
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Just one more can’t hurt…right?

			Break on Through, Book 1

			Re-belle-ious, free-spirited Lauren Renwick has decided it’s time to trade her wings for roots. That means no more bad boys, no more foolish choices. Yet when she’s stood up on New Year’s Eve, her resolution to stick to her Mama’s Rules for Dating weakens. Especially when she spots sex-in-leather-and-tattoos, Jackson Sullivan.

			One look at Lauren, and Jackson is hell-bent on getting her on the back of his Harley and riding straight for his bed. Their night together is an erotic rush that has a new word popping up on his horizon—forever.

			Lauren tries to convince herself he’s just one last fling to get bad boys out of her system, yet she finds herself falling hard and fast for a man with a stalker ex and a meddling Irish family. Plus, he has zero chance of passing her uptight parents’ inspection.

			Jackson has Lauren’s back, but if she wants all of his heart, she’ll have to meet him halfway—by ditching rules that hold her prisoner, and learning to stand up for what she really wants.

			Warning: Contains several highly practical rules for dating—all of which will be broken in the most wicked ways possible, thanks to a domineering alpha male who knows what he wants and isn’t afraid to go after it...rules be damned.

		

	
		
			Rule Breaker

			Harper Kincaid
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			The likelihood that I’ll ever give an Academy Award speech is basically nil at this point in my life, so in its stead and in honor of my circa-1980s hairbrush and mirror, I’d like to thank the following people:

			To my husband, David: Thank you for believing that I can accomplish anything. Your faith in me slayed the dragons of my self-doubt. Oh, and thanks for imposing those deadlines. They really helped this easily distracted woman focus! You’re the love of my life, babe. Always.

			To my girls: Being a mother isn’t easy, but being your mother is a joy. Thank you for inspiring me to be the best example I can be. I probably would’ve settled for much less in my life if I didn’t feel I owed it to you both to live to my full potential. Let you know when I get there.

			To my moms and dad, Carole, Genie and Phil: I love you all so much and feel grateful I have you in my corner.

			To my soul sisters, Lisa, Raina, Erin, Debbie, Patricia, Lara, Jennifer, Withers and Sarah: I feel so lucky to be blessed with your friendship. You get me in a way no one else does and your unconditional encouragement and love deeply humbles me. Thank you.

			Lastly to my editor, Jennifer Miller: I can’t thank you enough for taking a chance on a new author and for your encouragement and humor. You helped make a lifelong dream come true.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			“Hey, princess, you lost or something?”

			I had only been at the bar for a couple of minutes, with my killer Jimmy Choos resting on the foot rail and my just-bought-this-afternoon cocktail dress riding up my thighs while I sat on the shaky-legged barstool. From what I saw when I looked around, I couldn’t blame the guy for thinking I was lost, because I was definitely out of place.

			Southern rock blasting from the jukebox. Rabble-rousing around the back pool table. And lots of men and women in leather and denim. Considering I was dressed for martinis and canapés, yeah, it was a safe bet to think I didn’t belong.

			I opened my clutch, looked into his curious, chocolate-brown eyes, and replied, “I’m not lost, sweetie. I’m just annoyed.”

			I handed him my card and ID (not that I got carded anymore). “So I’ll be needing a drink to cool off, a Moscow mule.” Then, remembering my manners, I added, “Please.”

			He stared at me for a few seconds before shaking his head. “Lady, you’re in a biker bar. We don’t serve that yuppie shit in here.”

			I arched my eyebrow in response. “Do you even know what’s in a Moscow mule, baby doll?”

			His face broke out in a huge smile. “Uh, nope,” he replied, not looking too bothered by his lack of professional knowledge. “And we don’t even have martini glasses here, so don’t bother to order some fruity shit like a cosmopolitan or an appletini.”

			I leaned in, noticing his eyes trailing from my face down to my cleavage, which was hoisted up and forward like a wench’s bosom in a Renaissance faire. I blushed because, for a second there, I had forgotten I was even wearing this fancy getup, which was a shocker considering it felt like a clamp around my middle. Since I was fair-skinned, I knew the bartender couldn’t help but notice my flesh turn pink, which only served to make me feel even more self-conscious. That said, I wasn’t about to let him fluster me. I was a former beauty queen, albeit a highly reluctant one at the time, but nonetheless, a beauty queen trained to steel under pressure. So, I straightened my spine and continued. “A Moscow mule is simply vodka with ginger beer and lime juice. It comes in a chilled, copper mug, not in a martini glass. Not so fancy, right?”

			He chuckled while wiping down the bar. “Tell ya what, your highness. I don’t have ginger beer, but I have ginger ale. And the only copper around here’s in the wiring, but I’ll do my best with what I’ve got. Sound good?”

			Another compromise in a completely compromised evening. I let out a heavy sigh. “Sure thing, brown eyes.”

			He watched me for a couple beats and then started making my drink. “So what brings a classy lady like you here on New Year’s Eve? Can’t imagine Sully’s was where you’d thought you’d end up tonight.”

			I watched him as he tossed and squeezed my concoction together, and while I certainly didn’t consider myself old by any stretch, he looked like he was right out of high school. I knew he had to be older in order to be a bartender, but I still wasn’t up to pouring my heart out to Doogie Howser.

			He placed my drink in front of me, and I immediately took a big sip. “It’s pretty good, especially considering you’ve never made a Moscow mule before,” I said, giving him a compliment and a redirect. “Have you worked here long?”

