggest they turn it into a movie.”
Rachel pointed the needle at the model/struggling actress. “You do and I’ll tell your agent you’re too difficult to work with and that you should be a hand model.”
Misty shrugged. “Hand models make a lot of money, you know.”
Rachel rolled her eyes and tried to focus on the pink satin bra. Normally, she loved the good-humored banter the three women engaged in. Her studio was located in a downtown loft, which consisted of a reception area in the front, an office in the back and one spacious work room in between. Coming to work every day was a joy rather than a chore. She loved the bright, airy space, the mannequins scattered around, and the piles of lace, satin and other sensual fabrics she worked with. But most of all, she loved the company. Suzanna had been working for her for four years, and the two women got along splendidly. And now that Misty was around, laughter always filled the office.
But today, all the kidding and laughing was distracting. Yesterday’s conversation with Travis still ran through her mind like a broken record. He was going to help her find out what happened to Carrie, and although the truth called out to her, a part of her wished she could still blame Travis for it all. It had been so easy, so comforting, having someone to blame. That way, she could let go of the memories and try to move on. But now that she suspected Travis was right about not playing a part in Carrie’s suicide, Rachel felt like she’d been sucked right back into the past. And she didn’t want to be there.
What had the past ever done for her? Her childhood had been lonely and painful, her adolescence degrading. Her mother was a sad excuse for a human being; her sister had selfishly left her. All the past offered was heartache, shame, and anger. It had taken years of therapy to try to let it go, and now she was disregarding every shrink’s advice and delving back into a place she’d vowed never to return.
“Ouch!”
“Sorry, Misty,” Rachel said quickly, realizing she’d yet again stabbed her model. With a sigh, she placed the needle on the pincushion next to her. “Why don’t we take a break? I’m a little distracted, and I’m scared I’ll seriously injure you.”
Misty didn’t answer, and as Rachel stood up and followed the young woman’s gaze, she saw why. Travis was standing in the doorway.
“Who’s the hunk?” Misty said loudly.
Rachel’s cheeks flushed again. “You do realize he can hear you?”
“So?” Misty tossed her long, blonde hair over her delicate shoulders. “You’re a hunk,” she said to Travis, wiggling her eyebrows.
“I know. My mother tells me that all the time.” The corners of his honey-brown eyes crinkled as a grin curved his wide mouth.
Rachel felt a spark of attraction tug at her belly as she watched him cross the loft. God, he was such an incredible-looking man. He wore a navy-blue T-shirt that stretched across his broad chest and gave her a teasing glimpse of the ripples of his flat stomach. Faded blue jeans encased his legs, and a black sports coat was tucked under one arm. He looked good. Too good, she noted as her pulse quickened.
“Do you have a minute?” Travis asked as he approached.
Their eyes locked, and she almost trembled. She’d never believed all that junk about pheromones, but she could swear his scent was intoxicating. He smelled of spicy aftershave, Ivory soap and something that could only be described as masculine, and although they were standing feet apart, the delicious aroma tickled her nostrils and caused a lazy heat to dance across her breasts.
“Sure,” she answered. She glanced at Suzanna, then Misty, and saw both females eyeing Travis with blatant longing. “Let’s go outside.” Where we can be alone, she added silently. The loft provided no privacy, and she knew she wouldn’t be able to focus on what Travis had to say when two pairs of eyes were undressing him.
Once they were on the front steps of her building, Rachel breathed in the warm September air. They’d been blessed with an Indian summer this year, and she hoped the weather would stay this way just a little bit longer. The winter months always depressed her, reminded her of the cold, snowy days that had kept her inside her mother’s house to bear witness to the degradation around her.
“So, what’s up?” she said, glancing at Travis.
“Can you get away from the office for an hour or two?”
She saw the serious look on his face and instantly knew this was about their investigation. “Where are we going?” she asked.
“Woodland,” Travis answered, naming a small town about an hour’s drive from the city. “To see Layla Kincaid.”
Rachel felt like she’d been gutted with a bowling ball. Layla Kincaid. She hadn’t heard that name in years. She hadn’t seen the owner of that name since Carrie’s funeral.
“You tracked down Layla?” she finally said, struggling for breath.
“I figured our best bet is to start with Layla. She was Carrie’s best friend, after all. If anyone might know the identity of BF, it would be Layla. I got her address through DMV records, and I thought we could drive over there today.”
Rachel took a breath. “Let me get my purse.”
 
 
In Travis’s gleaming silver SUV, Rachel wrung her hands together, feeling nervous at the thought of seeing Layla Kincaid again. Another face from the past. Another step back into unwanted memories.
She fixed her gaze at the scenery whizzing past the window, grateful for the silence in the vehicle. If someone had told her two days ago that she would be investigating her sister’s death with none other than Travis Gage, she would have scoffed. Yet here they were, doing just that.
“Your work seems interesting,” Travis remarked, breaking the quiet lull.
She shot him a sideways glance. “It is.”
“I remember in high school you liked to draw, but I didn’t know you were into design. Were you a design major in college?”
His eyes were focused on the road ahead, so he didn’t see the bitter twist of her mouth. How ignorant he was. “I didn’t go to college, Travis.”
How was college ever an option? she wanted to add. Travis had come from a respectable, wealthy family. He had parents who could afford to send him to college, parents who encouraged him to go. But where did she come from? Her mother blew every dime on alcohol, and because of the time Rachel had spent cleaning up Hattie’s vomit and fighting strange men from their doorstep, her grades hadn’t been good enough to merit a scholarship.
“I’m sorry, Rachel, I just assumed…” Travis’s voice drifted off, but she hadn’t missed the sharp tinge of pity in his tone.
Well, she didn’t need his damn pity. “Don’t be sorry,” she said coolly. “I turned out just fine, without college. After high school, I got a job as a fitting model at a fashion house, which led to an apprenticeship. It took a few years, but I finally got my own design company off the ground.”
Her mouth twisted into a dry smile. Huh, how nice the abridged version of her career struggles sounded. But, between the lines, there was a whole other story. A tale of a young girl with no options, forced to strut around in skimpy clothing for a sleazy, second-rate designer. A man who loved using her ambition against her, a man who took every opportunity to grope her—innocently, of course. And then years of climbing the ladder, years of begging retailers to look at her designs.
Was it all worth it? Sure, she had two shows in New York and Milan every year. She made enough money to live more than comfortably. She got to see her lingerie and swimsuit designs in stores. Yet a part of her always wondered if her success was worth the shame it had taken to achieve it.
“Why did you become a detective?” she asked, determined to change the subject. Thinking about the past was too painful, and it seemed that since Travis had walked back into her life, all she was doing was drowning in memories.
Travis gave her a quick, sideways glance before turning his eyes back to the road. “A college friend of mine was murdered in sophomore year, and the cops investigating did a half-assed job and closed the case prematurely. I was a business major, but when I saw how incompetent those investigators were, I switched to criminology and joined the police academy.” He paused. “The first case I ever solved was my friend’s murder. It was four years later, but I finally offered his family what they’d desperately needed—closure.” He paused. “After that, I convinced the chief we needed a cold case unit. Funded it myself.”
Rachel felt a spark of admiration at the passion she heard in Travis’s voice. She knew that passion would work to her advantage. If Travis was as focused on Carrie’s suicide, she might get the closure she also needed.
“Okay, I think we need to turn right here,” he said absently.
She looked at the window and saw that they’d reached the town of Woodland. They were driving down a street lined with tall Victorian homes, and the neighborhood looked so wholesome her throat tightened. Such a contrast to the place where she’d grown up. Her childhood home was falling apart. Broken shutters, peeling paint, a lawn overgrown with weeds. Hattie had been too intoxicated to tend to their house, and Rachel wondered what it would be like to live in one of these immaculate Victorians. Would her life have been different if she’d grown up here?
“Keep an eye out for number eighty-two,” Travis told her, slowing the vehicle.
Rachel peered at each house number as the SUV crawled down the street. A few seconds later, she spotted the house. “There,” she said, pointing to the left.
Travis steered into the asphalt driveway and stopped the car. Through the windshield, Rachel examined the cream and lilac, three-story house. So idyllic, with its gingerbread trim, curved second-floor balcony, and the long, wraparound porch. Colorful flowers lined the front walk, and Rachel saw a pink tricycle sitting near a large oak tree.
Did Layla have kids?
Her throat tightened and tightened until not even a sliver of oxygen could get in. She couldn’t do this.
“Travis, I think we should go,” she said quietly.
He switched off the ignition and looked at her. “Why?”
Why? Why? Because she couldn’t face her dead sister’s best friend. Because the last time she’d seen Layla Kincaid, they’d both been dressed in black and standing next to Carrie’s casket.
“I’m suddenly not feeling so well,” she said, turning her head.
She heard Travis shift over and almost gasped when she felt his warm hand on her cheek. Each and every nerve ending in her body sizzled. God, how was this possible? The last time a man had touched her, she’d almost screamed with horror and disgust. So why did Travis’s touch feel so wonderful?
“It’s all right to be scared,” he said roughly, rubbing his thumb along her cheekbone.
She wanted to push his hand away, but her hands were frozen in place. “I’m not scared,” she lied. “I didn’t eat lunch today, so I’m feeling slightly nauseous. Maybe we should just do this another day.”
“Rachel, we drove an hour to get here.”
He held her chin with two fingers and pulled her head so that they were looking at each other. Anguish filled her eyes and she hoped he didn’t see it. “I know. I’m sorry, Travis, but I want to go.”
His gaze remained firm as his hand moved from her chin to her mouth. She almost sighed aloud as he began tracing the seams of her lips with his fingers. “You’re stronger than this,” he said, his voice husky.
“I’m not strong,” she whispered.
She saw his eyes soften, saw the sadness and sympathy in them. But what followed, she didn’t see coming.
Before she could blink, Travis dipped his head and pressed his lips to hers.
His kiss was firm but feather-light. His mouth glided over her lips, and a slow rush of warmth swept through her body and settled in her most intimate places. He demanded, but not like the others, not with the same selfish urgency to which she’d grown accustomed. It was a gentle devouring, and yet she could sense the uncontrolled desire hardening in his body. When he thrust his tongue into her mouth, a wave of pleasure crashed over her. For a moment, she felt herself respond, flicked her tongue over his and tasted his spiciness. But the pleasure was soon replaced with fear.
Rachel’s eyes flew open—when had she even closed them? With a jolt, she moved her head and broke the contact, ended the kiss. Her heart pounded against her ribs and she felt the urge to flee. To jump out of his car and run. Away from Travis and his tempting mouth.
“Damn, I shouldn’t have done that,” he muttered, sliding back into his seat. “Don’t know what came over me.”
When she gathered the courage to look at him, she saw his eyes gleaming with desire, with hunger. A sickening feeling swirled in the pit of her stomach. She knew exactly what came over him. Lust. It was all men ever wanted from women. And all a woman could ever expect from a man.
Swallowing back a lump of nausea, Rachel clenched her fists. She wasn’t going to be cheapened by a man. She wasn’t going to fall for any more lies, any more professions of love, when really, all Travis wanted from her was sex.
“Rachel?”
She inhaled deeply, and when she spoke her voice was calm and even. “Travis, don’t ever do that again.”
 

















Chapter Four








“A moment of weakness, Rachel. I don’t know what I was thinking.”“Oh, I know exactly what you were thinking. I’m my mother’s daughter, isn’t that right? The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree?”
Aw, fuck, why didn’t he see this coming? What kind of senseless, inane thought led him to believe that kissing Rachel Foster was a good idea? She was already in a fragile state. She flat-out said so, and what did he do? He picked the most asinine reaction he could have pulled out of his hat.
Gee, Rachel, all these painful memories a little too much for you? How about a little sex to calm your nerves?
Travis felt the overwhelming urge to bang his head against the steering wheel until he either pounded some sense into his thick skull, or knocked himself out cold.
“I knew the moment you offered to help me you wouldn’t do it for free.”
His eyes flashed as instinctive anger overtook him. He didn’t appreciate her tone, didn’t like the way she was looking at him, as if he’d committed a despicable crime. Hell, he’d kissed her. Big fucking deal. He’d kissed plenty of women before and half the time those kisses had meant nothing. He didn’t need—or deserve—her accusations.
“Think what you want,” he said coolly, setting his jaw to show her he didn’t welcome her comment.
She clutched her hands over her chest and stiffened in her seat. “Take me home. This investigation is officially over.”
“Christ, Rachel, we drove an hour to get here.” He fought an annoyed scowl. “Would it help if I promised to keep my hands to myself?”
“No. I want to go home. None of this matters anymore. It’s all old history. The truth isn’t going to bring Carrie back, or make a damn bit of difference how I live my life.”
Travis gripped the steering wheel tightly. He should have known better, damn it. He knew what all the guys at school had said about her and her sister. He knew they thought the Foster girls were easy. He’d heard the countless stories from jerks who had taken them out, thinking they’d get some action, then dumped them like trash when they got nowhere.
“Look, it won’t happen again, all right?”
She opened her mouth to speak when a voice from the driveway stopped her cold.
“Rachel? Is that you?”
A chubby redhead rounded the car, her blue eyes wide with surprise.
“Oh my God! Rachel! Is that really you?”
Rachel closed her eyes and sighed before reaching for the door handle, and Travis felt a wave of relief. He didn’t want to turn back and take Rachel home. He wanted to see this through, to prove to her that his intentions were sincere, and thanks to Layla Kincaid, they had no choice but to finish what they started.




 



Rachel was shocked to see Layla. She was a far cry from the petite young girl she’d been in school. She had put on quite a bit of weight, which made her look older than her thirty-two years. In a way, it was a welcome relief. She wasn’t prepared to go back in time, and with Layla so changed, she seemed like a stranger.“It’s so good to see you,” Layla said, her face beaming with teary joy. “God, you haven’t changed a bit.”
She gave Rachel a long hug then took a step back to get a full view as Travis emerged from the car.
“Travis Gage?”
“Hi, Layla,” he said gruffly, surprising Rachel by wrapping the woman in a warm embrace.
“This is such a surprise.” Her glance moved from Travis back to Rachel. “Are you two…?”
“No,” Rachel snapped. “Travis is just helping me with…”
She faltered. Not sure how to broach the subject, she looked to Travis for help.
“We have some questions about the weeks leading up to Carrie’s death,” he offered.
“Carrie? That’s right. I ran into Mitch Edwards a few months back. He said you’re a homicide investigator.” Her expression turned somber. “He told me about your wife.”
The statement hit Rachel like a blow to the chest. Travis had a wife? The thought caused an army of emotions to begin battling for control. Rage and humiliation that he’d had the gall to kiss her with a wife at home, shock that he hadn’t mentioned it, regret that she hadn’t asked. And simmering underneath it all, jealousy and disappointment that Travis Gage was already spoken for.
It was the latter that left her most shaken. She really shouldn’t care, and she didn’t understand why the thought hurt her so, but before she could contemplate further, Layla added the statement that shook it all away.
“I’m so sorry, Travis. I can’t imagine how difficult that must have been for you.”
Sorry? Sorry for what? She looked to Travis for answers, but he kept his eyes on Layla.
“Thanks. I appreciate it.”
Thoughts of her sister’s death quickly took a back seat to questions surrounding Travis, but Layla managed to steer the conversation back to the topic at hand.
“But why would you be investigating Carrie?” She took on a look of shock. Placing a hand to her cheek, she asked, “You don’t think she was murdered, do you?”
The question struck Rachel as if it were actually true. Growing more confused as each second passed, she stood, her mouth open, a dozen thoughts spinning in her head.
“No,” Travis interjected. “We’re just trying to get some clarity on a few things that happened during the weeks prior to her death.”
From the corner of the garage, a blonde little toddler peeked out, a wide grin brightening her rosy cheeks and fair, cherubic face. When Rachel and Travis smiled back, the tiny waif let out a high-pitched squeal and went scampering back to the front door.
“That’s my daughter, Tessa,” Layla said fondly. “Why don’t you come in?” She turned and followed the toddler down the path.
Travis motioned for Rachel to come along, although she had no idea how she would be able to get her legs to make motion. She was still stunned by the revelation and the questions surrounding Travis’s wife.
“This will be okay,” he said, his eyes warm and reassuring.
She broke from her trance and followed Travis into the house, taking a seat in one of the flowery wing chairs that adorned the grand front room. The house had Layla written all over it. Tasteful pastels and soft yellow carpeting spoke of Layla’s eternal optimism and sunny personality. The room was adorned with photos that displayed the functional, loving family Carrie and Rachel always admired.
As Layla went to the kitchen to prepare lemonade, Tessa emerged from the hallway, carrying a plastic cup. She made a beeline directly to Travis, who had taken a seat on the couch. In her chubby wet fingers, she held out a Cheerio, and without the slightest flinch, Travis accepted the offering, popped the morsel in his mouth, and rubbed his stomach.
“Mmmm,” he said.
The toddler climbed on the couch, instantly enamored with Travis, and Rachel couldn’t help but return the sentiment. He seemed so comfortable with the child, so fatherly, that she suddenly wondered if he had children of his own.
“Do you have kids?” Layla asked, entering the room with a tray of iced drinks.
Travis accepted another Cheerio and answered, “No.”
Layla chuckled. “Well, you’ve made a fan out of Tessa. If she’s bothering you, just let me know.”
Tessa held out another tidbit and Travis playfully snatched it from her hand, tossed it in the air and caught it between his lips. The toddler let out another screech of delight and climbed onto his lap to settle in.
“Oh, Tessa,” Layla said, but Travis cut her off.
“She’s fine.”
Layla’s attention turned to Rachel. “You look so good. How have you been?”
“I’m good, thanks. Your house is beautiful,” she said, taking in the sight of the impeccably styled room.
She laughed. “Thanks. It’s not easy keeping it this way. Tessa’s not usually allowed in this room, but with another on the way,” she said, tapping her belly, “I think I’m going to be outnumbered soon.”
The three made small talk as they sipped the lemonade. Though it was nice seeing Layla, Rachel couldn’t hold back the discomfort of being there. The sight of her in this beautiful home and Travis playfully doting over her daughter brought back those searing pains of remorse. Not only had she never been blessed to grow up in a loving household like Tessa would, she doubted she would ever have the warm, stable life Layla had come to find. She felt like the odd-man-out in a room full of normal, functional people. It was how she always felt when surrounded by friends and their families.
“What is this about Carrie? Has something happened?”
Rachel shook from her thoughts and, once again, looked to Travis for help in answering Layla’s question.
“Well,” Travis started, adjusting in his seat, “Rachel came across Carrie’s diary, and there were things written in it we thought you might be able to shed some light on.”
“Really?” Layla said, turning her eyes to Rachel. “Gosh, it’s been a long time, but I can try.”
“We’re interested in the month between prom and graduation,” Travis went on. “She broke up with me just after prom.”
“Yes, I remember that.”
“Did she tell you what brought that on?”
“Well, yes. She didn’t want any attachments. She’d cut off everyone except for me. She wanted to sever all her ties with everyone, to make it easier.”
“To make what easier?” Travis asked.
“Her death, of course.”
Rachel’s heart began to race. She set her lemonade on the table, fearful that the trembling in her hands might cause her to spill some on the spotless carpet. She was unprepared for Layla’s words. She felt the blood drain from her head and she quickly became dizzy.
As if seeing the expression on her face, Layla added, “Oh, Rachel. I don’t want you to think…I mean, I had no idea what she was planning. You have to know that. The way she talked, I thought she was going on a trip. It wasn’t until after that I realized what she’d been talking about.”
The room went ice cold, despite the morning sun that cast through the large picture window. Goose bumps flashed over her skin and her chest went tight, making it hard to breathe. Though Rachel was quickly unraveling, Travis kept his professional calm, probing Layla’s memory in between the occasional Cheerio.
“Let’s assume for a moment she really was planning a trip. Do you remember anything specific she said about it?”
“She wouldn’t say. It was a big secret. She was leaving. She didn’t want to have anyone left behind after she was gone. That’s why she broke up with you. She’d stopped seeing all her other friends as well. I was the only one she confided in, but even then, she wouldn’t tell me any specifics.” Pain creased her features. “Of course, after…I realized why.”
“So you think she was planning suicide all along?”
“Well, of course. It all fits, doesn’t it?”
Rachel opened her mouth to object. She knew Carrie wasn’t planning suicide, but Travis held up a hand and continued.
“In her diary, she talks about a man with the initials of BF. This man led her to believe he would take her somewhere. Does that ring any bells?”
Layla’s eyes went wide. “You don’t think she was planning suicide?”
“Not from what we saw in the diary.”
She sank back in the chair and placed a hand on her chest. Her eyes welled with tears. “Oh, I never wanted to believe it. I’ve always felt I should have known. I should have done something.”
She rose and left the room, returning moments later with a tissue she used to dab her tears.
“Do you recall any man with the initials BF? We think she made contact with him the weekend of the prom. Maybe someone at the prom?”
“Well, you were there with her. She didn’t talk to anyone outside the regular crowd, I’m almost sure of it. I mean, you know Carrie. It took her a while to open up to people. I think I would have noticed if she had been talking to someone we didn’t know.”
Layla sat for a moment in silence before continuing. “I don’t remember anything about a man. She just said she’d come up with a plan. She was leaving for good. She even gave me a few of her things to remember her by. That cashmere sweater I always loved.” She chuckled fondly. “I still have it, though it’s been years since it fit. I can’t bring myself to give it away.”
She paused for another moment and shook her head. “I don’t remember her talking about a man at all. She wouldn’t say where she was going. She didn’t want anyone knowing. Once she left, she didn’t want anyone to be able to find her, especially her mother. She was adamant about making sure her mother never found out.”
Travis gave Layla a moment to think of anything else, and when she couldn’t, he set Tessa on the ground and rose from the couch, prompting the little girl to hold up her hands. Obliging her unspoken request, he pulled her into his arms and gave her a smacking kiss on the cheek, resulting in another cheery squeal.
“She likes men,” Layla explained, taking the girl from his arms.
He pulled out his card and handed it to her, then gave her a light peck on the cheek. “Thanks, Layla. It was nice seeing you again. If you think of anything else, please call me.”
Rachel rose on wobbly legs, and Layla moved to give her a hug. “You’re shaking like a leaf.”
“I’m just a little dizzy. I haven’t eaten today,” she lied.
The three said their goodbyes before Travis and Rachel made their way back to town.
“Well, I’m sorry we didn’t get much from that trip,” Travis said, breaking the silence that had fallen over them the moment he’d pulled from the driveway.
“Tell me about your wife. What was Layla talking about?”
For a long time, Travis didn’t say anything, and Rachel began to think he wasn’t going to answer. His delay surged more questions through her brain, leaving her more befuddled than she was before.
“My wife was murdered,” he finally said in a voice devoid of any emotion.
Without thinking, Rachel placed her hand on his thigh. “Oh, Travis. I’m sorry.”
“It was years ago.”
Rachel grew sick with remorse. Ever since she’d run into Travis, she’d thought of no one but herself. She’d been so wrapped up in hatred and self-pity, it never occurred to her that other people had problems besides herself. She suddenly wished she could take back every nasty thought, every biting word, every thoughtless accusation she’d directed toward Travis.
“I haven’t been very kind to you,” she murmured, her words choked with regret.
Her thoughts went back to Layla’s house, the easy affection he’d had for her child. He must have had dreams of being a father some day, dreams that were shattered by the death of his wife. He’d reached out to her. He’d kissed her. And she’d reacted as though he were some sex-driven creep, when maybe, just maybe, his intentions were sincere.
She silently sighed, wondering when she would ever get over herself and start giving people the benefit of doubt.
“I understand your situation,” he said quietly.
Of course, he did. Travis was a virtual well of understanding, yet she couldn’t provide him so much as a drop in return. And, for the first time, she realized just how high a wall she’d built around her heart. It was a wall so high she couldn’t see the difference between a jerk and a man worthy of her appreciation.
She felt her hand clasp tightly to his thigh, prompting him to glance down to her touch. Realizing what she had done, she snatched it away and tucked it around her waist.
“I don’t know what to say. Can you tell me about it?”
He spoke of the incident as if he were simply a detective talking about a case. “It was a robbery. My wife was trained in self-defense. She fought back and was shot.”
A heavy lump formed in her throat. She knew the feeling of losing someone so close. Though Carrie had taken her own life, given their circumstances, and the entries in her diary, she’d always felt that, in reality, someone had murdered her. Rachel knew the anger, the sense of helplessness, the deep regret one feels when they lose someone. She also knew there were really no words of comfort anyone could provide to make it all go away.
“How long were you married?”
“Just over a year.”
“When did it happen?”
“It’s been a couple years now.”
Travis answered her questions without so much as flinching or moving his eyes from the road. She saw no signs of sadness or anger, just cold, distant words.
Rachel knew exactly what that meant. She knew about pain so severe, the only way to move on was to distance yourself completely. To act as though it was just a dream, a part of life that never really existed. But, just like Travis, she knew underneath that rigid exterior, the pain was still there, ripe and ready to emerge when you least expected it.
She wondered how many times Travis had risen in the morning, bright, happy, looking for his wife, before the memory crashed back and reality sank in. She wondered how many times he’d seen someone who reminded him of her, how often he’d had that fleeting thought that his wife wasn’t gone, and he’d just found her. Until the stranger turned and he’d discovered it hadn’t been his wife after all.
She knew it. She knew all those feelings. And even though Carrie had been dead for more than a decade, they still returned on occasion as a reminder that there were some things people never truly get over.
She clasped her hand tightly around her waist, and somewhere in the distance of her thoughts, she heard herself ask, “Are you still angry with her?”
The mortified look on his face told her she’d just stepped in a place she shouldn’t have gone. His cold, level expression peeled away, unveiling raw pain and unbridled shock.
“Why would I be angry with my wife?”
“I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said that.”
With a sudden jerk, he veered to the curb and slammed on the brakes. If the seatbelt hadn’t been latched, she would have gone flying headfirst into the dash.
His face had turned red with rage. His fingers had whitened in a tight grasp on the steering wheel.
“I don’t know why you said that either. My wife didn’t kill herself.” His words were coming out in ragged breaths. “I’m angry with the slime who killed her. My wife was an innocent victim.”
In a quick snap, he unfastened his seat belt and bolted from the car, leaving Rachel alone, wishing she could take the words back, and uncertain as to what she should do now that she’d said them.




 



Travis needed air. He needed a brisk walk. He needed to get away from Rachel. And stuck in the middle of nowhere, his only option was to walk a straight path down the street.How she did it, he had no idea. He’d come to terms with his wife’s death. He was able to talk about her, able to talk about the incident, able to move on. At least, that’s what he’d thought before Rachel made that statement.
In one simple phrase, one casual, innocent question, she’d managed to coil her way into the darkest corner of his heart and pull out the one spade he’d never been able to face.
Because really, if he dared to delve deep, he had to admit, he was truly angry with his wife.
Jess should have known better. She shouldn’t have tried to fight men with guns. She was a cop’s wife, for Christ’s sake, and a side of him always felt that twinge of ire that she could have prevented her own death. But it was a feeling so painful, so troublesome to his wellbeing, he could never bring himself to face it.
Until Rachel reached in and yanked it out.
He walked faster, turning a corner to get her out of sight.
Damn her.
Damn everything about her.
He didn’t need this. He didn’t need her problems or her flippant, side-winding emotions. The ones that sucked him to her like a magnet then shot him apart like a grenade. He didn’t need her taunting his desire with those thin, lacy bras and hip curving sweaters, then shattering him with those off-handed comments and icy cold responses.
Rachel Foster was insane. Why hadn’t he seen it before? And why, even now, did the thought of walking away from her leave his gut sick with regret?
He stopped in his tracks, realizing that he’d just walked at least three blocks and had left Rachel alone in the car, in a strange neighborhood he knew nothing about.
But he wasn’t ready to go back. He had no idea how he was going to explain his sudden departure, or what he was going to do with Rachel.
He needed a moment to regroup, and walking farther away wasn’t going to do him any good. He noticed a small cafe a few paces up and stepped over, taking one of the chairs. He needed to calm down. It was an innocent comment, one that shouldn’t have sent him reeling like he had.
But it did.
He took several deep breaths, trying to calm the fury, confusion, and desire that mixed like poison in his blood. He tried to sort out his thoughts, knowing that, in moments, he needed to head back to the car before she took off, leaving him frantic to find her.
He couldn’t let her do that, and a side of him knew that’s exactly what she’d do if he didn’t get back soon. He rubbed his eyes, trying to get a grip on his state and sort out his thoughts, when he heard the voice above him.
“I’m sorry, Travis. Please don’t be angry with me.”
He looked up to see those sweet green eyes welled with tears. Her hair sparkled like spun gold in the afternoon sun, casting a halo around her head. The fresh scent of lavender circled around him, encasing him in a fog of desire that somehow managed to calm his anger and confusion. He glanced away, feeling suddenly drained by the storm of rage that had just swept through him.
“Look,” she said. “You got your answer from Layla. You know why Carrie broke up with you. It wasn’t anything you did. You don’t need to go any further with this.”
He heard the words, but they didn’t register. Holding his gaze on the storefront across the street, he asked, “How do you do it?”
“Do what?”
“How do you get over the anger when you know it wasn’t their fault?”
He heard her sigh as she lowered to the seat next to him. Quietly, she began, “You acknowledge it. Then you realize that the feelings are normal. You accept that it doesn’t make you a bad person. You accept that it doesn’t mean you don’t still love the person, or miss them any less.” She smiled wryly. “That’s what the therapists say, at least. When I get over my anger, I’ll let you know how I did it.”
He looked back to those glassy sage eyes and allowed himself to smile. “I overreacted.”
“Shh,” she said, pressing a finger to his lips.
Through her tender touch, her understanding words, he was overcome with the urge to kiss her again, but he held the impulse at bay. The woman was like a skittish little squirrel, the slightest wrong move sending her scampering away. And right now, he really wanted her by his side.
“We’re two broken souls, aren’t we, Rachel?”
She grinned and blinked, causing a small crystal tear to drop from her eye and catch between those long, feathery lashes. He lifted a finger and brushed it away, then took her hand in his.
“Come on, let’s go come up with a new plan,” he said.
 

















Chapter Five








The drive back to the city was a quiet one. A calming one. Rachel leaned against her seat and shot a sideways glance at Travis. His eyes were on the road, and his strong hands held the steering wheel with the utmost of ease. Her gaze drifted lower, to his wide mouth and firm lips. No, soft lips, she remembered, as the memory of their kiss wafted into her tired brain.What was happening to her? Why did she feel like she’d boarded a roller coaster and was in the process of a series of exhilarating highs and crashing lows? Since Travis had walked back into her life, her emotions had been on edge. The battle still raged inside of her, a war of pain and bitterness, desire and hesitation. And her greatest weapon, that defensive shell she’d constructed over her heart, didn’t seem to be holding out. Travis was slowly finding his way in.
“Do you want me to come in?” he asked, his voice telling her he wasn’t going to force her into anything.
She saw the sun setting in the horizon, dipping below the skyscrapers and office buildings of the city. Did she want him to come in? Yes. No. She didn’t even know anymore.
He pulled up in front of her building and stopped the car, watching her with an expectant expression.
Her heart thumped in her chest at the sight of his light-brown eyes. God, she did want him to come in. She couldn’t bear being alone anymore, sitting in her lonely apartment and eating Chinese leftovers. Her home had always been her haven, her shelter from the storm of uncertainty that raged outside. She’d never brought a man into that shelter, until Travis.
“Rachel?”
Temptation swirled in her belly. She didn’t want to be alone. She didn’t like to be alone.
Hattie doesn’t like to be alone.
The bitter, nagging voice in the backburner of her brain moved to the center. Her mother’s complete dependency on men and alcohol had always sickened her. She’d vowed never to be like the woman who’d failed miserably at raising her, and letting Travis in would be breaking that vow.
No matter how sincere he seemed, no matter how much her heart cried out for her to spend just another ten minutes with him, she couldn’t let down her guard. Suzanna always teased her, saying she’d end up an old spinster, but it was better to be a spinster than be used by a man. Even if that man was Travis Gage.
“I’m actually really tired,” she said quietly, reaching for the door handle. “Why don’t you call me tomorrow and we can figure out our next move?”
She saw disappointment flash through his eyes and had to wonder what evoked it. Was he disappointed at the thought of not spending time with her? Or disappointed that he wouldn’t be able to get her into bed?
Not wanting to find out, she said a quick goodbye and hopped out of his car. She didn’t turn back once to look at him. Instead, she darted into the building, said hello to the security guard, and took the elevator up to the sixth floor.
Inside her apartment, Rachel let out the breath she’d been holding since saying goodbye to Travis.
“I don’t need him,” she muttered to herself. “I don’t need anybody.”
An hour later, as she sat on the couch and listened to the overwhelming silence of her apartment, she was still trying to convince herself of that.
 
 
Call her.
Travis ignored the little voice in his head and tried to focus on the stack of paperwork on his desk. What he disliked most about his job was the paper pushing involved after the solving of a case. He loved the thrill of the chase, tracking down suspects, interviewing witnesses, studying old evidence to find new clues, but writing everything down? Well, that was tedious.
Call her.
No. Not yet. He knew he ought to call Rachel and tell her everything he’d learned, but he simply didn’t have the heart to tell her. Which only pissed him off royally. He wasn’t the kind of man to shy away from saying what was on his mind. He was good at presenting the facts, whether they were positive or negative, and then detaching himself from the consequences. So why couldn’t he do that now, with Rachel? The thought of seeing her big green eyes widen with confusion and disbelief made him hesitant to tell her the truth. She’d loved her sister, and he knew what he’d learned might hurt her deeply.
Damn that woman. Why did he suddenly care if she got hurt? He may have kissed her, yes. He was growing more attracted to her as each day passed, yes. But he feared he was getting too close and he wasn’t sure he liked it. Jess’s death, devastating as it was, had brought a new focus to his life. His partner called it a crusade, but to Travis it was simply a mission. Solving cases and saving people, that’s what he did now.
Did he want to save Rachel? Was that it? He’d thought he’d needed his own answers about Carrie’s suicide, but he had them now. The ones pertaining to him, anyway. And yet he was still involved. Still determined to help Rachel find the closure she wanted, the closure she needed in order to put her painful past behind her.
“Trav, turns out the neighbor in the Davis case remembers seeing our suspect the night of the shooting,” Matt said, poking his head into Travis’s office. “I told her we’d be over there in twenty minutes to take her statement.”
Travis nodded absently. “Give me two minutes. I’ll meet you downstairs.”
Matt didn’t move. “What’s going on with you today? You’ve been distracted all morning.” He hesitated, as if he didn’t want to pry. “Does your distraction have anything to do with that woman you spent an hour talking to on the phone earlier?”
Travis ignored the question. “Two minutes. Downstairs.”
Matt disappeared into the hallway, and as Travis collected his jacket and badge, he wished he’d never decided to do a little digging of his own today. After the less than successful conversation with Layla yesterday, he’d decided to track down some faculty members from their old high school, teachers Carrie might have confided in. Mrs. Greenley, the guidance counselor, had immediately come to mind, and so Travis had found the woman, who now lived in Maine. Since a trip to Maine was not an option at the moment, he’d picked up the phone and called her. He hadn’t thought Rachel would mind if he handled the phone call on his own, and now, he was glad Rachel hadn’t been around to hear what Mrs. Greenley had to say.
“Travis, Matt says to get your butt downstairs before he arrests you for procrastination,” Jenny’s voice crackled from the intercom.
Rolling his eyes, Travis left the office and maneuvered through the station until he reached the front lobby.
“Two minutes, my ass,” Matt cracked as he spotted Travis. “Ready to do your job?”
Travis shot his partner a lazy grin. “I’m always ready to do my job.”
 