			He smirked and shook his head. “Don’t feel like talking about it?”

			I took another sip—actually, more like a gulp. “Nope. Don’t feel like talking ’bout it or remembering it. But I appreciate the attempts at bartender banter. I’ll have another one of these too before you break up your next barroom brawl.”

			“Sure thing, princess.” He made me another and then moved on to other customers. Usually being called a princess would’ve compelled me to make a snarky comment, but compared to the other ladies-in-waiting at the bar that night—and I’m using that term kindly—I wasn’t just a princess, I was a queen. An overdressed, dateless queen, alone on New Year’s Eve.

			This only served to remind me that it was exactly this time last year when I had made the New Year’s resolution to stop dating the Mr. Right-Nows and find my own Mr. Right. And up until a few hours ago, I thought I was closer to that goal. Now, I was back to square one.

			To answer your question, yes, I was feeling very sorry for myself. I knew it was unbecoming, but considering I come from a long and colorful line of Southerners, I was comfortable saying, “Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn.”

			As I pounded through my two drinks, which was still too much alcohol for my five-foot-three-inch frame with no dinner in my stomach, I forced myself to recollect my night and what a complete mess it had turned out to be. Earlier I had bought an outfit way out of my clothing-budget range, managed to tame the long-blonde-haired beast on my head by blowing it out stick-straight, done my make-up to accentuate my green eyes, and waited for my boyfriend to show.

			He never did.

			I had been promised not just a great New Year’s Eve of dinner and dancing, but a whole weekend of just him and me. Keith and I had been dating for about six months, but due to his constant traveling for work, it felt like a lot less because I didn’t get to see him much.

			If I were to be brutally honest with myself, Keith was far from the love of my life, but I was trying to fall for him, mostly because the Southern Belle Mafia also known as the women in my family had finally ganged up on me, for what they lovingly coined a “Life Choice Intervention”. They urged me to stop living “like you’ve got nothin’ but time”, “stop your doodlin’” (I worked as a mural artist) and “get a real job”, stop subletting rooms all over the country, and find a man who’ll “give ya good stock for babies”.

			Yep, I swear, they actually said that. This was also when they introduced me to Mama’s Rules. Because I happened to be a woman alive in the twenty-first century, I balked at her rules when she first read them off to me, thinking they were the most insulting, archaic and manipulative piece of propaganda I’d ever heard.

			My mama was unfazed by my arguments. “Now, Lauren Elizabeth,” she started in with me, “I understand that your happiness does not depend on your finding the right man to settle down with, but you can’t sit there and tell me jumping from one beau to another still holds the same appeal for you as it did when you were in college.” Hate to admit it, but she had me there.

			My mother had even gone so far as to print the rules out and pin them to my vision board in my home office during her last visit. While I was far from the New-Agey type, I took my vision board seriously; it was where I kept words and pictures of what I wanted for my life. Even though I rolled my eyes at her at the time, they were still there. Ironically, after I read them, I realized I had spent much of my dating life doing the exact opposite of her suggestions.

			Mama’s Rules for Dating

			(Leading to Marriage, Lauren, NOT Shacking Up in Sin)

			1. Don’t rush into sex—wait until you have a firm commitment.

			2. Always leave him wanting more of you—limit how often you see him.

			3. Keep the mood light—don’t share what upsets you too soon.

			4. Listen to what your family thinks of him.

			5. Don’t say I love you first.

			So after the family “intervention”, I acquiesced and, surprisingly, I found I liked being settled. Through a friend of a friend, I had found my job in the Washington DC metro area, as a mural artist for an internationally known interior design firm. I bought the cutest li’l bungalow house through my realtor/bestie, Myer, and my love life was the final installment in my life makeover plan. I thought Keith would have a key part to play in this goal. That was why I was really looking forward to that weekend—I felt that by spending both Christmas and New Year’s together, maybe we were becoming more serious. It was also why I was stunned by the call I got.

			“I don’t know how to tell you this, Lauren, so I’m just going to say it,” he’d said into the phone. “I’m getting back together with Leslie. I know the timing of this is lousy, but I didn’t want to lead you on. I’m really sorry.”

			I knew about Leslie, his ex-wife, the woman who supposedly made Keith feel like nothing he was, or could provide, was ever good enough. Turns out that swimming in the dating pool since their divorce made her realize how good she had it. Now she wanted him back, to make up for the ten years of taking him for granted.

			I mumbled something about wishing them happiness and hung up as fast as possible. I didn’t mean it, of course, but I was raised by a long line of Southern ladies, and for them being polite most always won out over being direct. Also, let’s be honest, the last thing I wanted was to prolong my embarrassment and to have him hear the disappointment in my voice. Saving a shred of my pride was more important than telling him what a colossal asshat he was for dumping me on the most epic date night of the year.

			Then I made an even bigger mistake: I called my mother. Of course she and my father were home on New Year’s Eve. They’d been married for forty-two years and were more than content being homebodies, just enjoying their own company no matter what the occasion.

			“Now, sugarplum,” she soothed, “listen to your mama. Don’t fret over that mess of a man. Think of Keith as your practice run.”

			“Mama, I’m twenty-seven years old and not exactly a virgin. How much more practice do I need?”

			“Hush now,” she sharply answered in that tone she got when we weren’t minding her right. “I meant practicing the rules, baby girl. Up ’til now, you looked at men and dating as some kind of carnival ride. I never heard you talk about settling down with any of ’em. Now you are, and I say better late than never. So, slap the dust off your britches and get back out there.”

			Needless to say, I did get out there—off the phone and out of my house as fast as I could, but I’m also thinking a down-and-dirty but cool-as-hell biker bar wasn’t what she had in mind when she told me to get out and mingle. In fact, I’m sure she would have thrown herself on her bed and thrashed around on it, telling me she was “practicing for when I’m rollin’ in my grave over you, Lauren Elizabeth!”

			Yes, my mama had a flair for the dramatic.

			Fortunately for my girlfriends, they all had dates. Even my former-realtor-now-best friend, Myer, and her gorgeous husband (and high school sweetheart), Wade, were out. Unfortunately for me, I had no one to hang with for my last-minute New Year’s Eve apocalypse. As I was driving around, I purposefully avoided all my usual favorites and went for a bar out of town and away from anyone who might know me.

			Why I picked Sully’s, I have no idea. I guess I figured I would have zero chance of bumping into anyone I knew, and I was right.

			The alcohol went straight to my head, and I chastised myself for drinking on a nearly empty stomach. So I took a break from my personal pity party and scanned the room.

			By the pool table were a bunch of rough-as-leather motorcycle riders, getting loud and throwing down bets on the pool table. There were more than a couple of hookups going on in the darkened corners with the occasional flash of flesh making an appearance. Even though I was surprised by the blatant PDA, I also couldn’t help but envy them. At least they had someone worth sweating with on New Year’s Eve.

			I straightened my dress and glanced up, only to find the most beautiful man I’d ever seen walking straight toward me. His gaze was intense, and he was tall with broad shoulders that ate up the space around him as he moved. His hair was jet black and even with the poor lighting, I could tell it was glossy like silk. I liked that it wasn’t too long or too short, and it had this sexy, messy way about it, like he just rolled out of bed after having mind-blowing sex. I couldn’t tell the color of his eyes, but I could still determine he had an amazing mouth and a rugged face. Pure masculine beauty wearing faded blue jeans, a henley shirt that was snug enough to highlight his muscular frame, and well-worn motorcycle boots.

			Bad-boy sex on legs.

			Exactly the kind of man I was trying to avoid those days.

			He was totally gorgeous and definitely intense, with the way he stared at me like a gazelle on an open plain that was seconds away from being devoured. Nothing was distracting him from getting from across the room right to me.

			As he approached where I was seated, he gave the bartender a quick chin lift. The bartender reciprocated the manly greeting, poured a finger of whiskey in a glass and handed it to him. I noticed that even when Mr. Sex on Legs reached for his drink, he did it without taking his eyes off me for a second.

			“Hey,” he said with a voice as rough as gravel. “What’s your name?”

			Oh sweet Jesus, don’t tempt me with a rough-and-ready biker god who is on a well-acquainted, knows-my-drink-without-asking basis with the bartender. Bad enough he exuded sex and sin, which was my weakness. Definitely didn’t need a man with Johnny Walker or Jim Beam riding on his back.

			I gave him a perfunctory glance. “Doesn’t matter my name. I’m not staying here long enough for us to get acquainted.”

			Two of his fingers propped my chin up, forcing me to look at him. Damn it, he really was the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen. He had blue eyes. No, not just blue eyes, but go-on-vacation-and-do-laps-in-the-warm-Caribbean-Ocean blue eyes. And those eyes were scalding hot on me, burning me whole. And I knew that look. It meant I needed to get out of there, fast, otherwise I wouldn’t be able to escape the smoldering, hot-guy tractor beam that was pulling me in.

			“Listen.” I sighed, trying my hardest to pretend he had no effect on me. I backed my chin away from his hand. “You are definitely a scrumptious treat, but I’m not sampling tonight, if you get my meaning. Nothing personal.”

			He threw his head back and laughed loud and deep, the vibration humming through my body.

			“Fuckin’ gorgeous and funny. Makes it even better.”

			“Um.” I stalled, feeling confused. “Makes what better?”

			He looked at me as if the answer were obvious. “The promise of you, babe.”

			He took a sip of his drink and waited patiently for my response, which I couldn’t give him, wouldn’t give him, because the last thing I wanted was for him to hear in my shaky voice how his eyes, his words, his smoldering looks were affecting me, making me flush all over. Like a goddamn schoolgirl.

			His were not the only eyes on me. I could feel a different kind of heat, the fury of women who wanted me dead. Across the room a bunch of them were seated at some of the rounds and in the booths, and they’d been watching us intently ever since he crossed the room to me.

			“Wouldn’t one of your biker babes—” I pointed over to the herd with my chin, “—be a better bet to score with before midnight? They certainly seem…anxious that you’re over here.”

			He smirked, his gaze traveling from my eyes to my mouth and back. “That’s like shooting fish in a barrel. No fun in that.”

			“I get the feeling they think you belong to them. And the way the barkeep knows your drink tells me you’ve hung out on these barstools way more than I’m comfortable with. Again, nothing personal, but I’m going to make sure this year is the year I start living right. And gorgeous?” I drawled while placing my hand on my hip. “You’ve got bad decision written all over you.”

			I was so busy with my rant that I hadn’t really noticed that instead of getting angered or defeated, Mr. Sex on Legs was actually getting off on my attitude, and I knew that because the playful glimmer in his eye turned molten and dark.