 
By the time Travis called her at six o’clock in the evening, Rachel was near ready to pass out. She’d waited all day for his phone call, especially after the mysterious message he’d left on her cell phone around noon.
There’s a new development in our investigation. I’m on a case right now, but I’ll call you later to talk about it.
She’d been hoping later would be an hour, two at the most. But six hours? Didn’t the man realize his cryptic message would spur her curiosity? Didn’t he realize that she’d never be able to focus on her work after he’d dropped that bomb on her?
She’d left the studio early and gone back to her apartment, just in case Travis called her at home, and she’d spent the last two hours sitting by the phone and sending telepathic messages for it to ring.
And now that it had, she hadn’t been expecting Travis’s first sentence.
“I’m taking you out to dinner.”
She almost dropped the phone. “What?”
His husky voice sent shivers through her body. “I’m starving. I’ve been working all day, so I thought maybe we could get a bite to eat. We can talk over dinner.”
Impatience tugged at her insides. A bite to eat? How could she possibly eat when these new developments lingered in the air?
As if taking her silence as a sign of agreement, Travis said, “I’ll pick you up in ten minutes. See you soon.”
She heard a click in her ear and hung up the phone, feeling perplexed. She was desperate to know what Travis had found out today, but along with desperation came a tingle of apprehension.
Was this a date? No, it couldn’t be. It was a business meeting, that’s all. Besides, she didn’t date. She had no need for that awkward social ritual which revolved around only one thing—sex.
Rachel glanced down at the ratty sweatpants and baggy T-shirt she wore. She needed to change.
Not because it was a date, she thought quickly as she made a beeline for her bedroom. She didn’t want to look good for Travis. Nope. She just didn’t want to go out in public looking like a bag lady.
Ten minutes. Not nearly enough time to spruce herself up for this date.
It’s not a date!
She stood in front of her closet and examined the contents. After a moment, she grabbed a knee-length black skirt and an emerald-green sleeveless top. She dressed quickly, and then rushed over to her vanity table to brush her hair. She saw a tube of lipstick next to her hairbrush and eyed it warily. Did women wear lipstick to business meetings?
She fiddled the small tube between her fingers, just as the ring of the telephone echoed in her bedroom. The short rings indicated that someone was downstairs, wanting to be let up. Travis.
Before she could analyze her motives, she smeared red lipstick over her lips and reached for the phone.
“I’ll be right down,” she said into the receiver.
She hurried back to the living room and rifled around for her purse and keys. After she had everything, she took the elevator downstairs.
The second she saw Travis standing in the lobby, she regretted her efforts for beauty. He obviously didn’t see this as date, she noted, as she took in his appearance. He was dressed casually, in blue jeans, a plain white T-shirt, and a black leather jacket. She suddenly felt silly in her skirt. Suddenly wished she could wipe that lipstick off her mouth with the back of her hand.
“Hi,” Travis said as their eyes locked.
She swallowed. “Hi.”
“Ready to go?”
“Sure.”
She followed Travis to his car, which was parked in the no-parking zone in front of her building. She raised her eyebrows as he opened the passenger door for her.
“Do cops not need to obey the law?” she asked, pointing to the no-parking sign.
Travis shot her a delicious-looking grin. “Special privileges come with the job.”
She settled in her seat as Travis walked around the side and got in the car. “Where are we going?” she asked as he pulled away from the building.
“The Owl Pub. Is that okay with you?”
A snake of sickness slithered up her body, crawling around her stomach before traveling north to form a ball of acid in her throat. The Owl Pub. Or Marty’s Diner, as she better remembered it. The diner had been the hangout for the popular kids in high school back in the day. It was the place kids went to after school, on the weekends, where guys took girls for milkshakes before they went to the movie theater nearby. It had been transformed into a pub about five years ago, but Rachel hadn’t ventured inside the place since the one humiliating time she’d been there. There were too many bad memories there.
Swallowing back the acid in her throat, she had the urge to tell Travis to go somewhere else, but she felt a little presumptuous doing do. “It’s fine,” she lied.
The pub was a ten-minute drive from her building, and when they neared the small establishment, her stomach churned. The bright neon sign read something different, but she could still remember the one and only time she’d been inside. With Scott Wade, a boy she’d had a crush on. She’d been so thrilled when Scott had asked her out, so impressed when he’d brought her to this cool place for their date. And so damn shattered when he’d tried to have sex with her in the alley behind that cool place.
What’s the matter, Foster? Think you’re too good for me? His harsh laughter still rang in her ears. Well, that’s not what I hear. You’ll do it with anyone. Just like your whore mother.
“Rachel? You okay?”
She pushed aside the painful recollection and forced a smile. “I’m fine. Let’s go in.”
They walked into the pub, and Rachel was grateful to see that the interior had been completely transformed. Instead of booths, the place now boasted scattered tables and a small dance floor. Instead of bright fluorescent lights, a dim yellow glow bathed the room, mingling with the cigarette smoke that hung in the air. The front counter had been turned into a bar, and Rachel saw that only adults occupied the stools. This wasn’t the same place, and with the new atmosphere, she didn’t feel as uneasy.
Travis led her to a table in the corner of the room, and they sat. Seconds later, a tall, redheaded waitress sauntered to their table with a pair of menus.
“I have a weakness for bar food,” Travis admitted, perusing the menu. “There’s something about juicy burgers and greasy fries that really gets my blood going.”
Rachel picked up her menu and pretended to study it, but inside, she was trembling. It wasn’t burgers and fries that got her blood going. It was this attractive, no, sexy man sitting in front of her.
God, why couldn’t she turn off her desire like a light switch? Why couldn’t her body remember it wasn’t allowed to feel this way? For so many years she’d tried to ignore the betraying sensations of her body. When she’d met that designer in New York last year, she’d been so tempted to accept his offer for dinner. She’d ignored the fluttering of her heart, the dampness of her palms, the sensitivity of her breasts.
Since she was eight years old, since that first time she’d walked into Hattie’s bedroom and seen a strange man violating her mother, she’d promised herself she’d guard her body. She’d let down that guard once, with a man she’d thought loved her, but when that relationship had exploded like fireworks in her face, she’d raised the wall again. Higher this time, so no man could penetrate it.
Why then did Travis seem to scale that wall with such ease?
“Bar food, huh?” she said, trying to keep her voice steady and casual. “You’d think with all the money you have in the bank you’d be eating gourmet every night.”
He made a disgusted face. “I hate gourmet. Only eat it when I’m having dinner at my mother’s.”
“How is your mom, by the way?”
Rachel suddenly got an image of Travis’s petite, dark-haired mother, remembering how the woman had sat in the front row of the bleachers for every football game Travis had played. Though the Gages had always been wealthy, Travis’s parents would show up at the school dressed casually, eat hot dogs and sip sodas, and cheer their son on. If she remembered correctly, Lauren Gage had also organized every charity and fundraising event Jefferson High had put on, from bake sales to car washes.
A far cry from Rachel’s mother. Hattie had never even stepped foot into that school, skipped every parents’ night to get drunk, and used her daughters’ report cards as drink coasters. Funny how the Gages, the owners of one of the largest software companies in the country, found the time to involve themselves in their son’s life, while Hattie Foster had never spared a single second for her daughters.
“Mom’s doing great, actually,” Travis replied, jarring Rachel from her bitter thoughts. “She just got appointed as the activity director of the country club and she’s having a blast organizing posh parties and ladies’ bridge nights.” He chuckled fondly.
Rachel ignored the envy creeping up her throat. “I don’t get you.” When he arched a brow, she felt compelled to continue. “Instead of spending your days lounging in the country club and enjoying your wealth, you choose to work as a detective. I bet you don’t even cash the checks the department gives you.”
A small grin tugged at his delicious mouth. “My checks go directly to charity,” he admitted.
“See?”
“What do you want me to say?” he said with a shrug. “Believe me, I like having money. I don’t have to struggle with bills or groceries, have a housekeeper who cooks and cleans for me, a house that I own and not rent. But money isn’t everything. I have no desire to sit around in a country club, drinking scotch and playing billiards with billionaires and tycoons. I need to feel like I’m doing something worthwhile.”
“Because of your college friend?” She paused, finding the courage to add, “And your wife?”
A distant look crossed his features. “Partly, yes.” He let out a breath. “Somebody needs to provide families with closure about their lost loved ones. Somebody needs to save—” He stopped abruptly.
She met his gaze and held it. “So you see yourself as some sort of savior then?”
He didn’t answer for a moment, and when he finally spoke, he changed the subject all together. “I talked to Karen Greenley today.”
She frowned, torn between pushing the previous subject and questioning this new one. She finally chose the latter. “Mrs. Greenley? Our old guidance counselor?”
He nodded. “Did you know Carrie went to see her every week?”
“No. Carrie never mentioned anything about seeing a counselor.” Rachel paused. “What did she tell you?”
She held her breath, suddenly not wanting to hear Travis’s answer. People told counselors private things, things they didn’t want anyone else to know. What if…what if Carrie had confided in the guidance counselor that she was considering suicide? What if there had never been a BF, never been a trip—had Carrie planned to kill herself all along?
“Carrie volunteered at Chicago General, did you know that?” Travis asked.
She shook her head.
“Mrs. Greenley helped to set her up with the volunteer position at the hospital, as part of the community service required of seniors.”
Rachel felt a spark of confusion. She had no idea where Travis was going with this. “Okay. So Carrie volunteered at the hospital. What else?”
Hesitation entered his eyes, and Rachel’s heart began to pound as dozens of scenarios entered her mind. “Travis, please.”
She saw him take a breath. “Carrie told Mrs. Greenley that she’d grown close to one of the doctors at the hospital. A surgeon.” He exhaled deeply. “She never mentioned the man’s name, but Mrs. Greenley said she got the feeling Carrie really cared for this man.”
Rachel chewed on her lower lip. A doctor? Carrie had never mentioned anything about getting close to a doctor. Hell, she’d never mentioned volunteering at the hospital.
“Rachel, your sister was seventeen. You do realize that if this man was a surgeon, he had to be quite a lot older than her, right?”
She stared at Travis’s face and realized what he was saying. “You think Carrie was sleeping with an older man?” she demanded.
He shrugged. “It’s possible.”
Fury filled her blood. “No, it’s not possible. Carrie wouldn’t…” Her voice cracked. “She wouldn’t do that. She didn’t sleep around, especially with older men. She wasn’t my…” Her voice stopped altogether.
She wasn’t my mother, she’d been about to say. But no way would she utter that in front of Travis. No way would she admit to the shameful behavior of Hattie Foster.
“I’m not attacking Carrie here,” Travis said in a husky voice. “I’m just considering all angles. If Carrie had fallen in love with an older man, he might have been the one who offered to take her away. And even if they weren’t romantically involved, this doctor could still be BF.”
Her anger dissipated. “You’re right. I know you weren’t attacking my sister. I’m sorry.”
Travis reached across the table for her hand. When his long fingers stroked her upturned palm, Rachel trembled. God, she didn’t even know what she was feeling anymore. One minute she hated this man, the next she was attracted to him. One minute she was angry with him, the next she felt as though he was the only person who could heal her turmoil.
She stared at him, and for one brief moment, sexual tension sizzled in the air. She moistened her lips, but the air was so hot they quickly dried up again.
“Rachel,” he said.
And then the waitress approached the table with their food, and the sizzling dissolved into the smoky room.
“Looks good,” she managed to say.
They ate quickly and quietly, and once she was done, she pushed her plate away and rubbed her stomach. Bar food wasn’t that bad, she decided. It sure beat cold Chinese leftovers.
“You have ketchup on your chin.”
Her cheeks flushed as she saw the amused smile curving his mouth. She reached for the napkin in front of her, but Travis intercepted her hand. He picked up the napkin and dabbed at her chin, his dark hair tickling her nose as he leaned forward. His shampoo smelled like cherries. A very feminine scent for such a masculine man, yet it made him all the more tempting. She breathed deeply, hoping to brand the aroma into her brain, so that the next time she ate cherries she’d think of Travis.
“There. It’s all gone,” he said, pulling back.
Her nose ached at the loss of his scent. God, was it possible for a nose to ache?
“So, should we go to the hospital tomorrow and try to track down this mysterious surgeon?” Travis asked, acting as if the intimate moment they’d just shared was nothing.
The thought of discussing this mystery, the past, didn’t seem so appealing any longer. “Sure,” she said noncommittally. Her ears perked as the sound system in the bar began playing a loud Rolling Stones number. She smiled. “I love this song.”
Travis looked surprised. “Really?”
She rolled her eyes. “Don’t look so shocked. Aren’t I allowed to like rock music?”
He grinned. “Sure. But I always took you for a soft ballad girl.”
“There are a lot of things you don’t know about me, Travis.”
His eyes took on a smoldering light. “Which only makes me want to get to know you better.”
She almost gulped, and the fire she saw burning in his eyes was so hot, her body temperature began to rise.
“Do you want to dance?” he said suddenly.
This time she did gulp. “To this?”
“Why not?”
He wanted to dance with her? But dancing required physical contact. It required bodies meeting, thighs skimming, hands touching.
Before she could answer, Travis was standing up and taking her hand. Her knees felt weak as she followed him onto the dance floor. They were the only ones out there.
Oblivious to the other patrons in the bar, Rachel allowed Travis to wrap his arms around her. “This is a fast song,” she murmured.
“Sounds like a slow one to me.”
Deciding to play along, Rachel tentatively lifted her hands to his shoulders as he pulled her close. The second she felt him, heat seeped through her body. Every inch of him was muscle. Solid. Hard. His chest. His legs. His hands rested just above her buttocks, drawing little circles over the thin material of her top.
It felt…nice.
With a sigh, she pressed her head against his shoulder and let him lead. She’d never danced with a man before, never had the urge to, but swaying there with Travis felt wonderful. Her eyelids fluttered closed and for a moment she allowed herself to forget. She forgot about her childhood, her sister, her pain. Nothing existed. Only Travis. It was incredible. So incredible to let it all go.
“Gage?”
The loud male voice jarred her out of her reverie. She opened her eyes and almost collapsed when she saw the familiar face.
“Frankie?” Travis said. She noticed his eyes looked a little glazed, as if he were just as affected by their dance as she was.
Frankie Delacorte grinned. “I knew it was you. I was standing over at the bar and glanced over, and I thought, hey, that’s Travis Gage.”
Rachel heard the slurring of Frankie’s voice and suspected he’d consumed more than a little alcohol tonight. She wished she could crawl into a hole and disappear. Frankie Delacorte had been a linebacker on their high school football team, a friend of Travis’s, she knew. Although fifteen years had passed, the man was as beefy as ever, tall and broad, only he now boasted an impressive potbelly.
“It’s good to see you,” Travis said casually. The edge to his tone told her that Frankie Delacorte was the last person he wanted to see. That only confused her, as she’d always thought Travis and Frankie were close.
She shifted so that all Frankie could see was her profile. He hadn’t seemed to recognize her yet and she prayed that he wouldn’t. Back in high school, Frankie had been a jerk, the first person to taunt her and Carrie about their mother. He’d once humiliated the sisters in front of the entire school, when he’d called them trash in the cafeteria and thrown his lunch at them.
“Who’s the fox?” Frankie teased, stepping toward Rachel.
With reluctance, she turned to face the man who’d once made her life miserable.
His eyes widened, his jaw looked about to hit the floor. “Rachel Foster?”
She shrugged a shoulder. “It’s me,” she said lightly, hoping the conversation would end there.
But it didn’t.
“No kidding. Fast Foster! I didn’t even recognize you.”
Fast Foster. The awful nickname hit her like a spray of bullets, causing her eyes to sting. No, she would not cry. She would not give this jerk the satisfaction.
“Apologize to the lady,” Travis ordered, his voice low and ominous.
Rachel forced herself not to look at Travis, fearing the pity and disgust she’d see in his eyes. He had to remember the Fast Foster days. And a part of him had to wonder if any of the rumors were true.
Frankie guffawed. “What lady? All I see is the easy daughter of the town slut.” He reached out and pinched Rachel’s bottom, still laughing.
The tears spilled out of Rachel’s eyes at the same time Frankie went flying across the room. She blinked. Saw that Travis had pushed the man against the wall and was holding him by the collar. No matter how much she despised Frankie, she despised violence more. Rushing over to the two men, she touched Travis’s arm. “Travis, stop.”
He didn’t even glance at her. She saw the tight line of his mouth, the hardness of his jaw, and couldn’t decide if he looked attractive or menacing. She knew better than to throw herself in the middle of two brawling men, so she took a step back.
“I can have you thrown in jail for sexual assault, you hear that, Delacorte?” Travis spat out. He reached inside his coat and pulled out his badge. “See this, you slime? This badge means you don’t get to put your hands on any woman. Now you can either apologize to Rachel or spend the night behind bars. The choice is yours.”
Face red, Frankie’s fearful eyes darted toward Rachel. “I’m sorry,” he muttered.
Travis slammed him against the wall. “She didn’t hear you,” he snapped.
“I’m sorry!” Frankie cried.
Travis released his hold and pushed the man away. “Now get out of here. I don’t want to see your face.”
With hurried steps, Frankie nodded and dashed out of the bar, disappearing through the front doors.
Rachel stayed quiet as she watched Travis return his badge to his pocket. He raked his fingers through his dark hair before turning to look at her. Sheer, unadulterated fury glimmered in his whiskey-colored eyes, and she could almost see his pulse thudding against his corded neck, almost feel the tension bunching in his powerful biceps and clenched fists. He still looked ready to pounce, angry, alert, but worse than that, he appeared sympathetic. No, not sympathy. Pity. Of course, he only pitied her. That’s why he’d come to the defense of pathetic Rachel Foster.
She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, banishing all the wet tears still splotched across her cheeks. “You shouldn’t have done that,” she murmured before spinning on her heel and walking back to their table.
Travis trailed after her. “All right, I may have overreacted. But seeing that creep touch you was just too much.”
She slung her purse over her shoulder and gave him a calm, even stare. “I meant you shouldn’t have tried to defend me.”
He wrinkled his forehead and that iron control of his faltered slightly. “What?”
She fought the tears struggling to erupt from her eyes. “He’s right. My mother is…she’s promiscuous, despicable. And I’m her daughter. You can’t defend her. You can’t defend me.”
“Rachel—”
“No, just stop looking at me with that damn sympathy in your eyes. I don’t need you to protect me. I don’t need you to pity me.” A tear trickled down her cheek. “This was stupid, coming here, dancing with you. You don’t want to be with someone like me, someone so…tainted.”
His features grew pained. “You’re not tainted, Rachel.”
She laughed harshly. “I won’t delude myself anymore. I’m never going to escape my mother’s reputation. Tonight proved it. And all I want right now is to leave this goddamn bar and pretend all this never happened. So please, Travis, take me home.”
 

















Chapter Six








Travis slid into the driver’s seat of his SUV, turned the ignition, and pulled away from the curb. He hadn’t said a single word since he’d thrown a handful of bills on their table and ushered her out of the pub. His impatient strides told her he was angry with her, though for the life of her she didn’t know why. He was the one who’d made her feel as if she were a pitiful damsel whose honor needed to be defended.“So, is this what you always do when you run into a jerk? Stick your head in the sand and hide?”
Rachel’s mouth fell open at the harshness of his words. “Excuse me?”
“I just pegged you as someone stronger than that.”
He sat behind the wheel, looking as though he was utterly disgusted, and Rachel couldn’t comprehend his gall. He was the one who took a stupid situation and made it entirely humiliating, turning every head in the bar so that all eyes were on her. He was the one who popped in and played Sir Galahad before she had the slightest chance to defend herself. Now he had colossal nerve to sit here and call her a coward?
Okay, fine. So she’d had a momentary spate of self-pity. If anyone deserved to feel sorry for herself, it was Rachel “Fast” Foster.
She folded her arms in a tight twist across her chest and huffed. “Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you.”
He turned and glanced at her, his subtle grin popping out that delicious dimple in his cheek. She tried to ignore it. She wasn’t going to stoop to being attracted to a man with such audacity.
“Oh, I’m not disappointed. I’m just a little confused. I mean, if you’re going to let people get to you like that, why didn’t you just move away?”
Through tight lips, she replied, “I’m not going to be run out of my home.”
“Well, that doesn’t make any sense at all. I mean, what is it? Are you a fighter or a coward?”
Oh, now he was going to resort to mockery. And to think she’d nearly kissed the man on the dance floor. “I usually stick up for myself, thank you, and I manage to do it without making a production out of it.”
His cocky grin faded. “You’re right, I probably took that a little farther than was necessary.”
“A little?”
“Okay, so I took the macho cop thing too far. I’ve just always wanted an excuse to nail Delacorte ever since he lined my jock with Ben Gay back in high school.”
The anger that had been squeezing in her palms suddenly faded to confusion. She’d always thought Travis and Frankie were friends, but the look on Travis’s face told her she was mistaken. “Why did he do that?”
“Some people don’t need a reason.” He reached down and tugged at his jeans, as if the memory of the mentholated ointment was still fresh in his mind. “His father’s in prison, you know.”
“No, I didn’t. What did he do?”
“He had a temper he liked to take out on the wife and kids.”
Frankie Delacorte had a father in prison? She’d never heard a peep about any trouble in his family, and at Jefferson High, everyone knew everyone’s business. How had Frankie escaped the rumor mill?
As if Travis had read her thoughts, he added, “I’m no shrink, but I suspect Frank used to pick on you and Carrie to draw attention away from himself.”
Once again, her shoulders slumped in regret. Why was it Travis always made her seem foolish whenever she tried to feel sorry for herself? “I guess Carrie and I didn’t corner the market on problems, did we?”
He flashed a wink that sputtered light tingles around her chest. “Sweetheart, you look behind closed doors and just about every family has a skeleton or two in the closet.”
He pulled up to the no-parking zone in front of her house and shut off the ignition, quickly exiting the car and rounding the front to open her door. Travis was the only man ever to treat her like a lady, and the thought kept tugging at her resolve. She wanted so desperately to keep him at a distance, to protect her heart from damage, but she couldn’t seem to spend time with him and not feel that sense of elation every time he spoke a kind word, flashed a sexy wink, or caressed her with a heated touch.
She stepped from the car and leaned against the door. “I’m sorry, Travis. I acted like a spoiled brat.”
A smile crossed his face that should have looked arrogant, but it just came across as warm. “I suppose we both did,” he said. “And we seem to spend a lot of time apologizing to each other, don’t we?”
Her eyes shot to the ground. “I’m afraid so.”
He crooked a finger under her chin and raised her gaze to his. “Why is that?”
She shrugged. “I tend to be a little touchy at times.”
A gregarious laugh erupted from his chest. “You think?”
She tried to hold her smile at bay. He was teasing her and she didn’t like it, but she couldn’t help the sincerity behind it all. “I didn’t exactly come from a very stable environment.”
“And how long are you going to ride that wave of an excuse?” His strong hands gently grasped her shoulder then began caressing down her arms. “Come on, Rachel, what do you really want out of life?”
“I want to be left alone,” she said.
“Liar.”
“What?”
“No one wants to be left alone. Well, I take that back. Some people do, but most of them live in some forest in the middle of Montana.” He tapped a finger to her nose. “You, on the other hand, want more than that. I can see it in your eyes.”
She tried to look away, hoping to hide her reaction to the truth in his words, but her eyes wouldn’t stray from his.
“I saw the way you looked at Layla the other day,” he continued. “Her fancy house, white picket fence, cute little kid.” His hands brushed back up from her elbows to her shoulders, leaving sparks of electricity shooting in their wake. “I think underneath everything, you’d love to have a nice home with a happy family.”
It was true. As if everything she truly desired was tattooed on her forehead, Travis read her like a book.
“That’s not in the cards for me,” she said, trying not to sound pitiful, but failing miserably.
One warm hand moved from her shoulder to caress her cheek. “Why? Because it would involve opening your heart and trusting a man?”
His touch was like being kissed by an angel. As hard as she tried to hold on to that wall, Travis kept creeping inside.
“What’s it to you?” she asked, trying to direct the conversation to someone other than herself.
In a voice filled with quiet thoughtfulness, he replied, “Maybe I want to be that man.”
His words filled her ears as if they were spoken in her dreams. She couldn’t imagine any man wanting more from her than sex, and as much as she tried to discount his intentions, every part of her soul told her Travis Gage was different from all the others.
But could she trust her soul?
“Why would you want someone like me when you can have practically any woman in Chicago?”
He paused, tilting his head in a seriously cute way. “Yeah, I could hook up with one of the thousands of women in this city, but honestly, I haven’t been interested in anyone since Jess died.”
Until now.
He didn’t say the words, but she heard them, loud and clear.
And then she couldn’t hear anything except for the thud of her pulse in her ears, because Travis leaned down and kissed her. Unlike their last kiss, this one was anything but gentle. His mouth latched on hers, his tongue thrusting in her mouth quickly, as if he wanted to make the extent of his need clearly known. And boy, did she feel that need. Felt it right down to her toes, as his tongue devoured her mouth and his groin rubbed urgently against hers. He was hard, the thick bulge of his erection pressing into her belly and eliciting a thrilling wave of desire inside her.
Before she could stop herself, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back with fervor. She swirled her tongue over his, while her heart pounded against her ribs and moisture pooled between her legs. Oh God. Why was she doing this? Why did she want this man so badly when her entire life she’d avoided this kind of contact?
Without thinking, she pulled back slightly, hearing herself say, “Come inside.”
His chuckle tickled her swollen lips. “No.”
Her eyes blinked in confusion. “What?”
He took a step back. “Rachel, as much as I want you right now, I want more than your body.”
“What do you want from me then?” She met his gaze, questioning, searching, suddenly knowing she should have asked him this before she’d ever thought to invite him inside.
She watched as he drew his brows together in a frown. He appeared as baffled as she felt, as if he too had never stopped to think about what was happening between them. He swallowed visibly then said, “More than a roll in the hay. You need to believe that.”
“I do,” she said, inwardly flinching at the desperation she heard in her voice.
“Maybe, but I’d rather wait and prove it to you.”
He pressed a hard kiss against her cheek and slid a hand in his pocket. With his other, he led her to the front entrance of her building. “I’m trying to get a listing of staff who worked at Chicago General when Carrie volunteered there.”
For a moment, she stood, confused as to what he was talking about, then the kiss slowly drained from her thoughts. Her sister. The investigation. How on earth did he do that, go from sensual to professional like the flip of a light switch?
“It’s not an official case, so I’m trying to get one without a warrant, or at least find someone who will talk to us. I’ll call you tomorrow and let you know what I find out.”
She blinked, trying to clear the fog from her mind. “Okay,” she heard herself say.
He bent and kissed her again, lightly, briefly.
“Tomorrow,” he said.
She punched in the code on the keypad, allowing Travis to open the door. After she stepped inside the lobby, she turned. “Tomorrow.”
 