			He leaned toward me, coming close enough for me to catch the glorious musky scent that I knew was his alone. Suddenly I felt his warm hand at the nape of my neck, holding me firmly, with his thumb pressing into the pulse point on my throat.

			“Gorgeous, funny and feisty. And feisty usually means sharp as a tack.” His fingers started caressing the back of my neck, and I bit my lip to quell the moan rising through me. He kept talking. “Although you’re wrong about the barfly assumption. I own this place, so it serves Robby here well to know my drink.” His hand came up, he threaded his fingers through my hair and his deep, rough voice ran through me, like liquid smoke and fire.

			“Can’t imagine what sort of fucked-up happened to you tonight to end up here, but not gonna complain seeing as your bad luck will end up being real good for me.” His gaze slowly traveled the length of me. “So, darlin’, gonna tell me your name already?”

			I knew this was my cue to tell him my name and offer some pithy response. But not only did I have nothing, I chickened out, muttered a quick apology and took off for the bathroom.

			I did my business and splashed cold water on my heated face. I looked at my reflection in the mirror and leaned my palms and my weight against the porcelain sink, mortified to go back out there again. The only thing positive about my predicament was that the humiliation sobered me right up. Now all I had to do was go back, settle my tab and get the heck out of there.

			Is that what you really want? a small voice inside me asked. I had to admit that I was curious about this man. He intrigued me, and I was glad to feel a hum under my skin and between my legs when I was with him. Certainly hadn’t felt anything close to that with Keith over the last several months.

			I stood there and let my mind wander off, wondering if the skin on his fingers was smooth or calloused, hoping for the latter because I really liked the way rough hands and fingers felt against my silken, wet center.

			Jesus, Lauren, panting much? Get. A. Grip.

			I liked men, but it took more than a handsome face to get me this wound up. They had to be wicked smart and confident. Even though he seemed completely at home in his bar, there was something about him that seemed different, like there was more to him than being a reckless biker. Of course I had nothing to substantiate my hunch, but I couldn’t remember the last time I felt so drawn to someone on first sight. Maybe never before.

			After I dried my hands and face, I opened the bathroom door, only to feel someone grab me by my upper arm and drag me off so fast, I didn’t realize what was happening. A side door opened and closed with me on the other side.

			The room was dark, except for the moonlight coming in from a window on the other side. As soon as my eyes adjusted, I could see I was in a long and narrow room with some restaurant supplies. Standing in front of me was my blue-eyed troublemaker. Now, he was holding me by the arm and he was close. Very close.

			Truth time? I loved the idea of this beautiful man coming after me. But I didn’t want him to see that, to know the effect he had on my mind and body.

			He hadn’t earned it.

			So I covered desire with insolence.

			“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I barked at him, giving off as much attitude as I could muster, which wasn’t easy because being this close meant I caught his scent, and it was a mixture of musk and whisky. Pure man. Now I was even more lightheaded than before.

			His mouth twitched, and I knew he’d caught me taking him in. “Babe, you know exactly what I’m doin’.” He stepped even more into my space. “Tell me your name, gorgeous. I’m not asking again.”

			I took a step back and placed one hand on the wall behind me to steady myself. “Lauren,” I squeaked out. I cleared my throat and tried again. “I’m Lauren. And what’s your name?”

			A ghost of a smile appeared and his velvet tongue slowly licked his bottom lip. “Plan on screaming my name out when I make you come for me?”

			Holy shit. Did he just say that to me? My brain despised his arrogance, but my body ignited, making my skin burn hot. My heartbeat accelerated, beating out of my chest so loudly I wondered if he could hear it. I wanted him, badly, but I was embarrassed that he knew it. One look at his self-assured mug told me all I needed to know: he saw and he conquered and he never heard the word no. He didn’t even have to pretend to woo a woman—just grab her and take what he wanted.

			And I was twenty-seven years old, with wonderful friends and a great job, but a shit track record when it came to men. Bad boys, like the one in front of me, may have known how to work my body, but they had also bruised my heart and soul. It was New Year’s Eve. Maybe my New Year’s resolution should have been no more men since I obviously didn’t know how to find a good one.

			“Fine,” I grumbled. “I don’t need to know your name. In fact, I don’t need to know you.”

			I ripped my arm out of his grasp and turned toward the door.

			I was just about to place my hand on the doorknob when one of his steel arms surrounded my waist and pulled me to him.

			“Don’t go yet, Lauren. Please.”

			When I heard him say my name and his quiet plea, any trace of anger just melted away. My body relaxed against his and he moved my hair off my shoulder with his other hand, tucking a stray strand behind my ear. A flood of wet desire invaded the folds of my cleft when his soft lips grazed my skin, and then his mouth clasped on my earlobe. My nipples hardened, and my breath came out erratically. My body shivered because, somehow, this stranger knew exactly where to touch me to turn me on.

			“Lauren,” he whispered. “We’re not done yet.”

			“I should go, but…ohmygod, that feels really good,” I moaned, my body awakening from a deep sleep. I couldn’t remember the last time someone had ignited my desire so fast. Every sweep of his tongue on my skin burned me in the best possible way. I pressed my back to his front and shimmied my bottom against his jeans-clad erection. He sucked in a harsh breath, and I knew I was getting to him as much as he was getting to me.

			“You know how I know we’re not done?” He practically growled against my skin. “Because I haven’t made you come yet. And Lauren, I really need to make you come.”

			“I want…I need you to.” I was practically panting now. “Make me come.”

			Then his right hand roughly hoisted up my dress and his fingers plunged into my underwear. They slid straight down and started playing with my clit, which was swollen with need and heat. And goddamn, he had calloused fingertips, creating the most delicious friction against my slick velvet core.

			I gasped loudly as my head flew back, absorbing the trembling waves those circling fingers were making by touching me so perfectly. I let out a low moan and turned my head in his direction and he immediately seized my mouth with his, sucking me into him, devouring me with every pull of his lips.

			“That’s it, baby,” he growled. “Fuck, you are so wet for me.”

			He increased his pace, speaking into my ear in a low rumble.

			“Noticed you the second you walked in here.” He plunged two fingers deep into me while circling my clit with his thumb. I let out a whimper that vibrated through me, and if he hadn’t been holding me up, my legs would have given way. “Heard you sassing my bartender, showing off your fucking gorgeous tits, walking around like you owned the place. And I knew I had to have me a taste.”

			Just then he stopped rubbing and something between a cry and a mew escaped me. I opened my eyes in time to see him taking the two fingers that had just been inside me into his mouth, tasting my juices on his tongue. It was the hottest thing I’d ever seen.

			Suddenly he turned me around to face him, lifting my dress again and tugging down my panties. My back was now against the door as he dropped to his knees in front of me and buried his face between my legs, rolling his tongue through my folds and sucking on my clit.

			Mind-numbing pleasure radiated throughout my body, and I wove my fingers through his hair, which was just as soft and touchable as it had looked from far away. He pushed into me and lifted my legs off the floor and over his shoulders. His tongue flickered lightning hot and fast over my nub and my hips gyrated in response, as I lost all inhibition. His fingers clawed the cheeks of my ass as my hands fisted his hair. I was dancing right on the edge, so close to coming, and then he sucked hard on my clit, turning my low moans into a fevered scream of ecstasy. My orgasm crashed over me, sending me off the edge and into floating weightlessness.

			Then he moved, placing my feet gently on the ground, and with that, the realization of what just happened ripped through my endorphin-filled haze. I had just let a complete stranger touch and taste me in the most intimate way possible. And I didn’t even know his name.

			Without saying a word, he pulled my dress down, picked up my panties from the floor and stood up. “Don’t think you’d want me to put these back on you. They’re soaked.” He balled them up, placed them under his nose and took a deep breath in. “I might want to keep these,” he continued. “They smell like you, like sex and sugar.”

			I was too mortified to say anything, and he must have noticed because his crooked half smile seized. He shoved my underwear into his jeans pocket and caged me in by placing his hands on either side of my head.

			“Hey, what’s going on? What’s in your head, babe?”

			My eyes widened. I may not have been the settling-down kind of girl most of my life, but I still needed to feel a connection with someone beyond just the physical in order to, well, get physical.

			Christ, I at least needed to know the guy’s name. What was the matter with me anyway?

			“I-I don’t even know you. I don’t do stuff like this.” I looked quickly to my left and right, like a trapped animal in a corner. “I can’t believe I let this happen.”

			Just then he came closer and placed some of his body’s weight against me, front to front, and then both hands cupped my face while he stilled my head so I focused only on him.

			“I’m Jackson Sullivan. Does that make you feel better, baby?”

			His tone was serious, as were his eyes. They studied me intently, trying to predict my next reaction. I said nothing but still felt horrified, wishing I could crawl into a hole until spring.

			“Lauren, I get it. You’re not the kind of woman who fucks around in supply rooms with strangers. I clocked that the second you walked in. But I can also tell you’re a wild thing—all the more reason why I wanted a taste.”

			Now my embarrassment accelerated into anger, feeling like fire pulsing under my skin. “Got it, so now you’ve had your ‘taste’ I should go.” I tried to buck myself away from him, but he didn’t move. He must have been over six feet and completely built of muscle because he didn’t even seem to put any effort into keeping me pinned.

			His hands grasped my shoulders, not hard, but firm. “Stop fighting me.” His voice sounded like the low throttle of a revved-up engine.

			I stopped squirming. “Just let me go, Jackson. I’m already embarrassed enough, and I want to go home.”

			His palms moved from my shoulders to my neck and then cradled my face again. Even though I was still flushed from my orgasm, his hands felt hot on my skin. It felt comforting, solid, which unnerved me for some reason.

			“You have nothing to be embarrassed about. I wanted this, and so did you. We’re also not done. I’m taking you home. You’re in no condition to drive.”

			“I’ll just take a cab. I’ll be fine.”

			His eyes bored into me and mine into him. It was like we were assessing one another, feeling each other out without words. Yet, there was something more in his eyes, something taking everything in. It was as if he saw all of me, which I knew sounded ridiculous, like something some dumb teenager would say in the throes of puppy love. Yet it still felt true.

			“No,” he practically growled. “I’m not placing you in some cab with a strange guy. And don’t argue with me because you’ll just be wasting my time and you’ll lose anyway.”

			I must have had a stunned expression on my face because his eyes softened as his thumb caressed my cheek. “I’m not going to hurt you, Lauren. I just want to be deep inside you when that clock strikes midnight. I want to make you come hard with my fingers, my dick and my mouth. And I want you to want that just as much as I do.”