 
“So, what’s up?” Suzanna hovered over Rachel as she attempted to sketch some new designs.
“Nothing’s up,” she replied absently, dragging her pencil over the paper.
“Oh, really?” Suzanna pulled the sketches from Rachel’s drafting table. “Since when do you design lingerie like this?” She held up a sketch of a sheer lace bustier.
“I’m just…expanding my market,” Rachel defended, snatching the sketch from her hand. She felt the heat rise in her cheeks. She wasn’t typically modest about her new designs, but Suzanna had never turned them personal, until today.
“Come on. And you’ve been whistling all morning. I didn’t even know you knew how to whistle.”
The burning continued to torment Rachel’s cheeks, and now she was growing embarrassed at her own embarrassment. “I’m just in a good mood. Can’t I be in a good mood?”
Suzanna began tapping her fingers on the tilted white laminate. “Not without a reason.” A small smile crept across her gloss-covered lips. “So, how is Travis Gage?”
Dropping the sketch on the table, Rachel stood and began pacing. She hated being questioned, it made her feel uneasy, as if she’d done something wrong. Probably another annoying remnant from the past. Too many times she’d been called into the principal’s office to be questioned about her poor grades and the black circles under her eyes from staying up all night taking care of her mother.
The adults in her childhood had always tried to get the truth out of her, pried and prodded into her life to figure out if she and her sister needed to be carted off to foster homes. As much as Rachel had despised her mother, the thought of being separated from her older sister had been terrifying. Carrie was the only person she could rely on, and to Rachel, that had always meant sucking up the pain of her home life and pretending everything was just plain peachy.
Now, at thirty-one years old, she still turned to denial when someone applied pressure on her. No matter how much she loved and trusted Suzanna, talking about Travis and analyzing her own growing feelings for him only scared her to death.
Her assistant, however, was never one to back off.
“I know you met up with him last night, the least you can do is give me some details.” Suzanna grinned mischievously.
Details? God, she didn’t even know how to begin examining the details of last night. The kiss that had set her blood on fire. Travis’s assertion that he didn’t just want her body. It was the latter that seriously troubled her.
Of course he wanted her body. That’s all men ever wanted. She was a child when she’d reached that conclusion, but as an adult it had only been reaffirmed. Once she’d made a name for herself as a designer, going on casual dates had been necessary to keep up appearances. Nobody wanted to buy lingerie from a spinster. They wanted to know the person who’d designed their sexy items knew what she was doing, that she knew what it took to tempt a man and used her experiences to come up with designs guaranteed to drive the male gender wild.
The men she’d dated, however, had proved to her why she needed to protect her heart. The ones who tried to paw her in their cars were no better than those who’d accused her of being a prude. And then, of course, there was Paul. The only man she’d ever given her body to. The only man she’d ever considered giving access to her heart. But he hadn’t wanted that, had he? They’d spent six months together, six months in which she’d opened herself up, allowed herself to trust—and what had he given her in return?
Thanks for a good time, but it’s time for me to move on.
Her greatest fear was that if she let herself grow close to Travis, he’d say those same words. That he’d use her body and crush her heart, and that this time, no amount of therapy would be able to put together the broken pieces he’d leave in his wake.
“Travis and I are just trying to piece together an old puzzle,” she said, leaning back in her chair and meeting her assistant’s curious gaze.
“And?”
“And that’s it.” When Suzanna’s eyes flashed skeptically, she bit her lower lip, deciding to voice at least a few of her thoughts. “There’s just something about him, his perspective on everything. He reminds me that other people have had problems in their lives. He’s told me things about people I didn’t know, he’s told me about some of the cases he’s worked on.” She let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t know. Somehow, when I’m around him, I don’t feel alone. I feel like I’m normal, like everyone else.”
“Maybe that’s because you finally are becoming normal.”
“No, it’s not like that.” She tapped her pencil on the table, trying to find the right words. “There was this guy from school. I always hated him. He was the worst of the worst. Made me and Carrie feel like trash.”
She tossed the pencil in the tray. “Travis told me some things about the guy’s childhood. It sounded just as shitty as mine. There was something about it that made me realize all this guy’s taunting was more about him than it was about me.”
She shook her head and sighed. “It sounds really horrible, but hearing about other people’s problems actually makes me feel better about myself. I don’t feel so cheated, you know?”
Just talking about it felt like a giant weight had been lifted from her shoulders. Though the past few days had been difficult at times, as she reflected over it all, she realized that somehow Travis had managed to release some of the chains she’d been lugging around for years. Link by link, he kept managing to snap them off.
“Remember I told you he lost his wife?” At Suzanna’s nod, she continued. “There is something about his loss that I really relate to because of Carrie.”
“So you relate to him, that’s it?”
“What do you mean, that’s it? You know how difficult it is for me to even consider spending time with a man.” She swallowed. Hard. “I actually asked him to come up to my apartment last night.” Before Suzanna could voice the excitement on her face, she added, “He turned me down.”
Suzanna’s elation drained at the statement. Rachel could see she was calculating the good friend pep talk she thought she was going to need.
Rachel chuckled. “You know why?”
Suzanna shook her head.
“He said he wants more than my body. He understands my fears and wants to prove himself to me before we do anything physical.” She couldn’t believe she’d actually spoken so freely about something so personal, but at the moment, she just didn’t care.
“Doesn’t that tell you something?” Suzanna pointed out.
“That he’s not as sleazy as most men?”
“That you can trust him.”
Rachel hesitated for a moment. Trust. God, how she hated that word. For so long she’d been plagued with insecurities, which had made it difficult to trust even herself. Putting her faith in others had been harder.
Did she trust Travis? Yes. No. She hadn’t really thought about it. She knew she liked him. Respected him. She trusted him to help her find out why her sister had taken her own life. She trusted him to protect her. But would she ever really be able to trust him with her heart?
As if sensing the unspoken, conflicting questions swirling in the air, Suzanna tossed her long brown hair over her shoulder and grinned. “All right, it’s gotten far too serious in here.” She leaned over Rachel’s shoulder and began rifling through the sketches.
“Hey!” Rachel interjected. “What are you doing?”
“I’ve decided you need some new lingerie.” She held up the raciest of Rachel’s daring attempts at seductive attire. “Let’s make you this one.”
“Huh? Why?”
Suzanna smiled mischievously. “Just in case.”
Rachel drew her hands to her mouth. “Oh, I could never. I was just playing around. I mean, Misty, maybe, but not me.”
Her assistant just ignored her and began rummaging through the fabric samples sitting on a nearby table. She pulled out an emerald green. “This matches your eyes.”
“Stop playing around, Suzanna.”
“Who’s playing around?” She moved to the pile of lace. “This light cream. This is the one you need,” she said, holding up a sample.
“I’m not designing lingerie for myself, Suz.”
“Oh, yes. You are. How much time do we have?”
Rachel blew out a frustrated breath, not wanting to admit the thought of wearing those sensual fabrics excited her. Just a little. “It could be weeks,” she replied, trying to sound annoyed. “He said he’d call today, but it could take days for him to get a lead from the hospital. I don’t now when we’ll actually see each other again.”
“Or it might take hours. We’ll need to work fast.” Suzanna moved to the phone and punched in a number.
“What are you doing now?”
“Calling the supplier. We’ll need this green by tomorrow afternoon.”
 

















Chapter Seven








It was three days before Travis finally called Rachel, and those were the longest three days of his life. It had taken all of his willpower not to call her the second he’d gotten home after the night at the bar, but he’d managed to restrain himself from grabbing for the phone. He felt like he’d finally found a chink in her defensive armor and he hadn’t wanted to risk her patching it up, which was a good possibility, considering her tendency to close up when she felt pressured.Damn, but the woman was wound so tight he was surprised she hadn’t snapped yet. Seeing just how the past affected her, how it had the ability to shatter her confidence in nanoseconds, made him grateful for his bland upbringing. His parents were caring, generous people, and hell, a little boring. Before his death, Gregory Gage spent his days tinkering on his computer and his evenings with his wife, doing puzzles and playing Trivial Pursuit. The wildest thing they’d ever done was go on a Caribbean cruise, which they’d had to cut short because his mother got seasick. A real Bonnie and Clyde, those two.
He couldn’t even begin to imagine being raised by a woman like Hattie Foster. She had the maternal instincts of a napkin, and a part of him—though he’d never reveal it to Rachel—almost understood why Carrie felt like she’d had no choice but to take her own life.
“Jenny told me to drop this off. She just went on her lunch break.”
Travis glanced up absently as his partner tossed a thin file folder on the desk. “Thanks,” he said.
“Mind telling me why you requested a staff list from Chicago General?” Matt asked, slinging his hands in his pockets. “A list that’s more than a decade old, no less.”
Travis sighed, knowing it was time to fill Matt in on his side investigation. He’d been neglecting their ongoing cases this past week and a half, and his partner deserved an explanation.
Quickly, he explained the situation. When he finished, he didn’t like the frown he saw on his partner’s face.
“I don’t like this,” Matt said in a wary voice.
“Why? I’m just helping out a friend.”
“A friend? No, you’re on another one of your crusades, man.”
Travis returned his friend’s frown. “It’s not like that.”
“Really? From what you just told me, it sounds like this woman isn’t in the greatest state of mind. She’s scarred, and you want to heal her.” Matt let out a deep breath. “You can’t keep doing this, Travis.”
“It’s not like that,” Travis repeated, his voice firm.
“Really? Last month you decided Ginny Roberts needed to be saved,” Matt reminded him, naming a young female deputy who’d only been on the force for a year or so. “You found out about her abusive boyfriend and decided it was your place to remove her from that situation.”
“The guy would’ve killed her if I hadn’t stepped in.”
“What about that teenage prostitute you took in last year? You moved her into your goddamn house, man, until you could track down her family.” Cutting him off before he could explain, Matt just sighed. “You can try to save a million women, but none of them will bring back Jess.”
A muscle flinched in Travis’s jaw. “This isn’t about Jess.”
Matt looked unconvinced. “Whatever you say, buddy. Just be careful, okay?”
Travis waited until Matt left his office before slamming both fists down on the desktop. This wasn’t about Jess, dammit. He’d come to terms with his wife’s death. He’d even taken that pointless leave of absence the chief had prescribed. For three months, he’d lounged on a beach in Belize, bored stiff and eager to return to Chicago. He was a new man when he returned, his grief replaced with the need to work.
This wasn’t about Jess. It was about Rachel.
The memory of their explosive kisses filled his head. Maybe a part of him did want to save Rachel, but that wasn’t the only reason he was doing this. He wanted her. From the second he’d laid eyes on her in that department store, he’d wanted her, and the extent of his need disturbed him more than he would like to admit.
He hadn’t been this drawn to a woman since Jessica. Before Rachel, it had been about sex. Satisfying his needs with brief affairs and the occasional one-night stand. Yet he knew that if he took Rachel to bed, he’d gain no satisfaction unless he managed to keep her there. The question was—for how long? What exactly did he want from her?
More than a roll in the hay, he’d told her, and he’d meant it. Rachel still bore scars from the past and he got the feeling she’d never been seriously involved with a man. Hell, she could be a virgin for all he knew. Yet that didn’t deter him either. He wanted…something from Rachel. He just wished he knew what that something was.
Focus.
Right, he needed to focus. So what if he could still taste her lips on his mouth? So what if his cock grew hot and hard at the thought of what would have happened if he’d taken her up on her offer to come inside? Right now, they still had to understand why Carrie had done what she had.
He reached for the file folder and spent the next ten minutes going over its contents. After he’d found what he was looking for, he reached for the phone and dialed Rachel’s number.
 