			Oh. My. God. Could this man be any more seductive? Images of him balls-deep in me, directing his heat into my clenched pussy, burned off any remnants of embarrassment I had before.

			What the heck. It was New Year’s Eve. I’d enjoy one last bad-boy fix before finding someone to settle down with for the long haul. Maybe I still had some wild oats to sow, and with that thought, I decided my impulses would rule the night.

			“Okay, Jackson Sullivan. You’re on.” I softly brushed my lips against his. “Take me home.”

			His lifted his eyes to me and gave me a huge grin, as if my consent had made him genuinely happy. I didn’t know what to do with that, so I let him take the lead.

			Jackson let go of my face, opened the door, took me by the hand and practically dragged me out of the bar.

			While I’m sure there was some noise going on, the minute we hit the main area, everyone froze solid and watched us move through the space. Jackson didn’t seem to notice, or maybe he just didn’t care. A couple of the biker chicks I’d seen before glared hard as I passed, aiming daggers right at me. I must have slowed my pace because he turned around with a questioning expression on his face. When he followed my gaze and saw what was going on between the other women and me he scowled in their direction, giving them an intense, dirty look. Their eyes got wide and they turned away, looking like scolded children.

			“What the heck was that about?”

			He glanced over his shoulder at me and gave a slight shake of his head. “Nothin’ for you to worry about, beautiful.”

			I didn’t buy that for a second. “Ex-girlfriends of yours?”

			His mouth parted in surprise before he threw his head back and laughed. “Fuck no, Lauren. Never tapped either of them skanks.”

			Lovely description. I must have grimaced because he couldn’t suppress the amused glimmer in his eye. “Trust me, babe. Those two ain’t ladies. You can let that comment slide on behalf of the sisterhood.”

			Geez, am I that easy to read? “Get out of my head, Jackson Sullivan!”

			The corner of his gorgeous mouth curled up as he bit his lush bottom lip. Then he pulled me toward him with a jerk and drawled in my ear, “I’m getting into your head and into every other part of you I want, so don’t say you haven’t been warned.”

			I rolled my eyes in response, trying unsuccessfully to suppress a full-body shiver.

			He started walking out and turned toward the bar. “Hey, Robby, you took care of the drinks?”

			“Yeah, boss.” He gave me a knowing smile as we walked by. I felt myself blush again, not exactly thrilled that everyone around knew what we were about to do.

			“What do you mean he took care of the drinks?”

			“Babe, it’s my bar. I’m takin’ you home. Goes without sayin’ you’re not paying for your drinks, so I had Robby cancel out your tab.”

			I stopped before we reached the car, realizing that throughout this whole night I hadn’t even brought my coat with me. Geez, was I that pissed off that I didn’t feel the cold? I rubbed my arms, feeling the weather bite through my not-made-for-winter-wear dress. Before I got in though, I turned to him.

			“I don’t need you to pay for my drinks, Jackson. And now Robby won’t get a good tip.”

			He took off his leather jacket and wrapped it around me. It instantly engulfed my frame in his warmth, which felt completely intoxicating.

			“Don’t you worry about Robby. I take plenty good care of that boy. And I think I can take the hit for the vast amount of booze you consumed tonight.”

			“Hey, I only had two drinks!”

			Jackson shook his head while still smiling, and brought his arms around me. “You want to keep arguin’, gorgeous, or can I get you home and warm and coming under my tongue again?”

			Wow. Can words alone make a woman orgasm? I shut my mouth after that one.

			Before I could fully register what was happening, Jackson had me in his car, away from Sully’s and back to my house. I don’t even remember giving him directions. He took my key out of my hands and opened the door for me.

			“Come on in, why don’t ya?” I teased and reached for the light switch.

			Jackson grasped my hand before I got to it though. “Don’t. I like seeing you just from the light coming from the window.” He pulled me to him, leaning toward me, until we were pressed against each other. “You are so fuckin’ beautiful, Lauren. I’m really glad I’m here with you.”

			I melted just then, wrapping my arms around him and burying my face in his neck. Taking a deep breath, I felt surrounded by his unique scent of liquor, leather and all man. His hands threaded through my hair and he pulled me into a deep and soulful kiss. I could still taste myself on his tongue, which only increased my need for him.

			I pulled away and took his hand. “This way, Jax.” Then I led him to my bedroom.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Rule #1: Don’t rush into sex—wait until you have a firm commitment.

			Have sex the first night you meet.

			As I woke up late the next morning, I realized I had rung in the New Year by breaking one of “the rules”. Surprisingly, however, I didn’t feel any shame or guilt or regrets. I felt good, well rested in spite of being up half the night having the most amazing sex of my life.

			Besides, this was supposedly my last bad-boy fling, so why should I feel like I had done something wrong? I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and cautiously looked over to where Jackson was sleeping soundly next to me.

			My God, he was just as delectable in the daylight as he was last night. His shaggy black hair covered most of his eyes, but I marveled at his succulent mouth, parted slightly, and the generous stubble growth across his jawline. The sheet covered him to just below his hips, so I could see the expanse of his chest, which had the lightest dusting of hair and a lot of ink. He was all muscle, not just with a six-pack, but he even had that V definition by his pelvis. I loved that.

			His entire left arm was covered with a tattoo sleeve and part of his chest had intricate artwork as well. I perused the symbols on him—a dragon breathing fire, a weeping angel, an American flag. I wondered what the story behind each one happened to be. Then flashes of the night before came rushing back.

			Jackson tearing off my clothes, with me ripping into his.

			Feeling his hot mouth on mine, traveling down my neck and laving each nipple until my brain fogged. Him eating me again, sucking, licking, moaning into my cleft while telling me he couldn’t get enough of the way I tasted and smelled.

			I recalled the first time I got to see the length of him. Not only was he long, but he also had a generous girth. I stroked while taking him into my warm, awaiting mouth, savoring the salty sweetness of him. His eyes were glued to me as I licked and sucked, then held his gaze while dragging my bottom lip up his length.

			“Jesus fuck, Lauren. That’s the hottest thing ever.”

			I smirked and sucked him in deep, only to find him grabbing me under my arms and throwing me back farther onto my bed. “Enough of that. I really need to fuck you now.”

			His fished for his wallet in his jeans on the floor next to him, ripped open the package and slowly rolled the condom onto himself while staring at me the whole time. I was completely naked on the bed, spread apart while leaning back on my elbows, watching him. The moonlight shone through the French doors leading out to my backyard, casting him in light and shadow.

			He looked like something out of one of my romance novels, a dark hero emanating desire and longing. I had never been this turned on in my entire life.

			Jackson smiled, as if reading my mind. “This is going to be so good.” He placed a knee on the bed, coming toward me. “I’ll go slow. I don’t want to hurt you.”

			Considering how huge he was, easily reaching up to his navel, he had reason to be concerned. His body weight and heat felt so good on my skin and I reveled in the feel of him. Propping himself on his elbow, he took his other hand and guided himself inside of me. I could feel my walls stretch to accommodate him, with just a hint of pain, until he was fully seated in me. I was now flat on my back and he was hovering over me, focusing on my face the whole time. Usually I would have looked away, the intensity too much for me to absorb, but with him I was mesmerized. I was completely under his spell.

			My palms caressed his back, with my nails lightly scratching his skin. “You feel amazing, Jackson. It’s so good.” I wrapped my limbs tight around his body in order to bring him deeper into my womb.

			“You’re tight, Lauren. Feels fucking incredible.” He steadily increased his pace. “Wanted in the minute I saw you. Knew I had to get inside.”

			I usually would have been reaching for my clit at this point, never having been able to have an orgasm otherwise, but his size and skill were coaxing areas inside me I never knew existed. From just his cock alone, the pleasure was building, and my soft caresses on his back turned into me clawing his ass, pushing him in even deeper. He hammered his dick full force into me, and my moans turned into loud screams. Each ecstatic wave of desire rolled into the other, mounting and climbing until I couldn’t take it anymore and released a fury of pleasure, unlike any orgasm I have ever had in my life. My cries weren’t even human anymore. I was like a feral animal, with my brain and body swimming in a sea of sensations that eliminated my ability to think or speak. I felt one last deep thrust from him, his body shuddering as he released his seed, then he collapsed his weight onto me.

			After our breathing evened out, I lay there and enjoyed being out of my own head for once. I was sated and calm, perfectly content in the moment. Jackson slowly rolled off of me to dispose of the condom, and then he came back and lifted himself up on one elbow, resting his head in his hand and staring at me.

			I looked back and let out a nervous laugh. “What?”

			He returned my question with a sweet smile. “Nothing babe. I like looking at you, especially right now.”

			Now he’d piqued my curiosity. “And that would be because…” I dragged out the last part.

			His focus left my eyes and lingered on my lips as he absentmindedly licked his own. “Because when you walked into my bar, you had some real sadness in those pretty green eyes of yours, and now you look like you’re comfortable in your own skin again.”

			Wow, was the whole Keith debacle only earlier that evening? Now that I was lying with Jackson, it felt like another lifetime ago.

			“I got dumped tonight.” I turned my body to the side, facing him. “By someone I thought was a good guy. That’s what you saw.”

			He reached out and brushed my bangs away from my forehead. “Remind me to kick his ass and then thank him later.”

			He was being sweet, which was not what I expected from a hot-as-fuck biker-bar guy. I didn’t have any one-night-stand experience, and I couldn’t help but wonder if they usually felt this, well, intimate. Without realizing I had done it, I had mentally prepared myself for getting laid and then having him roll over out the front door. I had not expected kind eyes and delicate touches across my forehead, along with beautiful responses to what I was saying.

			In any case, it was too much emotion for the situation. This was a hookup, a one-night stand, not the beginning of anything lasting or real. I was embarrassed by my reaction and dug deep to retrieve my game face. I turned my head and glanced at my alarm clock, which brightly illuminated 12:03 a.m. in neon.

			“Well, now you can say you started off the new year with a bang,” I joked, still looking at the clock, wondering how many minutes it would take him to get up and dressed, and wondering if that was what I wanted him to do.

			He turned me toward him, cradling me in his arms—which I loved, by the way—and without a hint of humor whispered, “Happy New Year, Lauren.” Then he gave me a long and lush kiss. “Got a good feeling about this year already.”

			This was definitely not one-night-stand speak. This was feeling way too real. “Well of course you feel good. We just came. Hard to be in a bad mood after an orgasm like that. I don’t think I can use my legs.”

			My attempts at levity did nothing to assuage his intensity. “Don’t do that.” He pressed me close to his body, my front against his. The pressure felt good, too good, in fact. “Don’t act like what just happened didn’t happen. We don’t have to discuss it now, but don’t trash it either.”