 
“So, you see, I’ve highlighted all the names with the initials BF,” Travis explained as he and Rachel bent over the list of hospital staff.
It was difficult to concentrate when Travis was sitting so close to her. When his spicy aftershave made her so dizzy she saw only jumbled letters on the pages in front of her.
I should have gone to his office, Rachel thought ruefully.
When Travis had called earlier in the afternoon, he’d suggested she drop by the station, but instead she’d asked him to come over to her apartment later. She hadn’t wanted to see Travis while surrounded by police officers, especially since her thoughts were so naughty they bordered on criminal, and probably warranted her arrest.
God, why did she feel such need for this man? Two weeks ago, she’d been happy with her life. She hadn’t needed a man. She hadn’t wanted a man. She’d been content to work on her designs during the days and watch sitcoms in the evenings, and not once had her body shown any signs of wanting to betray the celibate existence she’d banished it to.
And then came Travis, and suddenly her neglected body was running the show.
“I’ve crossed out all the females on the list,” Travis continued. “But that’s because we’re working under the assumption that BF is male.”
“Right.” She tried to follow his words, but it was hard to when he looked so darn edible. The top two buttons of his crisp white shirt were unbuttoned, tempting her to pop open a few more buttons so she could get a good look at his chest.
“Then I crossed out all non-medical personnel, as well as all doctors who don’t perform surgery.”
“And?” She snapped out of her sensual thoughts as she heard the triumphant tone to his voice. He’d found something, she was sure of it.
“And that leaves us with only two possible BFs,” he finished, a satisfied grin widening his mouth. “Brad Frederick and Barry Forrester. Both surgeons. Both worked there at the time Carrie volunteered.”
Although it was dark outside, Rachel could swear she saw a ray of sunshine seep through the closed window blinds. She suddenly felt exhilarated, as she realized just how close they were to solving this mystery. Because it really had become a mystery. All these years, she’d blamed Travis for Carrie’s demise, felt as if she’d known why her sister had decided suicide was her only option. And then Travis showed up and blew her sense of closure to smithereens. Now, she had a chance to regain that closure.
A tidal wave of happiness and relief crashed over, prompting her to throw her arms around Travis. “Thank you,” she murmured, burying her face against his chest.
His hand reached up her spine to the nape of her neck, and all the soft hairs there tingled. “You’re welcome.”
The embrace should have ended there, a quick, friendly hug to show her appreciation for all he’d done for her, but she couldn’t for the life of her tell her body to move. She held on to Travis like a life preserver, and in a sense, that’s exactly what he was. She felt secure in his arms, protected, and she didn’t want to let go of those feelings.
A low hum began pulsing through the air. Her apartment grew hot, the air grew thick with tension, and when she lifted her head and met Travis’s gaze, she swallowed.
He wanted her. She could see it in his eyes, could feel it with every beat of his heart against her breasts. And, God help her, but she wanted him too. This was ridiculous. He’d dated her sister, for Pete’s sake. Sure, only for a few months, but the fact that he’d been with Carrie should have made this entire situation feel incestuous.
So why didn’t it?
She took a breath and waited for the warning bells to go off in her head. He’s using you. He only wants one thing. He’ll hurt you.
None of the warnings came. Instead, her mind was as clear and silent as the night sky outside.
“Rachel, tell me to leave.”
His voice was hoarse, and she saw his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed. The hard ridge of his arousal pressed against her belly and she fought the urge to reach down and touch him.
The tension in the air crackled as he repeated his words. “Tell me to leave,” he said with a groan. “Before I do something we’ll both regret.”
Regret. God, how many regrets did she have in her life? Too many.
Being with Travis was one thing she didn’t ever want to regret.
“Stay.”
It was merely a whisper, but that one word hung and echoed in the air like Sunday church bells. She’d done it. She’d released the final link of the chain around her heart with that one word.
She was letting him in.
“Are you sure?” His dark eyes pierced her face, and a range of emotion danced in them. Need. Hunger. Hesitance.
“I’m sure.”
With a strangled groan, he grabbed her face with both hands and angled his mouth over hers. She should have been frightened by the overwhelming greediness of his kiss, but she wasn’t. Instead, she parted her lips and allowed his tongue entrance into her mouth. A whimper escaped her throat as his tongue swirled over hers, as it explored and devoured. Her entire body grew weak, limp, as she held on to him for dear life.
“A bed. We need a bed.” His voice was gruff as he shot from the couch and scooped her into his arms as if she weighed no more than a feather.
And then, as though he’d navigated her apartment a thousand times before, he carried her down the darkened hallway into her bedroom.
“Wow.”
Travis paused in the doorway and took in the sight of the dimly lit room. Her bedroom was a little too much, she knew that. Red velvet curtains, a big cedar bed with a heavy satin and lace bedspread. Silk sheets. It looked like it had come straight off the set of an adult film, but extravagant as it was, she’d always felt happiest when surrounded by sensual fabrics.
“Too much lace and satin?” she quipped, her cheeks flushing with embarrassment.
Travis walked over to the bed and gently placed her on top of it. “Nope. You can never have enough lace and satin,” he murmured, his eyes glittering as he stood over her.
She managed a small grin. “Good, because there’s a lot more under my clothes.”
She couldn’t believe she’d said that. When she’d slipped into the flimsy bra and panties Suzanna had forced her to design, she’d never expected Travis would actually see them. She’d known he was coming over, had even suspected a kiss or two, but she hadn’t planned on going to bed with him.
But things never worked out according to plan, did they? Because as she lay back on her soft bed, the only thing she planned was having Travis naked and inside her.
“Clothes are really overrated, aren’t they?” he said glibly, sitting at the edge of the bed.
Rachel stared up at his eyes and nearly moaned at the blatant hunger she saw in them.
He leaned down and ran his hand over the line of buttons down her shirt. Her breath hitched as his finger clasped over the top button, popping it open. With steady hands, he slowly went down the line until her shirt fell open.
When she saw his eyes narrow at the emerald-green, barely there bra she wore, pleasure sizzled through her. God, how many times had she told herself she didn’t want a man admiring her body? How many times had she told herself sex was nothing but a cheap and tawdry act? Plenty of times, that’s how many.
So why did her heart flutter at the thought of being appealing to Travis?
“You’re beautiful,” he muttered.
She felt so vulnerable as she lay there, as he ran his thumb over the swell of each breast. Yet she didn’t tell him to stop. Instead, she arched her back so that her breasts pressed against his hand.
He motioned for her to sit up, and she did, letting him pull the shirt off her shoulders. Then he reached for the waistband of her slacks and pulled them off her body in one swift motion.
He groaned. “Are you trying to kill me?”
Travis’s reaction to her erotic lingerie made her suddenly grateful that she’d allowed Suzanna to talk her into this. The tiny panties clung to the triangle of her thighs, the spaghetti-thin straps struggling to hold them up. It would take no effort for Travis to rip those flimsy panties off her, and Rachel flushed at the thought. Not only that, but the wisp of cream-colored lace stitched over the satiny green fabric of her bra scraped against her nipples, making her wonder if Travis’s mouth would feel just as delicious. Every inch of her body sizzled with anticipation.
“Do you like?” she murmured, running her hands over the bra.
He groaned again. “I more than like. Are all your designs this…nice?”
She shrugged. “No. This came from my private collection.”
He grinned knowingly. “You designed it for me, didn’t you?”
Heat scorched her cheeks. “Maybe.”
“Maybe?”
“Yes.”
He nodded. “Good.”
The conversation came to a quick end as he slid onto the bed and kissed her. His long, hard body felt so nice against hers, so damn right, and she wanted it to remain there forever. She wanted to feel his thigh pressed against her leg, his chest against her breasts, and his lips to remain permanently against hers.
She twined her arms around his neck and ran her fingers through his dark hair. “Travis,” she murmured, but the sound was muffled against his mouth.
She wanted to tell him to undress. Wanted to order him to touch her. To slide inside her.
But Travis had other ideas.
“Seduce me.”
She met his gaze. “What?”
Travis propped his arms behind his head and leaned against his hands. “Rachel, I told you I’d prove I want more than your body.”
“And how is me seducing you going to prove it?”
“Because I don’t want you to think I’m trying to take something from you. I only want to give. So, the way I see it, this is your show, sweetheart. Take what you want.”
His sexy offer both tempted and frightened her. She’d never seduced a man, never even thought it possible. Men were happy enough to lead, to take what they wanted out of sex and the woman’s needs be damned. At least, that’s what she’d always believed. Seeing Travis lying there on his back, telling her to take him, made her realize that perhaps sex was more than a one-sided activity.
“I can wait all night, you know.”
She heard the teasing in his voice and suddenly felt bold. “What if I want you to wait all night?” she teased back.
He never blinked. “Then I would.”
With a small smile, she moved her hands to his shirt and began unbuttoning it as slowly as he’d unbuttoned hers. When she heard his sharp intake of breath as she ran her palm over his defined pectorals, she quickened her pace. Seconds later, his shirt was on the bedroom floor, and she finally got to feast her eyes on his chest. She knew it would look like this. Smooth. Hard. Just the right amount of dark hair feathered over his sinewy skin. Rippled abdominal muscles and trim hips.
Just perfect.
She kissed his left nipple, slowly swirling her tongue over the small nub.
Travis groaned. “Want some advice?”
She lifted her head at the sound of his husky voice. “Advise away.”
“Taking is great and all, but taking too long is likely to make me explode.”
Pleasure fluttered in her belly. “What if I want you to explode?” she asked, drifting her hand lower and sweeping it over his evident arousal.
His features creased as he choked out, “I’d prefer we exploded together.”
“Me too.”
She swiftly unbuckled his belt and pushed his pants down his legs. Not bothering to take the time to admire the delicious way he looked in his black boxer-briefs, she simply ripped them off. And nearly gasped.
Seeing the widening of her eyes, he gave a low chuckle. “Trust me, it’ll fit.” He grinned. “And thanks for the unspoken compliment.”
She rolled her eyes at his arrogant tone. “A little pleased with ourselves, aren’t we?”
“Yep.”
She moved to straddle him again then stifled a moan as she felt his honeyed tip brush over the silk of her panties. Her panties. “Oh, I forgot,” she said with a blush, and quickly shimmied out of the annoying things. She reached for the clasp of her bra, but he reached out and covered her hand with his.
“Leave it on.”
She stared at him. In her experience, a man wanted a woman naked and there was no other way around it. “What?”
Travis gave an impish smile. “I told you, I like satin and lace.”
“Do you have a condom?” she suddenly asked, feeling awkward.
He nodded and reached for the pants she’d tossed aside. He pulled out a foil packet from the front pocket and, before she could blink, he’d opened it and slid the condom over his thick cock. The size of him made her mouth go dry. God, he was big. And it had been a very long time since she’d had sex.
“How long has it been for you?” he murmured, as if reading her mind.
“Four years,” she admitted.
Travis let out a soft whistle. “Shit, that’s like a century in man years.”
Rachel couldn’t help a laugh. “Is it a turn-off for you? Want me to stop?”
“Fuck no. It’s a turn-on, imagining how freaking tight you’re going to feel.”
The huskiness of her voice surprised her as she said, “How about we stop imagining?”
Without letting him reply, she impaled herself on his erection. They both gasped, and Travis let out a soft expletive. “Oh God,” he groaned. “You really are tight.”
And he was huge, his cock throbbing inside her, filling every inch of her. Rachel nearly passed out from the sheer pleasure of it, unable to move for a moment. But then she looked into his brown eyes, blazing with lust, and suddenly not moving became impossible,
With a soft moan, she began to ride him, grinding herself against him, as pleasure thundered through her body like a herd of wild horses.
“Oh my God,” she squeezed out, groaning at each hard thrust. “Why does this feel so good?”
Travis laughed and gripped her hips with his warm hands. “That’s how it’s supposed to feel, sweetheart.”
But it hadn’t felt like that before, not for her anyway. Sliding over him, Rachel basked in the new sensations, the thread of bliss coiling in her belly, circling her breasts, stealing her breath. When Travis reached up and cupped her breasts, she moaned again, leaning into his touch, gasping when he pinched her nipples with his fingers.
“Yes,” she breathed. “Keep doing that.”
“At your service,” he murmured, continuing to fondle her.
She rode him hard, fast. His features creased, making her wonder if she was hurting him, but when she tried to slow the pace, his fingers dug into her hips, urging her to continue. So she did. Keeping up the rough, hurried pace, until an orgasm seized her belly and exploded through her body. Shuddering from the overwhelming sensations, she collapsed on his chest, moaning against his feverish skin. The ripples of ecstasy didn’t ebb, they only intensified when she felt Travis twitch inside her when she heard his low groan and felt him let go. His hands squeezed her ass hard as he came, the pleasure in his eyes so intense she almost climaxed again.
A few long, breathless moments later, he wrapped his arms around her sweat-soaked back and pulled her tightly against his warm body. Then he pressed a kiss to her head and murmured, “Thank you.”

















Chapter Eight








Rachel spent the night entwined in Travis’s arms, enveloped in his embrace as his breath warmed her shoulder and his touch warmed her heart. She’d never spent an entire night with a man. She’d never even allowed a man in her bed. Her bed was her sanctuary. The one place the outside world couldn’t touch, and, until Travis, she’d never let anyone that far into her private world.She thought about the only other man she’d been involved with. Paul, who’d always ushered her out of his apartment after their lovemaking, claiming he preferred sleeping alone. That hadn’t really bothered her, though, as she could never imagine sitting across from Paul at the kitchen table the morning after, sipping coffee the way she and Travis did now. It would have been unthinkable to do that with anyone. Until Travis. As she studied him, his dark hair tousled from sex and sleep, his eyes sleepy but sated, everything about the situation felt right.
Travis belonged here, and for the first time in her life, she knew it all the way through her soul.
He set the big mug on the table, leaned over and folded his arms over his chest, his dress shirt still open. Rachel gazed at the firm muscles that teased through the folds, remembering how that chest felt pressed against her back, those arms wrapped around her waist. A twinge of heat returned between her thighs, and she wondered how many times they’d have to make love before she could look at his body without growing wet.
“What are you thinking about?” he asked, his mouth curved in a crooked smile.
“You. Us. Last night.” A thought suddenly flew into her head, making her shift awkwardly. “Can I ask you something?”
“Ask me anything.”
“Did you…were you and Carrie…did you ever have sex?” she finally blurted out.
Travis shook his head instantly. “No. We didn’t. Never even got close to it.” Regret flickered in his eyes. “Does it bother you, that I dated Carrie?”
“No,” she admitted. “Does it bother you?”
Another shake of the head. “Carrie and I…it wasn’t a relationship, just two kids hanging out for a few months.” His mouth curved slightly. “You and I, on the other hand…”
Rachel’s pulse raced. He didn’t finish the sentence, but she knew where it led. Did he want a relationship? Did she?
She opened her mouth to speak, but wasn’t sure exactly what to say. Her jaw bobbed as she struggled with the words, but the sound of the telephone relieved her dilemma. She rose from the table and picked up the receiver to hear the voice of her mother’s neighbor.
“Rachel, it’s Wilma Sanders.”
A chill doused the heat in her veins. Wilma never made social calls, which meant Rachel was about to start her day with some sort of trouble from home. What was it going to be, another one of her mother’s battles with a temporary boyfriend? Was her mother passed out on the lawn, or had she driven her car through someone’s geraniums again?
“Hi, Wilma.” She couldn’t find any words to follow.
“Honey, you need to come home. It’s your momma. The police are here.”
An ache quickly formed at her temples, her jaw clenched tight and the muscles at the base of her neck began to stiffen. Whatever it was, she didn’t want to deal with it. Just the fact that the police were involved meant this was bigger than a few tire tracks through a neighbor’s lawn.
Anger boiled in her chest. Hattie always had a way of ruining every precious moment in her life, and once again, her mother was about to ruin the start of a beautiful day.
“Rachel,” Wilma continued, “I’m sorry, but your momma’s gone.”
Her anger gave way to confusion. She tightened her grip on the phone. “What do you mean Hattie’s gone?”
“I’m sorry, sweetie. The police think she died in her sleep.”
Her eyes moved to Travis, who had risen and was buttoning up his shirt. As usual, he’d read the shock in her eyes and was already moving to gather his shoes.
Her thoughts turned back to Wilma. “I’ll be right there,” she said, clicking off the phone.
Travis slipped on his shoes and stepped to her, placing his warm, firm hands on her shoulders. Concern filled his face. “Are you okay?”
She stood, numb of all sensation. The headache had disappeared, the muscles in her neck had returned to their previous state of relaxation, and despite the shocking news she’d just received, she honestly had no answer. Was she okay? She had no idea.
“I think so.”
He gave her shoulders a squeeze before he turned for his jacket. “Get dressed. I’ll take you over.”
She opened her mouth to object. Rachel had never allowed anyone into her childhood home. Not even her closest friends. It was a place she kept separate from the rest of her life, and in an automatic response, she began to tell Travis she would go alone.
But the words wouldn’t come.
Instead, her mind reflected on the night they’d shared, his tenderness and concern that told her Travis wasn’t like anyone else. She’d already let him into her bed, allowed him access to the deepest parts of her body and her heart. If Travis was the man for her, she would need to learn to share herself with him completely, the dark side as well as the good.
She stood, unable to move. Half of her needed to share this with him, but the old forces were still screaming at her to keep him away.
“My mother’s dead,” were the only words she could speak.
Travis tucked his arms in his jacket and crossed the room, standing over her, his face coiled with uncertainty.
“I’m sorry.” His hand cupped her cheek, filling her with warmth. “Tell me what I can do.”
Perfect words. Travis always had the perfect words. He knew her. He knew the last thing she wanted was a firm embrace and words of consolation. She didn’t need to be consoled. People in sorrow need words of sympathy, and though dozens of emotions were spinning through her chest, sorrow was not one of them. In fact, sorrow was the farthest emotion from her sights at the moment, and the thought sent an icy chill through her spine.
She took a step back, releasing his touch. “I’m not sad,” she whispered. She didn’t mean to say the words out loud. It must be horrifying for him to see the depth of her ability to be cold and uncaring, and she cringed as she waited for his reply.
His words were spoken carefully. “I wouldn’t expect you to be.”
Her breath held tight in her lungs. “No?”
He stepped toward her and cupped her face in his hands. “Rachel, she was never a mother to you. Did she ever once try to straighten herself out for the sake of you and Carrie?”
“No,” she whispered, as tears stung her eyes.
His thumbs caressed her cheeks. “Don’t do this to yourself. Don’t feel guilty because you can’t mourn her death. She doesn’t deserve your sadness or your guilt.”
She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him close, sinking her face into the well of his hard chest. For the first time in her life, it truly sank in just how deeply she needed someone like Travis Gage in her life. Though she didn’t understand how, in some way, Travis seemed to understand her better than she understood herself.
“Let’s go take care of this,” he said, brushing his hand over her hair.
She didn’t want to go. She wanted to stay here, in his arms, where the world was a safe place to live in. When she made no motion to move, he feathered his fingers through her hair and kissed the top of her head.
“Come on, sweetheart, let’s close this chapter of your life.”
His words choked her throat and filled her heart with a sense of love. She pulled her face from his chest, noticing the damp spots where his shirt had soaked up her tears.
“She’s at home. Wilma said the police are there.”
He let out a heavy sigh and turned to grab his wallet. “She died at home.”
“Apparently.”
She didn’t understand his sudden look of concern, but if any doubts remained that Travis shouldn’t go with her, they drained away when he made the statement.
“Does that make a difference?”
He pulled her sweater from the chair and placed it on her shoulders. “It could. We’ll need to find out what happened.”
He grabbed his wallet and led her out the door.
 
 
Three patrol cars and an ambulance surrounded Rachel’s childhood home. Two others were unmarked, and one simply had a county coroner emblem on the side. Her hands began to tremble as they neared the house. She hadn’t asked Wilma any questions, and had no idea what she would find.
Wilma had said Hattie died in her sleep, but Rachel wasn’t sure. Of all the men who traipsed through the house, Rachel remembered that some could be violent when drunk, and she suddenly wondered if Wilma had told her everything.
As if he heard her thoughts, Travis broke the silence. “This is standard. Don’t be alarmed.”
She clasped his hand in hers and gave it a squeeze, and he responded by raising it to his mouth and pressing his lips to her skin.
“It will be okay, Rachel. I’m here with you.”
Travis pulled up to the curb and turned off the ignition. “Don’t worry,” he said once more, and though they were just two simple words, they filled her heart and relaxed her nerves. If anyone else had said them, they would have been an empty attempt at reassurance. With Travis, they worked.
They stepped out of the car and onto the sidewalk. A patrol officer crossed the street to greet them, his hand held up in a gesture that they shouldn’t come near.
Travis held up his badge. “I’m Detective Gage, Chicago PD. This is Rachel Foster, the victim’s daughter.”
The officer relaxed his stance. He introduced himself as Tom Porter, then turned to Rachel and said, “My condolences, Miss.”
Rachel could only nod.
“The coroner is with her now,” Porter proceeded. “She appears to have passed of natural causes, but the autopsy will say for sure.” He looked to Rachel. “Miss Foster, when was the last time you saw your mother?”
Rachel glanced at Travis, who nodded in gesture that she should answer the question. “Last week. I come by every month to collect the mail and pay her bills. She hasn’t been well.”
Porter jotted notes on a pad. “Did your mother suffer from some sort of illness?”
“She’s…she was an alcoholic.”
That familiar look of pity crossed the officer’s features. Rachel stiffened her chin. She would have rather been accused of murdering her mother than look at the shame cloaking the man’s face.
“Do you remember what day last week you saw her?”
Her lips went tight. “Tuesday.”
“And what condition was she in when you saw her?”
“I didn’t. I simply came in the house, gathered the bills and left.”
“So you didn’t actually see your mother Tuesday?”
Her head began to ache as the muscles in her neck went taut. She didn’t want to have to explain the situation any further. She wanted them to take her mother and leave.
Travis’s hand came down on her shoulder, rubbing lightly to relieve the tension. Wanting to get it over with as quickly as possible, she simply blurted out the truth.
“My mother called to me from her bed upstairs. She still thinks I’m my dead sister. I heard her call my sister’s name. No, I didn’t go upstairs, as I didn’t want to get into it. I simply gathered the mail and left.”
The officer’s jaw tightened and his brow lowered. Rachel would have given anything to slap that lamented look off his face, but Travis’s hold on her shoulder kept her from acting on it.
“How long were you in the house?”
“About ten minutes. It usually takes a while to find all the bills.”
Paramedics emerged from the front door with a gurney containing her mother’s body, and Porter’s attention was drawn back to the scene. “Mrs. Sanders has already identified the body. Would you like to see her before we transport her to the medical examiner?”
“That won’t be necessary.”
The man paused, apparently wondering if she was going to change her mind. She could see from his expression that he was trying to be sympathetic, but anyone coming from a normal family didn’t quite get it.
“As her next of kin, we’ll need to know how to contact you.”
Rachel pulled a business card from her purse and handed it to the officer.
“If there’s nothing else,” Travis said, “I think Ms. Foster would like to lock up the house and go home.”
“I’m afraid the crime unit is still investigating.” The officer attempted a reassuring smile toward Rachel. “It’s standard when a victim is found at home. If you could wait here, I’ll see how long they’re going to be. The detective in charge may have more questions.”
 
 
It was nearly four hours later before Travis and Rachel returned to her apartment. She stepped into the living room and tossed her purse on the couch, relieved that the ordeal at her mother’s house was over.
Travis closed the door behind her and pulled her back against his chest, digging his solid fingers into her shoulders, massaging away the tension. Her knees nearly buckled from pleasure and in an effort to remain standing, she leaned against him.
“How are you?” he asked.
She had to think for a moment. The firm sensation in her shoulders had wiped away her thoughts. “Tired and relieved,” were the words she finally chose.
“You put up a good front.” His words came out in a warm breath against her ear. “Are you really okay?”
She allowed her head to fall to her chest when Travis’s fingers moved to the back of her neck. She really didn’t want to talk. She wanted to just stand here in the orgasmic feel of his hands soothing her muscles.
“You make me okay. I really appreciate you staying with me. You didn’t need to do that.”
His hands stopped and she nearly cried. She knew she should have kept her words terse to avoid this very situation. He turned her around to face him.
“Rachel, I care about you. What happens to you happens to me from now on, right?”
A soft smile curved on her face. “If I say right, will you go back to rubbing my shoulders again?”
He smiled and kissed her forehead, tugged at her hand and led her to the bedroom.
“Lie down so I can get a better stab at those knots in your shoulders.”
“Would it help if I were naked?”
“Not if you want a back rub.”
She laughed for the first time today. How a man could make her laugh the day her mother died, she’d never know. She pulled off her shirt, only slightly ignoring his warning, and plopped face down on the bed.
Ecstasy filled every cell in her body when Travis sat next to her and began massaging his strength into her shoulders, easing the stress and draining the thoughts of the day from her mind. His hands worked like a sedative, calming her nerves, soothing away the tension that had ripped through her temples the moment Wilma called.
Fearing she’d fall asleep, she began to talk. “You don’t know how many times I walked into that house wondering if I’d find her dead.” She took deep breaths as Travis continued to work on her muscles. “I’ve played the scenario over and over in my head so many times, anticipating this day. It actually turned out better than I thought.”
Travis didn’t speak, allowing her the time to collect her thoughts and sort out her feelings without interruption.
“I’m sorry Wilma had to find her, but if I were to be totally selfish here, I’d have to admit, I’m glad it wasn’t me.”
“You deserve to be selfish. You’ve earned it.”
Another flush of warmth swelled her heart, solidifying her notion that she could say anything to this man. “I’m glad she’s gone, Travis. I know that sounds horrible, but I’m so relieved she’s gone.”
His hands paused and for an instant she thought she’d crossed the line, but he sighed and resumed, telling her it wasn’t her words but his sorrow behind the pause.
“Were there ever good times for you and Carrie?”
“Before my dad died. I was four and Carrie was almost six. It’s so far in the past, I barely remember those days.”
“What was your father like?”
“He held everything together. He was a doctor. Mom had always been a drinker, but she’d maintained control back then. It wasn’t until after he died that her drinking accelerated.”
She stopped for a moment, thinking about those days as Travis continued working magic on her back, neck and shoulders.
“She fell apart when he died. Dad did everything for her. After he was gone, she started drinking more, going out to bars, looking for a replacement, I guess. The sad thing is, she might have remarried if she hadn’t been such a lush. All she had to do was hold it together for a few years, maybe meet a nice man, but she never had the strength.”
“You’re nothing like her, Rachel. You’re a strong woman. You know that, don’t you?”
She turned from Travis’s grasp and flipped over onto her back, wanting to sink into the eyes of this man who somehow knew exactly the right things to say at every turn.
“I know. People used to say that I took after my father and Carrie took after our mother. Do you think that’s why Carrie killed herself? Do you think it was just part of their DNA that caused them to be weak?”
He reached out and touched her cheek, filling her with a sense of calm that years of paid therapy could never achieve. His fingers laced through her hair, and she turned and pressed her lips to the palm of his hand, holding them there for an extra beat as she breathed in the spicy scent of his skin.
“I think that’s very possible. I know that even though you loved Carrie, underneath, you’re nothing like her. You’re a fighter.” He paused again, pensive, looking as though he were contemplating something. “Have there been many men in your life?” he finally asked.
His question caused a warm flush to splotch her face. Telling him about her lack of grief for Hattie had come so easily, so why was voicing her past relationship so difficult? It almost shamed her to admit her distorted view of love and sex to Travis, the only man ever to challenge that outlook. With him, intimacy was not cheap or tawdry. His touch didn’t make her skin crawl or send a barrage of memories charging into her mind.
“There was one.” She lifted her head to meet his gaze, seeing only thoughtful curiosity in those whiskey-colored eyes. “We dated for about six months.”
“Did you love him?” Travis asked roughly, running a hand over her bare stomach.
“I kept telling myself I did, but I always knew deep down that I didn’t love him.” Bitterness climbed up her throat. She swallowed it back. “Not that it mattered. He didn’t love me, anyway.”
“But he told you he did?”
She nodded. “At the beginning, yes. He said all the right things. Once he got me into bed, though, he stopped saying them. He only wanted one thing from me and after he got it, he got bored and moved on.”
Travis frowned. “He was a fool.”
Though his firm words warmed her heart, Rachel found herself hesitating. She wondered what Travis’s intentions toward her were. How did he view their time together? He’d claimed to want more than a roll in the hay, but so far, he hadn’t broached the subject of where the two of them would go from here. She’d come to rely on him, and the thought that this was just something temporary troubled her. How would she ever be able to survive if, like Paul, Travis decided to move on?
Uncertainties clouded her head, but she feared raising them would make Travis push her away.
And right now, she only wanted him close to her.
“Make love to me,” she found herself whispering.
He didn’t say a word as he slowly reached for the button of her slacks. She didn’t care. She didn’t want him to say anything. She didn’t want to talk about her mother, or Paul, or where things stood between them. Not now.
She shivered as Travis pulled off her slacks and panties in one swift move, anticipation already coiling inside her. She watched as he shrugged out of his shirt, tossed it aside, then reached down to remove his jeans.
“I want to feel your skin against me,” she murmured.
With a nod, he shucked his boxer-briefs and splayed himself against her so that their bodies touched from shoulders to toes, his leg entwined in hers, his arms braced around her waist.
She dug her face into the crook of his neck and inhaled a deep breath of that clean, spicy scent. Gripping her waist, he lowered his head, his lips tickling her breast. He sucked one pebbled nipple in his mouth, swirling a blizzard of pleasure through her veins. She wanted to return the pleasure. Kissing his shoulders, she attempted to reach between them.
“Ah.” He pulled her hand away. “Lie back and relax.”
He pressed his weight on her chest, his body warm, his lips soft. She wanted him to surround her like a cocoon, to fill her heart and soul, to act as a barrier between her and the outside world.
After slipping on a condom, he parted her legs and slid inside, slowly, calmly, stroking against her, massaging against her like he’d massaged her shoulders before. And, like before, she felt her body relax.
His deep brown eyes sank into hers, speaking words only the two of them could hear. She latched onto his back, wanting to pull him closer. She curved her back, wanting to draw him deeper. And still it wasn’t enough. She wanted every part of Travis to incorporate her soul.
Her eyelids went heavy as a ripple of sensation streaked up her spine. She was close, and his low groan told her he was too.
“Travis,” she whimpered.
“Let it go, sweetheart.” He thrust inside her again. “Let it all go.”
With his strong arms pulling her against him and his length stroking her most sensitive part, the rip of climax swept through her, arching her back and gripping her center around him.
Travis shot out a cry as her orgasm pulled him over the edge, sending him bucking against her, shuddering over her and draining inside her.
She grabbed his taut buttocks and pulled him deeper, wanting him to become a part of her and stay that way forever. His face buried in her hair, his chest panting over hers as his length pulsed inside her.
An unfamiliar emotion lodged in the back of her dry throat, but she closed her eyes, shutting out everything but the pleasure she felt right now. Tomorrow, she could figure out what that nagging little emotion meant. Tomorrow, she could gather the courage to ask Travis where he stood.
Tonight, she just wanted to fall asleep in his powerful arms and lose herself in him.
 

















Chapter Nine








For the second day in a row, Rachel woke up entangled in Travis’s strong arms. With a smile, she wiggled her bottom against his groin and was rewarded with a sleepy moan. His arms tightened around her chest, pulling her close so that the hard ridge of his arousal pressed against her lower back.“I could get used to waking up like this,” he said huskily, pressing a kiss to her bare shoulder.
She rolled over, pushed him onto his back and straddled his naked body. The bed sheets were strewn in a crumpled heap at the foot of the bed, a reminder of last night’s lovemaking. The comforter had been thrown off the side of the bed hours ago, and Rachel felt a rush of warmth as she thought of the naughty activities that had taken place in this room.
God, would she ever get enough of Travis? She didn’t think so. When she was with him, she always wanted more. And more. And more. For the first time in her life, she was being selfish, and she had to admit, it felt good.
“What do you want to do today?” she asked, running her fingers over the dark stubble on his chin.
He shot her a lazy grin. “Hmmm, let me think.”
“You’ve got a one-track mind, don’t you?” she teased.
“Says the woman who kept me up all night.”
Guilty pleasure warmed her body. “You’re right. I was bad last night. Wanna arrest me?”
A chuckle escaped his throat. “Let me find my handcuffs.”
She let out a laugh and wondered if she’d ever felt this happy in her entire life. No, she hadn’t. She’d never known happiness until Travis.
“Save that thought for later,” she said, jumping off him. “I’m hungry.”
He arched one brow. “Me too.”
“For food, Travis.”
“Right, food.”
She rose from the bed and walked over to her closet, where she pulled an emerald green silk robe off a hanger. She wrapped the robe around her body and tightened the sash, glancing back at the bed. “What do you like in your omelets?”
“Everything.”
He stood up and she nearly fainted at the sight of his glorious naked body. God, he really was a spectacular-looking man.
“Mind if I hop in the shower?” he asked.
“Go ahead. I’ll be in the kitchen.”
It was difficult to tear her gaze from him, but she forced herself to leave the bedroom. As she walked down the hall toward the kitchen, she suddenly froze.
Hattie was dead.
How on earth had she forgotten? Guilt washed over her like dirty bathwater, and she suddenly felt like the most despicable human being on the planet. Her mother had died yesterday, and it was the last thing on her mind. She was a terrible person.
No. You have every right to forget.
The little voice nagging in her mind made her straighten her back in determination. The voice was right. Hattie Foster had never been a mother to her. Mothers were supposed to love their children. Mothers were supposed to nurture and support, to offer strength and compassion. Something Hattie had never done.
Rachel breezed into the kitchen and began pulling items from the refrigerator. She wasn’t going to feel guilty for not mourning her mother. She would plan Hattie’s funeral, bid her a bittersweet farewell. Maybe she’d even have something nice written on the headstone.
Hattie Foster, mother of Carrie and Rachel.
Tears stung her eyes as she thought about her mother’s tombstone. She didn’t feel grief over Hattie’s death, but another emotion filled her chest. Pity. Tears rolling down her cheeks, she stood motionless in front of the marble kitchen counter.
“Rachel?”
For the first time in weeks, Travis’s warm voice didn’t offer comfort. “God, I pity her so much,” she whispered between anguished sobs.
In a second, he crossed the room and took her into his embrace. She almost jumped at the feel of his bare, damp chest. Noticed he wore only a towel and remembered he’d been in the shower. But she couldn’t take the time to appreciate his exquisite form, not right now.
“It’s okay,” he murmured, stroking her hair.
She pressed her face against his chest. “She was so troubled, Travis. The disease destroyed her, made her incapable of taking care of anyone, especially herself.”
“I know, baby.”
Rachel continued to cry. She cried for her mother, for all the pain and humiliation she’d suffered. She cried for Carrie, and the desperation she must have felt to take her own life. And then she pulled back, wiping her wet face and swallowing hard.
“We need to go to the hospital to talk to those surgeons,” she said, her voice firm. “Otherwise I’ll never be able to let go of the past.”
Travis nodded, and the compassion she saw in his eyes melted away her pain. “Let me get dressed.”
 
 
Two hours later, Rachel walked out the automatic front doors of Chicago General, feeling like the world had just crumbled around her. Her feet were like heavy weights as she trudged across the parking lot toward Travis’s SUV.
She couldn’t believe it was over. It was truly over.
As if reading her thoughts, Travis trailed after her and said, “It’s not over, Rachel.”
She stopped in front of the vehicle and shot him a hopeless look. “How can you say that? You were in there too.”
“Rachel.” He reached out to her, but she shrugged off his hand.
“You heard the man. Brad Frederick never laid eyes on Carrie in his life. He couldn’t help us. And Barry Forrester…” She took a breath. “The man is dead. He can’t help us either. It’s over. We’ll never know why Carrie…” Her voice trailed off.
When she looked at Travis, she saw steely determination in his smoky gaze. “It’s not over. We have one final lead to go on.”
Hope bloomed in her chest. “What lead?”
“Virginia Forrester, Barry’s widow.”
She shook her head. “What can she tell us? She doesn’t work at the hospital.”
“She might know something. If her husband was spending time with a teenage girl, she’d know.”
Rachel hesitated. “What if Carrie was having an affair with the man? If his wife was aware of it, she might be furious if we show up and open old wounds. I doubt she would be hospitable to us.”
“We have to try. Come on, get in the car.”
With a nod, she slid into the passenger seat and waited for Travis to join her in the car. She didn’t know what Forrester’s widow could offer, but Travis was right, they had to try. She couldn’t live her life wondering why her sister had taken her own life. She just couldn’t.
The car ride across town was a silent one, and Rachel wondered if Travis was as desperate to continue this investigation as she was. He seemed determined, but was it because he wanted to solve a case, or because he didn’t want their time together to end?
She chewed on her lower lip as the car whizzed across the residential streets of the suburbs. As much as she wanted to learn the truth, she had to admit, she was also apprehensive about solving the mystery. Would Travis want them to go their separate ways? The thought crushed her heart, nearly bringing her to tears again. She couldn’t say goodbye to Travis.
Because she loved him.
The realization hit her with the speed of a jet plane, sucking all the breath from her body and making her head spin like a Merry-Go-Round.
She was in love with him. Why had it taken her so long to admit it to herself? She’d known she’d cared for him, but she’d never let herself think about love. For so long she hadn’t even thought love was possible. Her views on the male gender had been tinged with cynicism, with pessimism, tainted by the memory of all the men who’d traipsed through her childhood home. Men didn’t want love. They wanted sex.
But not Travis. He’d proven to her that he wanted more from her than her body, that he respected her, and that he valued her mind as well as the physical pleasure she could offer him. He’d held her as she cried, reprimanded her when she allowed self-pity to consume her. He’d shown her that relationships were about giving as well as taking, and she knew, no matter how he felt about her in return, she’d always be grateful for that.
“Rachel? Why are you so quiet?”
Her heart skipped a beat at the sound of his husky voice. What was she supposed to answer? I’m quiet because I realized I love you? Could she really tell him how she felt? Could she risk the rejection that might follow?
“I’m just thinking about work,” she lied.
“Oh? Concocting some new designs in that pretty head of yours?” he teased.
Designs. Oh, no. She’d been so focused on this investigation, on Travis, that she’d forgotten she had a show next week. Though all of her designs were done, there were dozens of other arrangements that needed to be made. She had to decide on a final lineup for her models, speak to the coordinator in New York about the changes she’d made to the sleepwear line, contact Darin Mortensen to find out if he had received the early sketches she’d sent him.
“Damn, I can’t believe I forgot,” she said with a groan, fiddling with the seatbelt strap. “I have a show next week. There’s still so much that needs to be done.”
“Where’s the show?”
“New York.”
Travis gave her a sideways glance. “Maybe I’ll come with you. I have some personal time coming up.”
Her throat went dry. He wanted to go to New York with her? She had to wonder what that meant. In a few short minutes, their mystery might be solved, which meant he had no reason to see her next week. Unless he wanted to continue their relationship. Unless he…loved her?
“That sounds nice,” she said, her voice coming out in a squeak.
Travis slowed the car as he neared the address the hospital had given them. As he pulled into the driveway of the two-story redbrick home, he looked at her again.
“Rachel, when this is over…” His voice halted.
She watched him with imploring eyes. “Yes?”
“I want us to…I think we should…” He raked his fingers through his dark hair. “Damn it, I don’t even know where to start.”
Rachel resisted a smile. She’d never seen Travis struggle for words, and the vulnerability she saw in his eyes was endearing. “How about starting from the beginning?”
He took a breath. “I want us to…have a talk later.”
Disappointment welled up in her chest, but she simply nodded. Right now wasn’t the time to talk about their relationship, not when they were sitting in the driveway of the woman who might have the answers to Carrie’s death. The woman who was their last hope.
“Okay. We’ll talk later,” she said, reaching for the door handle.
She and Travis got out of the car, and began walking up the flowery front walk to the Forrester house. She took a moment to admire the colorful tulips and roses lining the cobblestone path, and wondered if she’d ever get the chance to live in such a wholesome place. Since she’d begun spending time with Travis, she’d started believing things like this were possible—a big house with a colorful yard, a little son or daughter running around, a husband. Would she ever have any of it? With Travis?
She kept her thoughts to herself as they stepped onto the porch and rang the doorbell. A nervous feeling crept up her spine as they waited. Would Virginia Forrester know who Rachel was? Would she send her away?
Her questions were answered the second the heavy oak door swung open and the white-haired woman behind it gasped.
Taken off guard by Virginia’s odd reaction, Rachel cleared her throat. “Uh, Virginia Forrester? I’m—”
“Rachel.”
She swallowed back the nervous lump in her throat. “You know who I am?”
The older woman’s eyes softened, and Rachel saw regret in them. With a sad smile that caused the wrinkles around her mouth to deepen, Virginia held open the door. “Of course I know who you are. Come in, please.”
Rachel exchanged a glance with Travis before the two of them followed Virginia into the house. She led them into a spacious but cozy-looking living room, and gestured for them to sit on the blue and white flower-patterned sofa.
As she and Travis sat, Rachel said, “This is Travis Gage. He’s a…friend of mine.”
Virginia barely glanced at Travis as she replied, “Nice to meet you, Mr. Gage.” Her eyes remained focused on Rachel. “You look wonderful.”
Rachel wrinkled her forehead. The woman was acting as if they knew each other, but she’d never laid eyes on Virginia Forrester in her life. “I’m sorry, but have we met before?”
Virginia nodded slowly. Another look of sadness swept over her wrinkled features. “A long time ago. When you were just a baby. But I met your sister, many years ago. You look a lot like her.”
Rachel’s heart squeezed. “You knew Carrie?”
“Yes…” Virginia paused, pain etched in her face. “I…Rachel, my maiden name is Chambers.”
The blood drained from Rachel’s face. Chambers. That was her mother’s maiden name. She stared at Virginia in shock, murmuring, “You’re…”
“Hattie’s sister.”
The revelation made Rachel gasp. Her mother had never spoken of her family, save to say that they were all dead. And yet this woman in front of them…she was her aunt?
“Hattie said her family was all dead,” Rachel whispered.
Virginia’s eyes clouded over. “I’m not surprised. Our parents died when we were kids, yes, but I’m still alive and kicking. Not that Hattie ever made an effort to see me. She didn’t like the disapproval I showed her, didn’t want to listen to my pleas to go into rehab and straighten herself out. She forbade me from seeing you girls too.”
Rachel swallowed, unsure what to say to that.
As if sensing her distress, Travis touched her knee and took over. “Mrs. Forrester, are you aware Carrie killed herself?” he asked quietly.
A flash of what appeared to be guilt crossed the woman’s face. “Yes, yes, I’m aware of that.”
“Well, Rachel and I have been trying to learn about the circumstances that led to Carrie’s suicide, and our investigation brought us to you. Did you know your husband had gotten close to Carrie when she volunteered at the hospital fifteen years ago?”
Virginia nodded.
“Mrs. Forrester, do you know anything about your husband planning to take Carrie and her sister away from their mother?”
A heavy silence fell over the room. Rachel had trouble breathing as she watched Virginia, saw the woman’s rosy cheeks pale and her brown eyes fill with remorse and regret.
“Please, Mrs. Forrester, can you tell us anything?” Rachel pleaded.
Virginia nodded again. “I’ve waited for this day, you know. I always wanted to contact you, Rachel, but…” She sighed. “Let me start from the beginning.”
Rachel’s heart began to pound as she settled on the couch and waited for Virginia to speak.
“Like I said, Hattie didn’t want anything to do with me. When your father married Hattie, I stopped trying to make contact. John was aware of her problem, but he figured that as long as he was around to take care of you girls, he could control the situation.” Virginia paused. “But he came to see me once. He asked Barry and me to watch out for you and your sister in the event something happened to him. But after John died, we were told Hattie left town.”
Rachel frowned. “But…I’ve lived in Chicago all my life.”
Virginia’s features softened. “Yes, you’ve always lived in Chicago, but not in the house you were raised in by Hattie. When your father was alive, you girls lived a few streets away from here, in a big Victorian house—you don’t remember?”
Rachel’s throat tightened. “No.”
Virginia sighed. “It was a beautiful house. After John died, your mother sold it and moved away, to another city, we thought. But when Carrie started volunteering at the hospital, I instantly recognized her. I was having lunch with Barry and saw her in the corridor, and I knew she was Hattie’s daughter.”
“Why didn’t you try to track down Hattie and the girls when they moved from the neighborhood?” Travis cut in, looking wary.
Virginia avoided his gaze. “It was my fault, Mr. Gage. I thought about it, thought about the promise I’d made to John to take care of the girls, but…I was pregnant at the time, and didn’t want the burden of two more children.” She stared at Rachel with pleading eyes. “Can you understand that?”
Rachel wrung her hands together. “Yes,” she finally said. “Carrie and I weren’t your responsibility. Nor Barry’s.”
“No, but you were,” Virginia insisted. “And I failed you. Your father was such a good man, and I let him down.” A tear slid down the woman’s cheek. “I lost the baby five months into the pregnancy. Barry and I never had any other children.”
“I’m sorry,” Rachel said softly.
Virginia wiped her cheek. “When Carrie showed up at the hospital, I asked Barry to get close to her. I would have done it myself, but I was afraid your mother would find out and take you girls away. So Barry befriended Carrie, and when he found out the life you girls were living, he and I were livid. We were determined to get you out of that house.”
“How did you plan on taking the girls away?” Travis asked, again sounding suspicious.
Virginia met his wary gaze. “By the books, Mr. Gage. I was a blood relative, which made it easier. Barry and I were going to take Hattie to court and sue for custody of the girls. We contacted a lawyer, who got us a protective order of custody, which meant the girls would live with us until the custody trial. That was what Barry was coming to tell Carrie the night she died. The night he died.”
Rachel’s head started spinning. “What?”
The older woman looked sad. “Barry died the night Carrie took her life, sweetheart. He was driving home from the hospital and a drunk driver collided into his car. He died instantly. That was why he didn’t show up to meet your sister.”
Rachel’s eyes began to sting. “And she thought he’d deserted her,” she whispered. “Just like everyone else. That’s why she…”
“Rachel, I’m sorry,” Virginia said, the tears now flowing freely from her eyes. “I tried to call Carrie to tell her about Barry’s death, but she was already gone.”
Rachel let out a long sigh, her chest aching. As devastating as it was to think that she and Carrie could have been swept off into a safe and loving home if not for a drunk driver, relief pumped through her veins as closure settled in. She finally knew why her sister had died. She could finally start to put it all behind her.
“There’s more.”
She lifted her head and looked at Virginia. “There is?”
“I was at your sister’s funeral,” Virginia confessed, rubbing her hands together anxiously. “I stood in the back, so you probably never saw me. But after the service, I went to speak to your mother.”
“You did?”
“I approached your mother and pleaded with her to grant me custody of you, Rachel. But she refused. She wouldn’t let you go, and she threatened to move you out of the country if I tried to take her to court.”
Anger and bitterness mingled in Rachel’s blood. Her mother had a chance to grant her a better life, to let a kind, loving woman care for her, yet she’d selfishly held on to her remaining daughter. And for what reason? Not to be alone?
“I couldn’t risk your mother running off with you, so I stepped back,” Virginia finished. “At least that way I would be close if you ever needed me.”
“I wish…I wish I knew all of this before,” Rachel whispered. “All these years, I had no idea why Carrie…” Her voice drifted. She cleared her throat and met Virginia’s eyes. “She died, you know. Hattie. Just a couple of days ago.”
Virginia simply nodded, as if the news of her sister’s death was no big deal. Her words, however, shed light on the stoic reaction. “I knew it would one day come to that. The drinking…did she ever stop, or at least try to stop?”
Rachel shook her head.
“Oh, honey.” Virginia’s eyes grew misty. “I’m sorry, Rachel. I’m sorry for so many things. But most of all, I’m sorry I didn’t help you and Carrie when you were girls, that I didn’t try harder.”
A long silence descended on the room. Rachel realized that Travis hadn’t said a word in quite a while, but she felt his presence, felt his comfort as his hand pressed firmly on her knee. Although her mind was muddled with all the what ifs running through it, the tension in her chest had eased. She’d finally learned what had driven Carrie to suicide, and although she desperately wished things could have turned out differently, she felt at peace. She’d finally solved this chapter of her life.
And it was time to turn the page.
 
 
“I just need to stop by the station to sign some forms,” Travis said as they got into his car twenty minutes later. “Then we can go back to your place to talk.”
Rachel nodded. “Okay.”
Her brain was still bombarded with thoughts as they drove back into the city. The visit with Virginia had provided her with the closure she’d needed, and it was difficult not to run the conversation over and over again in her mind. She wondered if her life would have turned out differently if Hattie had allowed her to live with Virginia Forrester, her aunt, but a part of her was glad everything had turned out this way.
Otherwise, she would never have reconnected with Travis.
She had to tell him she loved him. To hell with the risk. He needed to know how she felt. After everything he’d done for her, he deserved it. Travis was her rock. Her soulmate. Because of him, she’d faced the demons of her past and battled each and every one of them. Because of him, her sister’s death no longer haunted her.
“Do you want to wait in the car?” Travis asked as he pulled into the parking lot of the police station.
“Would I be able to come in and use your phone?” she returned. “I need to call Suzanna to make arrangements for the show next week.”
“Of course.”
They headed into the large brick building, walking past the main front desk toward a brightly lit corridor. Easy chatter filled the station, the atmosphere serious but friendly. Uniformed cops breezed past them, looking harried and excited, and Rachel got the sense that this was why Travis had chosen detective work over designing anti-virus software. He seemed to thrive in this environment.
She also noticed how well liked Travis was around the department. People smiled and said hello as he walked by, and it touched her heart to see him pause and return all the greetings. It didn’t surprise her that everyone loved Travis. He was warm and generous, and he had the ability to make all those around him smile and feel important. That was why she loved him.
“Okay, here’s my office,” Travis said, gesturing to an open doorway. “I’ll be in my partner’s office next door. I’ll come back in a minute.”
After Travis left her inside his office, Rachel walked over to the desk and reached for the phone. She called Suzanna and went over some details for the show. When she hung up the phone, Travis still hadn’t come back. Realizing she’d never met his partner, she decided to pop into the next office to introduce herself.
She stepped into the hallway, smiled at a passing female deputy, then approached the door adjacent to Travis’s. It stood ajar, yet she still felt compelled to knock. She lifted her hand, but the hushed male voices wafting out made her freeze.
“Damn it, Matt.” It was Travis’s voice, and he didn’t sound happy.
“You’re still in love with Jess.”
The words spoken by the second man, who had to be Travis’s partner, made her blood run cold.
“This woman means nothing to you. She’s another project, Gage. So for God’s sake, stop leading her on.”
This woman? Were they talking about her? What project? A sick feeling tugged at her gut, making her feel nauseous. She knew eavesdropping was wrong and yet she couldn’t force her legs to carry her away, couldn’t stop her ears from listening to the troubling exchange transpiring in the office.
“You want to save her, just like all the others. You’ve been doing it since Jess died, and it’s time to stop this crusade you’re on. It only distracts you from your job.”
“I’m always focused on my job.” Travis’s tone was sharp.
“Then where the hell were you today when I was interrogating the Davis suspect?” The man interjected before Travis could reply. “Christ, how many more women do you need to save before you convince yourself you’ve avenged your wife’s death?”
The churning of her stomach became unbearable. She could have waited for Travis’s answer but it didn’t even matter anymore. Turning on her heel, Rachel edged away from the door and tore down the hallway, tears stinging her eyes.
She should have known. Should’ve figured it out. Oh, he’d wanted more than sex from her, all right. She’d been another pity project for him, a way to make himself feel better about the fact that he hadn’t saved the woman he’d loved.
Well, she didn’t need his pity. She didn’t need to be saved—by Travis or anyone else.
She could save herself, thank you very much. And, at the moment, saving herself meant gathering up the pieces of her shattered heart and getting as far away from Travis Gage as humanly possible.
 

















Chapter Ten








“Rachel, you heard brief pieces of a conversation. You could have taken the whole thing out of context,” Suzanna said with a long, weary sigh.Rachel sifted through samples of fabric, trying to make the final decision on the pieces she would be revealing at the New York show next week. The knot in her throat hadn’t eased since she walked out of the police station an hour earlier. Her work had always had a way of calming tension and draining troubled thoughts, but this afternoon it wasn’t working.
Nothing was going to take away the pain Travis left in her heart.
“I know what I heard,” she said, tossing a violet satin teddy in her keeper pile.
Suzanna placed a hand on her shoulder. “Rachel, you really care about this guy. Give him a chance to explain before you just toss him to the wind.”
Rachel didn’t just care about him. She was crazy about him. She loved him. With every part of her soul, she loved him so deeply it ripped a hole in her heart and shattered her very core.
“There’s nothing to explain,” she insisted, clutching a wad of satin in her fist. She held on to the soft fabric as if releasing it from her grasp would release the flood of tears that hovered just behind her eyes. She wasn’t going to cry over Travis Gage. She’d been here before, plenty of times. With her mother. Her sister. Paul. This time, she wouldn’t cry.
Her mother had cried enough for all of them. Day and night, the woman had wallowed in tears, never moving her life beyond the point of pain. Rachel had vowed long ago she wasn’t going to wallow in self-pity. She was stronger than her mother, and this situation with Travis would prove that.
“Rachel?” She heard the sharp click of the door and determined footsteps moving along her front office.
Well, that didn’t take long. She took a deep breath, gathered her composure, and stepped into the main room.
She forced a weak smile. “Hi.”
Travis’s shoulders fell in relief. “Why did you leave the station?” he asked, moving to place his hands on her shoulders.
Rachel took a slow step back. “I left a message with the front desk,” she lied. “They didn’t tell you?”
He shook his head and studied her. He knew something was wrong, she could see it in his face. It was time to recite the speech she’d practiced on her way back to the office, but the trembling of her hands caused her to question whether she could truly go through with it.
She lifted her chin and forced a casual air. “I’m really sorry. When I called Suzanna, she told me the fabric wasn’t going to be here in time for the show. I had to get over here and make new selections.” She took another breath. “I didn’t want to bother you. I’m sorry they didn’t relay the message.”
His concern seemed to ease, but only slightly. She wondered if Travis was blessed with natural instinct, or if it was just her who he could see through so well.
He lifted a hand to her arm and she tried not to jerk away. She didn’t want the sensation of his touch. She couldn’t handle the reminder of what she would be missing.
“Well,” he said. “No harm done.” He gave her arm a squeeze and released his grasp. “Will you have to work late? Maybe we’ll go to dinner later, or I can bring it here.”
Her smile sobered as the chokehold tightened on her throat. “Travis, we need to talk.”
A plump yellow sofa sat a few feet away, and she stepped over the deep brown hardwood floor toward it. She sank down on the plush cushions, needing to relieve the weight from her shaky legs. His face washed with concern, Travis followed, but stopped short of taking a seat next to her.
“What is it, babe? What’s wrong?”
Tremors began to sweep through her nerves, but she stiffened her stance and lifted her chin. She lowered her gaze, not able to look into those soft brown eyes. His expression was concerned, and she had to replay everything she’d heard in order to muster her strength.
Travis didn’t love her. She was just another project, apparently one among a series of many. She was the damsel in distress he apparently needed to rescue before he moved on to the next.
Well, Rachel was officially saved, and now it was time for him to move on.
Time for both of them to move on.
“Travis,” she started. “I’ll never be able to repay you for everything you’ve done for me. I don’t know how I’ll ever be able to thank you.”
“You don’t owe me anything.”
She forced a smile and continued. “But now I really need to get back to focusing on my work, especially with this show coming up.”
She clasped her hands together and swallowed the boulder in her throat. She’d never imagined this was going to be so hard, and Travis’s silence was deafening. Even his breath seemed to hold in his lungs, and though she fought against it, she couldn’t help but raise her eyes to meet his gaze.
He just stood there, the caring concern on his face quickly draining away with the realization of what she was attempting to say.
“Travis, I’ve got this show next week, and when I get back, I need to focus on clearing out my mother’s house and selling it.”
She took another breath. “I’m thinking seriously about moving to New York. It’s time I put the past behind me.”
“And I’m part of that past,” he said, his voice low and defensively steady.
“I’m sorry, Travis. I just think it’s best if we broke this off now, before we get involved.”
His brow coiled. His lips formed a tight line across his mouth, and a flinch of muscles clenched in his jaw. “You don’t think we’re already involved?”
She fisted her hands together on her lap and swallowed away the tears that threatened to flow from her eyes. “I need to start over. I need to get out of Chicago and begin a new life.”
“And you don’t see me as part of that new life.”
The air grew scarce. Every nerve in her body begged her to break down, to pull him into her arms and release the pain that ripped through her chest. She wanted Travis to be a part of her new life. She didn’t want to leave Chicago. She wanted to stay, to become his wife, to begin a life together now that her past could finally be put to rest.
But despite the obvious hurt and anger that seeped from his gaze, she had to remember that she wasn’t part of his plans. She was just a temporary distraction, another victory in his quest to save the world.
“I think, given my plans, it’s best we end this now.”
His lips twitched. His hands clenched at his sides. “I see,” he said stiffly.
“I’m sorry, Travis.”
His legs rigid, his eyes dark and vacant, he stepped to the entry and pushed open the door. “Don’t be,” he said.
And then he was gone.
The tears she had suppressed came flooding to the surface like water through a broken levee.
“I can’t believe you just did that.”
She lifted her head to see Suzanna emerge through the doorway, her eyes flashing. Rachel wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand and took a breath. “It had to be done.”
Suzanna stepped closer and stood over her, her hands on her hips. “He loves you.”
“He loves the conquest.”
“You’re an idiot. If you can’t see that that man loves you, you don’t deserve him.”
Rachel didn’t respond.
“You’re a fool. You just tore that man’s heart out for no reason at all.” Suzanna turned and moved back to doorway, not attempting to hide her huff of disgust. “You’re destined to spend the rest of your life alone, and after that display, I honestly think you deserve it.”
Rachel couldn’t disagree.
 
 
Travis held the picture of Jess in his hand, anger and bitterness churning around in his stomach. He’d wanted the men who took his wife to pay, to pay more than just their prison sentence. He’d wanted their lives destroyed, the way they had destroyed his. But he hadn’t gotten that satisfaction and instead had turned to saving the world. Helping those whose lives had also been destroyed. Like Rachel.
That’s what had drawn him to her at first. Her beauty had captivated him, but it was the pain of her past that really got his blood going. He’d wanted to help her forget her degrading childhood, help her say goodbye to the sister she’d never wanted to let go. And hell, he’d succeeded. He’d gotten her the answers she’d needed, handed her a plate of closure on a silver platter.
What he’d never expected was that Rachel’s closure might spark his own.
He’d almost let it go. Thanks to Rachel, he was on the brink of letting it all go, moving past Jess’ death, releasing the torrid anger he felt for the men who took her. For a fleeting moment, he saw his future in the stunning blonde who had found a way into his heart. It wasn’t until they’d walked out of Virginia Forrester’s home with the answers they’d searched for that he’d realized something had changed inside him. Realized he was ready to put the past behind him and start a new life.
Apparently, Rachel wanted a new life too, just not with him.
He wondered how he could have been so wrong about her. He thought she’d cared for him as much as he cared for her. During that last night they’d spent together a week ago, he could have sworn he saw shades of love and affection in her eyes, and the sight had lifted his heart and made him want to sing to the world.
Now he just wanted to hit something.
“Put the past behind me,” she’d said. He’d thought they could have done that together. Hell, he would have moved to New York with her, if that’s what she’d wanted. He had plenty of money to take Rachel anywhere in the world she wanted to go. Plenty of money to buy her the fancy house she’d never had growing up and any luxuries she’d yearned for as a child. The two of them could have made a fresh start together, but evidently, he was just another painful reminder of the past she needed to extinguish.
He guessed he couldn’t blame her. He had been her sister’s boyfriend, and a part of the high school years that had been her darkest time. He wished he hadn’t been a part of any of it, and at the moment, he wished he’d never met the Foster girls. Both of them, in their own way, had given him nothing but pain and heartache, and that was the one fact he would need to grasp onto in order to move on.
If he could move on.
“Let’s go to lunch.”
Travis looked up to see Matt standing in the doorway.
“I’m not hungry. You go ahead without me,” he said, tucking the photo back in the drawer.
“That’s what you said yesterday, and the day before. Come on, man, let’s get out of here. It’s time for you to join the world. Or are you planning on spending the rest of your life sulking behind that desk?”
Travis opened his mouth to answer when Sarah, the woman who worked the front desk, interrupted the two men.
Lingering in the doorway, she turned to him and said, “Travis, there’s a woman here to see you. Her name is Suzanna. She says she’s a friend of Rachel Foster.”
Confusion drained the knot in his stomach. “Send her in,” he said, flashing Matt a glance that told him to leave them alone.
The two disappeared, leaving Travis momentarily alone. He wondered what Rachel’s assistant would want with him, and as he waited, a dozen scenarios ran through his mind.
“You probably don’t remember me,” Suzanna said, poking her head in the door.
Travis rose and extended a hand. “Of course I do.” He waved a hand to the two oak chairs that sat empty in front of his desk. “Have a seat.”
He resumed his seat as Suzanna made herself comfortable.
“What can I do for you?” he asked, anxious to find out the reason for her visit.
She took a long breath and started, “I’m probably being presumptuous by coming here, but I can’t let Rachel leave things the way she did.” The smile on her face sobered. “She doesn’t know I’m here. I was hoping we could keep this to ourselves.”
“Why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind,” he said with a frown, wanting her to get to the point.
“She’s miserable, and she’s making the rest of us miserable too.” She met his eyes. “Look, I’m just going to say it. Rachel’s in love with you.”
The frown drained from his face. “She’s what?”
“Before she left your office last week, she heard you talking to someone. Heard something that gave her the notion you didn’t care about her.”
His frown returned as he recalled the day. He knew exactly the conversation Suzanna was speaking of, and his confusion quickly turned to an overwhelming urge to flatten Matt.
“She heard my partner,” he said dully.
“I don’t know what she heard, but she walked away believing you didn’t care for her.” She took a deep breath. “Is it true? Is it true she was just a fling for you? A project? Because if so, I really need to just leave now before I make a complete idiot out of myself.”
“No, it’s not true. I love Rachel.” The words escaped his mouth before he could stop them. Then he realized he didn’t want to stop them. Hell, why had it taken him so long to admit it to himself?
Suzanna’s blue eyes softened in a bright smile. “She loves you too. She’s just so afraid, Travis. You know life has never gone her way. When she heard that conversation…she was just trying to protect herself. I’ve been telling her for days to call you, that she misunderstood what she heard, but she’s…”
“She’s stubborn,” he supplied, fighting back a grin.
“She’s afraid. And she’s hurt. I’ve never seen her this bad.”
Travis tried to hide his sudden urge to jump up, wrap Suzanna in his arms, and hug the breath from her lungs. He hadn’t wanted to believe Rachel didn’t care for him, and he’d driven by her shop a dozen times, needing to hear her say it one more time. But he knew his heart couldn’t take looking into those beautiful green eyes and hearing those devastating words all over again.
“I need to go see her,” he said, rising from his chair.
“She’s on her way to New York. Our show is the day after tomorrow.” Suzanna rose to join him. “I can give you the information on where she’s staying, or if you prefer, we’ll both be back on Saturday.”
He paused for a moment, letting the whole situation sink in. “Actually, I have an idea. Maybe you can help me.”
 
 
“We’re all ready to go,” Suzanna said, pushing Rachel from the dressing room. “Go take your seat in the audience.”
“Suz, I should stay here with the models. You’ve never done this on your own before.”
“And we already discussed it. You’ve got a seat right next to Darin Mortensen. Don’t you want to see your designs in Nordstrom’s?”
“I’ll find out if he likes them soon enough.”
“You’ll find out as he’s watching the show. Go schmooze. I’ll take care of the models. Everything will be fine.” She pushed Rachel out the door as the music began playing on stage. “Go make friends with one of the biggest buyers in New York.”
Rachel sighed and conceded, reluctantly making her way to the audience. She knew better than to argue, and really, Suzanna was right. She should be there next to Darin and take the opportunity to convince him to buy her line while she had the chance.
She stepped down the side stage and nudged her way through the crowd, taking her seat just in time for the first model to come on stage. The show would open with Pauline Taylor’s line, followed by Ann DeMarcos’, then Rachel’s fashions were up.
For the first time since she’d last seen Travis, the ache in her heart dissipated, replaced by sheer nerves that the buyers would shun her designs. Pauline’s fashions were good, but she was hoping they would be too over-the-top for Darin.
Her apprehension, anxiety and nervousness was a welcome relief from the sickness that had settled in her stomach and stayed since the day she’d broken things off with Travis, and she hoped this show marked the turning point in finally getting over her love for Travis Gage.
If that would ever be possible.
She studied Darin’s reaction as he viewed the show. He seemed intrigued with Pauline and Ann’s designs, but not overly impressed. She silently prayed she would see that spark of interest when her models walked on stage, and the announcement of her name told her the time had come.
She took a deep breath and exhaled. Darin turned to her and winked, patting a calming hand on her knee. She forced a faint smile and watched as Brenna stepped on stage.
A shot of adrenaline pierced her chest and swept through to her toes. Brenna looked beautiful, she hadn’t a stitch out of place, but the woman was holding a square of white poster board in her hand.
What the hell was she doing?
She should have never let Suzanna alone in the back. As she mentally fired her assistant, her eyes fixed on the model, trying to comprehend what was going on.
Brenna stepped to the end of the runway, made her standard moves from one end to the other, turning to provide the crowd with the full view of Rachel’s designs. Then, before turning to step back the way she came, she stopped at the end of the runway and held up her sign.
It read “Rachel”.
The blood drained from her face as mortification coursed through her veins. Brenna returned the sign to her side, pivoted and strolled backstage.
An ache filled her gut. The loud disco music pounded in her ears. The flashing strobe lights pierced her eyes, bringing searing pain to her temples. She didn’t know what was going on, and as Delilah stepped onto the runway, Rachel’s sickness deepened.
Like Brenna, Delilah held a sign at her side, causing Rachel to rise from her chair. She had to find out what the hell they were doing.
Before she could lift from her seat, Darin’s hand came down over her shoulder. “Just relax,” he muttered in her ear.
She turned to see his bright smile. Was he in on this? And what was this?
She glanced back to Delilah as she repeated Brenna’s moves at the end of the runway. After she had modeled the red thong and matching bra, she paused and lifted her sign.
“I love you”, it said.
Rachel turned to Darin. “What’s going on?”
He shrugged. “We’ll have to wait and see.”
Panic ripping through her veins, she glanced around the crowd, watching the eyes move from her to the stage and back again. Expressions seemed to be a mix of confusion and amusement, but fortunately, no one appeared to be ready to make a scene—except for her.
Misty stepped up, carrying another sign. Misty wasn’t supposed to be the next model on stage. Billie was supposed to have come next. Again, Rachel was overcome with the need to rush backstage and find out what was going on, but at this point, she doubted her limp noodle legs would lift her from her seat.
An evil grin came over Misty’s face as she strolled to the end of the runway, struck her pose and lifted the third sign.
“Marry me.”
A wave of sighs erupted from the crowd as the words burned into Rachel’s cheeks. Her muddled mind tried to put the three signs together, but comprehension escaped her.
A marriage proposal?
From whom?
Heat torched her face as she watched Misty stroll away. She fixed her eyes on the back wall, hoping the next sign would dissolve her confusion and answer the question as to what was going on.
She clasped her hands to the armrests and held her breath, waiting for the next model to appear, but the form that emerged from behind the curtain drained the air from her lungs.
Travis.
He wore a tuxedo, and in his hand was a bouquet of perfect red roses. His gaze searched the crowd until it found hers. He held it, a little grin tugging at his mouth.
As he neared the end of the runway, she heard Darin whisper to her ear, “I think that’s your cue.” His hand patted her back, nudging her from her seat. “Don’t make the man wait.”
She rose on weakened legs, her hands shaking so furiously, she had to ball them into fists to keep from embarrassing herself in front of the crowd. She kept her eyes on Travis, his broad chest filling out the tuxedo better than any male model she’d seen, his eyes glimmering with affection and a tinge of satisfaction.
He stepped to the edge of the stage and took her hand. She didn’t want to get on stage. She wanted Travis to tell her what the hell he was doing, but when she tried to tug him in her direction, he tightened his grip and pulled her onto the platform.
The music stopped, the flashing multicolored lights died to a single golden spotlight on them both. Rachel’s cheeks burned with fire, her hands shook with nerves, and when Travis lowered to one knee, the tears she had suppressed for a week quickly came flooding to the surface.
“Forget what you heard,” he said roughly. “I’m in love with you, I want to marry you, and spend the rest of my life making you happy.”
A quick, wet cough escaped her throat and she covered her mouth with a trembling hand. Travis set the roses on the floor and reached in his pocket, pulling out a black velvet box.
As he lifted the lid, he added, “You don’t need to be saved, Rachel. But I do. Let’s build a new future together. What do you say? Will you marry me?”
Tears streaming down her cheeks, she sniffed and managed a nod. Travis slipped the ring on her finger, handed her the roses, and got to his feet.
He took her in his arms and pressed his lips to hers, bringing the cheering crowd to their feet. Then, before she could blink, he ushered her backstage. As they passed behind the curtain, they were encased in a crowd of models, with Suzanna taking center stage. Rachel wanted to give her a tongue-lashing, but her shaken nerves could only muster a smile.
“Apparently, I need to do everything for you.” Suzanna winked. “And to think, you almost let this one go.”
Rachel opened her mouth to answer, but Travis pulled her from the crowd and wrapped her in his arms. She buried her face in his tux, not even caring about the smudges of makeup she was leaving on his starched white shirt. He felt too good to let go.
“I love you, Rachel,” he said huskily, rubbing his thumb over the line of her jaw. “I wanted to come back and tell you that so many times.”
“I love you too,” she murmured, tightening her arms around his neck.
“I’ll go anywhere you want. We can move to New York,” he started, but Rachel cut him off.
“I don’t want to go to New York, unless you do. I just want to be with you, and no matter where that is, I’ll be happy.”
“Sorry to break this up.” Darin Mortensen’s voice broke over her shoulder. Rachel turned and wiped the tears from her cheeks. “I just needed to tell you that I want a signed contract before you leave on your honeymoon.” He winked. “And I expect an invitation to the wedding.”
Travis extended a hand. “Thanks for your help.”
Darin laughed. “Are you kidding? My wife is such a romantic, this will be the talk of the country club for years. You’ve rendered me to hero status.”
As Darin walked away, Rachel cocked her head curiously. “And how do you happen to know one of the biggest buyers in the country?”
“I may be a detective, babe, but you keep forgetting I’m wealthy.” He grinned. “There are times when money comes in handy, remember?”
“I don’t care about your money, Travis.” She stood on her tiptoes and pressed her lips against his smooth cheek. “I only care about you.”
Still grinning, he lowered his head and kissed her. Then he pulled back, eyes twinkling. “Come on, let’s get out of here,” he grumbled. “After that production, I need a really stiff drink.”
With a little laugh, she kissed him once more, and then took his hand in hers. Oblivious to the crowd of models and well-wishers gathered backstage, they headed for the door. She didn’t know where they were going and she wasn’t sure she even cared. All that mattered was that Travis loved her, and that for the first time in her life, Rachel felt as though she had truly come home.
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 Jacey Cass radiates confidence and sensuality just once a year, when she meets her rich and powerful lover for a night of anonymous sex. The rest of her calendar is filled with the daily struggle to survive. Her cashier job at Insomnia, Miami’s hottest lingerie shop, doesn’t go far toward college tuition, but she’s determined to rise above her mother’s freeloading legacy.
Alex Vaughn is one promotion away from realizing his life’s ambition. For years he’s been forced to stand by and watch his father systematically destroy the values that made Insomnia great. Now, with an expected vacancy in the summer catalog, he takes a chance. He’s never formally met the fascinating woman he takes to bed every year, but he knows a marketable body when he sees one. The last thing he expects is for her to turn the opportunity down flat.
Jacey won’t consider a handout—even from the man whose white-hot caress is the one bright spot of her life. Then a modeling competition’s prize money lures her from behind the register and into the blinding spotlight, unaware of what the cost could be to her heart…
Warning: This title follows a young woman’s journey from fear of intimacy to trust in love, with frequent, explicit descriptions of the sensual lessons learned on the way.
 




Enjoy the following excerpt for For His Eyes Only:



They waited for the elevator. She wrapped her arms around Alex’s neck and kissed him, a chaste kiss appropriate for the public eye should anyone catch them. But when she pulled back and stared at him, the way her eyes darkened spoke volumes about the unchaste activities she expected to take place once they made it to his room.Thankfully, the elevator doors closed before anyone else joined them. She slipped her arms inside his jacket, and the heat of her touch penetrated his shirt fabric while he pressed her to the wall, thrust his tongue into her mouth and ground his hips against hers.
“Well,” she teased when he rested the solid crotch of his pants against her thigh. “I can tell you’re ready.”
He closed his eyes, his hunger for her made almost unbearable by the taste of sweet wine she left on his lips. “Oh, don’t worry. You’ll be ready too.”
He put his hand beneath her skirt and trailed his finger along the satin edge of a soaking wet g-string, smothering her approving moan with another kiss. The ache in his groin intensified.
“I think you’re right,” she gasped when he let her go.
The doors opened. They greeted an older couple waiting to take the elevator and managed to maintain their composure until the door to his room locked behind them.
Then he couldn’t take it anymore.
“I’ve got to have you,” he insisted, expressing the thought that had plagued him all evening. He stepped up behind her and kissed the back of her neck, then lowered the zipper of her dress, his mouth following each tooth as it opened.
By the time he reached the zipper’s end, he was kneeling on the floor with the skinny strap of those panties right in front of him, urging him to tear the thing off. But he had just one night a year with her, and he wouldn’t end it within the first three minutes.
The dress and the lingerie hit the floor before he had a chance to contemplate his next move. He looked up, managing to catch the mischievous grin on his lady’s face before she turned and strode across the room, the silken curves of her ass draped in nothing but moonlight.
He stood, his fingers clenched with the need to touch her. “Where are you going?”
“You’ll see.”
She opened the French doors that led to a private terrace and disappeared around the corner. “Care to join me?” her voice called through the darkness.
He nearly ran to the balcony, stopping just long enough to pull protection from his pocket and take off his suit. When he found her, she was shoulder-deep in the hot tub, curling her index finger at him.
“Hurry,” she whispered. He could see her squirming beneath the bubbly surface.
“You sure know how to make a man crazy.”
He sank into the warm water and pulled her against him, relishing the reunion of their naked bodies. The money and power that accompanied his position at Insomnia never left him without a date for long, but this woman was no ordinary piece of arm candy. She charged him like an electric current, and their annual rendezvous was just about the only time he felt like a flesh-and-blood man instead of a corporate puppet.
Without exception, when he took other women out, they immediately brought up his job. Each of them shared a mammoth interest in his money and his ability to discover the next pin-up girl.
But not this one. The woman in front of him was wet, naked, and beautiful—and completely uninterested in his paycheck. He didn’t think he’d find a more perfect woman if he could design one himself.
Her fingers entwined in his hair, tugging him from his thoughts. She kissed him with a desperation that seemed to match his and pushed him down until he sat on the tub’s ledge, the water swirling around his ribs. Then she straddled his lap.
“I need your touch.”
Her words energized him and brought his full attention back to the reason they were there. He dropped his hand under the bubbles, skimming her torso until he found the softness between her thighs and unraveled her desire.
“Here?”
“Alex…” She surged against his chest and her fingernails dug into his shoulder.
“That wasn’t a scream,” he objected.
“Not yet it wasn’t.”
He massaged her, increasing the pace of his stroke while she squirmed and begged and then came hard, bucking against him and crying out loud. Still trembling, she shifted in his lap, took his shaft in her hand and rubbed it against her flesh.
“Do it,” she urged.
Her pleas turned to moans when he complied, slipping inside her and reacquainting himself with her warmth, her kisses, her cries. When he was lost in the taste and scent and feel of her, once again sharing with her the deepest kind of intimacy, he realized there was one problem with his perfect woman.
He didn’t know her, not the way he should. At least she could list some of his basic information, like his position at the company and what his mother had been calling him since birth. He couldn’t do the same for her. He knew that if he leaned down and sucked on her nipple right now, she’d come again. And if he gently bit the tender spot on her neck, right behind her earlobe, she’d arch backward and push him further into her body.
It was incredible, but it wasn’t enough. Not when he held her so close that he couldn’t tell his breath from hers, and when he kept imagining waking up in his bed at home with her beside him.
He anchored one hand on her hip and brushed the other through her mass of platinum curls, the ends wet and clinging to her breasts. “Tell me your name.”
She blinked, uncertainty clouding her face. But he looked into her eyes and moved slowly within her, and she relaxed. “It’s Jacey.”
“That’s a lovely name.”
“Thank you. Alex.” She giggled, then gasped and held tightly to him as he began to thrust harder. Her hips matched his intense rhythm, and he broke into a sweat caused by more than the temperature of the water.
At last, he knew her name.
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When interior designer Anna Deveau is hired to create a room made for romance at a Victorian inn, she is thrilled—and a little wistful. A fairy-tale ending will never be hers, but perhaps tapping into abandoned dreams will fan the flames for someone else.
Then she learns the only bricklayer available to build the room’s fireplace is Daniel Long. The sexy boy-next-door who filled her teen years with angst, broke her heart—and still colors her nights with red-hot fantasies.
Daniel never understood why Anna stopped talking to him a week before her sweet-sixteen party. Or why the wall between them remains a mile high. But now that he’s back in town, he intends to figure it out once and for all. Pushing the limits of her seductive design, he sets out to prove he didn’t burn her in the past.
Anna finds herself doing the one thing she swore she’d never do again: laying herself bare. Until the ghost of rumors past threatens to snuff out the fiery fantasy that, this time, Anna thought was real…
Warning: Years of sinful fantasies about the sexy boy-next-door lead to a night of wild indulgence. Be sure to keep a bevy of toys on hand when reading this tale, or better yet, get a boy-next-door of your own.
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The wind picked up, and as she hugged herself to stave off a shiver, heavy footsteps heralded someone’s approach. She turned around and came face to face with Daniel. The second his body came into contact with hers and she caught a whiff of his warm, familiar scent, heat unfurled inside her, and she struggled to maintain a coherent thought.“You cold?” He pulled her close and ran his hands up and down her arms, but the friction merely created heat in the needy spot between her legs.
“I’m okay.”
Daniel slipped off his jacket, draped it over her shoulders, and pulled her in tight. Feeling warm and wanting and in need of a distraction, she glanced at the towering maple tree. She momentarily wondered if his parents had redesigned his room after he’d left, or if they’d left it the way it was. Not that she knew how it was before his departure, since he’d never invited her in.
“Want to climb it?”
She chuckled as her body absorbed his warmth. “I don’t think so.”
He gave her a boyish wink. “Come on, it’ll be fun.”
“Fun?”
“Where’s your adventurous side, Anna?”
“I’m not dressed for climbing trees.” Her voice lacked conviction.
“It’s your only way out, you know.” He pulled a face, fear dancing in his eyes as he pointed to her parents’ living room. “Unless you want to go back in there with those sharks, you don’t have a choice.” He gave a mock shiver. “I’ve never seen such an interrogation. When I first arrived I thought I was in the middle of an intervention.”
Anna laughed and Daniel joined in, and in that instant, she felt like the world had been lifted from her shoulders. Honestly, she’d been strung so tight over the last few days it felt so good to laugh, to let go for a few minutes.
“It’s was an intervention,” she said. “A let’s-get-Anna-hitched sneak attack.” She paused to shake her head. “I didn’t see it coming.”
He touched her gold chain, and when his warm fingers grazed her skin, her hands curled in his shirt. Eyes smoldering, he wet his mouth and in a low voice said, “I think they only have your best interests at heart.”
Needing to lighten things up before she went to mush in his arms and remembering how he’d toyed with her mother, she whacked him on the shoulder and he let loose a moan.
“Hey, what’s with all the abuse?” he questioned, faking exasperation. But that exasperation quickly gave way to passion. “You keep it up and you’re going to get a spanking of your own.”
Anna’s breath grew shallow, and she gulped air, trying for normal. “What’s with teasing my mother like that and telling her you wanted me to go to a football game? She’ll be clinging to that for weeks. You know as well as I do that she wants us together.”
Without an ounce of humor in his voice, he said, “So do I, Anna.”
Her insides twisted. Okay, she understood he wanted her physically, the last few days had proven that. But what she wasn’t sure about was why. Because she was the one he couldn’t have? Or had he changed and matured over the years, and like her, knew how good they could have been together?
“Why, Daniel. Why do you want this?”
He ran his thumb over her bottom lip. Despite the cold, her cheeks flushed hot and her legs felt a little shaky beneath her. The tender intimate way he looked at her took her breath away. Heaven help her, she was fighting a losing battle here. He was charming, seductive, persuasive—the attraction far too powerful for her to ignore any longer. “Daniel—”
Instead of answering her, he grabbed her hand and tugged. “Come on.”
“Where?”
He gestured toward the huge tree branch that hung over the fence. “We’re going up. I’ll show you the view.”
With unhurried movements, he dropped her hand and grabbed the branch to test it. As he pulled himself up, her glance moved to his perfect backside, enjoying the view from where she stood. Instantly, with her brain on overdrive, she couldn’t help but think that maybe, just maybe he was right and an adventure was in order. And she wasn’t necessarily talking about climbing the tree.
As she warmed to the idea, she slipped her arms through his coat, zippered it, then grabbed the branch to climb. Her tight jeans protested the movement. “These are my favorite jeans, so help me if I rip them—”
“I’ll buy you a new pair,” he offered and reached down a helping hand.
She scoffed, half-heartedly, aware that she found the situation a little exciting. Not to mention fun and spontaneous. “Couldn’t we be normal adults and use the front door? I’m not really a fan of heights.”
“Nope. The only way to my front door, is through your front door. And since you’re avoiding the sharks…”
He was right, the fence circled the yards, and she wasn’t quite ready to go inside and face another swarming.
“Plus this is a little exciting, don’t you think?” he teased with a wink. “Sneaking into my room late at night.”
In spite of herself she laughed. “I’ve had more excitement watching paint dry,” she lied, masking her enthusiasm. Heck, she didn’t want to make this too easy on him, letting him think he was finally going to get what he’d been after for years.
But deep inside her she was excited. Damn excited. Growing up, Anna had always been a rule follower and had never done anything quite like this before. Being here with Daniel and climbing this tree took her back to her teen years when she used to go to bed and dream about sneaking into his room with him, dream about being the one girl he wanted, really wanted.
She grabbed his hand and he hauled her higher. Once they reached the top, Daniel shimmied his window open, climbed inside, then helped her in.
When her flats hit the floor, she let out a breath. Feeling much more comfortable on solid footing, she shut the window behind her. Daniel flicked on his lamp, and as the warm light bathed the room, she took in the décor. A single bed was up against one wall, a navy blue comforter haphazardly thrown over it. On the other wall, there was an open laptop sitting on a small wooden student desk. Trophies and medals adorned the numerous shelves above the bed, and a football lamp sat on his nightstand.
“Nice room.”
He walked across the floor and locked his door. A fine tingle ran through her. Despite being all grown up, something about sneaking into his room felt so forbidden, and it shocked her how much that excited her.
“It’s a shrine,” he teased. “Mom left it the way it was, hoping I’d come back to it I guess.”
“Now her wish has come true. You’re staying here, aren’t you?”
He grinned. “Just temporarily.” Something strange passed over his eyes—it was the same look he’d given her earlier but one she didn’t recognize—when he went on to announce, “I bought the old Murphy house down by the lake. Now I’m just waiting for my goods to arrive. I never thought they’d sell it, but lucky for me, the Murphys recently retired and moved to Florida.”
“You bought the old Murphy place?” She widened her eyes in surprise. “I love that place.”
Again, there was that odd look. “I know you do.”
She pulled a face. “You suddenly seem to know an awful lot.”
He backed her up until her knees hit the bed, and something in his voice hitched. “I know a lot more about you than you think I do.”
Her heart raced, her body grew damp and needy, and her voice came out a little rough around the edges. “And I think you’re a sweet talker.”
He offered her a cocky grin, and she damn near wilted. “Is it working?”
“No.”
“Then why are your cheeks flushed?”
As his primal essence completely overwhelmed her, she responded, “Because it was cold out.”
“And your body, it’s trembling.”
“Like I said, it’s cold outside.”
In a move that took her by surprise, he pulled her close, anchoring her body to his and she could feel his arousal press against her midriff. His cock felt glorious, hard and primed to go, and it took all her willpower not to moan out loud and rub up against it. As her body burned with desire and pent-up passion, pleasure gathered between her legs. She placed her hands on his shoulders, and in a bold move that seemed to catch him off guard, she ran her fingers over his muscles and could feel strength radiating off him.
Daniel swallowed and his powerful hands shook like a juvenile on his first date as they slipped around her back. “And…what about…your nipples…?” His words came out a broken, choppy. “Are they hard because it’s cold out too?”
His cock pressed against her stomach. “I could be asking you the same question.”
“Is it my nipples you’re talking about, Anna? Or something else?” he teased, his voice a little rusty as he gave her a boyish grin that turned her inside out.
As she enjoyed the sexy banter, he dipped his head, the light from the lamp washing over his face and making him look so sweet and innocent. Angelic, even. When she parted her lips, he drew a deep, sharp breath. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve wanted to kiss you?”
She gave a needy sigh. “What are you waiting for?”
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