			I just stared at him in response, too ensconced in a swirl of about five different emotions at once and unable to articulate a single one. What the hell I have gotten myself into with this guy?

			He never did give me a chance to figure it out because he started touching me again, and that led to us exploring every inch of each other for the rest of the night. We finally passed out from sheer exhaustion right as the sun was rising.

			Now, it was almost noon, and I was lying next to this beautiful stranger, wondering what to do, how to act. I must have been staring off into space because when I refocused, Jackson was looking at me, smiling.

			“Morning,” he said while stretching long and lean like a panther. Goddamn he was a sight, all that glossy dark hair, ink and muscles against my pristine pale blue sheets. My room was typical country shabby chic with gingham accent pillows and billowy, sheer curtains. I had purposefully chosen calm, sedate colors and buttery-soft fabrics, so all of that, juxtaposed against the hard lines and shapes of the current occupant, was a sharp contrast.

			I liked it though. A lot.

			It was obvious he wasn’t sweating how to handle himself this morning. He looked completely relaxed, as if the few hours of sleep we had were plenty. At that moment, I realized I must have looked like hell because I needed at least eight hours to look human. Otherwise, my pale skin had a yellow pallor and the bags under my eyes ballooned.

			I said a quick good morning and tried to bolt for the bathroom, only to feel him grab my arm and drag me back toward him.

			“Not so fast there, woman,” he teased while flipping out of the sheets and on top of me. “Where do you think you’re goin’?”

			He had all his weight on me and I was amazed that even this close, after a night of carousing and mind-altering sex, he still smelled amazing.

			“Unlike you, I don’t smell so awesome in the morning. I probably have the worst breath with mascara running down my face.” I placed my hand in front of my mouth.

			He stared at me for a couple of beats, blinked and then laughed out loud, and it was a deep, throaty, sexy laugh too. “Women worry about the stupidest shit.” He brushed his bangs out of his line of vision. “Know what I thought of as soon as I woke up?”

			“Um…no?” I still kept my mouth hidden behind my cupped hand.

			“I thought, ‘Glad the hot blonde wasn’t a dream, cuz I need another taste of her’.”

			I blinked hard twice, then gulped the air caught in my throat.

			“Not,” he continued with emphasis, “‘Oh shit, too bad the hot blonde had black streaks under her eyes. Don’t want to fuck that now’.”

			I paused, studying his handsome face above mine. He had the hint of a smirk on his perfect mouth and a teasing glimmer in his eye. I stopped worrying about the morning breath.

			“You know—” I lowered my hand from my mouth, “—the hot blonde has a name. Or did you forget?”

			The smirk turned into a full shit-eating grin, filled with too much confidence, if you asked me. “You’re name is Lauren Elizabeth Renwick, and you live at 405 Tazewell Road in Vienna. You’re blonde with green eyes, five foot three and you’re an organ donor.”

			“What the hell?” I tensed under him.

			He let out a chuckle. “Relax, Lauren.” He brushed his fingertips lightly across my hair and forehead. “I saw your license. You gave it and your credit card to Robby when you started a tab. I looked them over before I came for you.”

			I released the breath I didn’t know I was holding. Then a nagging feeling started scratching me from the inside. “I guess you must have a lot of practice at this kind of thing.”

			He kept brushing my hair with his fingers, fanning the strands out and then smoothing them down with his palm. If he caught an edge in my tone, it didn’t seem to bother him in the slightest. “If you mean that I go by instinct and go for what I want, then yeah. Hell yeah. I took one look at you coming into my bar and decided I wanted in. And if that meant I saw an opening when you went to the bathroom and took it, then I cop to that one too. I didn’t want to waste time getting you out of there and under me as fast as possible. Was it a given?” he asked me without really asking. “No, but the way you looked at me and I looked at you that first time told me I had a shot. A good one. And I’m not going to apologize for takin’ it.”

			He stopped playing with my hair and directed his gaze at mine. “If you’re asking if I make a habit out of fucking the women who come into my bar, the answer is no. I’m no Boy Scout, but I’m also not some horn dog kid looking to get laid every minute either. I’m thirty-five years old, not nineteen. And what that means is I’m old enough to know that when class and fuckin’ gorgeous comes my way, I’m not gonna to waste time. You get me, Lauren?”

			“Yes, I get you. I guess.”

			“You guess?” He stared down at me.

			His stunningly masculine face hovered over mine, and I couldn’t help but admire the intelligence in his eyes as well. It was evident to me that his mind was always working.

			“I have a feeling there’s a lot more to you than just sexy bad-boy biker, Jackson Sullivan.”

			A deep, sonorous laugh ripped through the air as he dove down for a quick kiss, then offered a sexy growl against my neck, vibrating on my skin.

			“Goddamn you’re fucking adorable, woman.” He grabbed both my hands and pinned them above me. “We’ll get to the talking soon enough, but right now, I want you to keep your arms and hands there. And don’t move them.” Then the amusement faded and a sultry darkness took over as he sucked on my bottom lip and the hollow of my neck. He cupped both breasts and went back and forth between my nipples, laving each until they pebbled and then pulling them deep into his mouth, the sensation shooting straight to my pussy. I went from wet to drenched with an ache that pulsed with my spiking heartbeat. I let out a low groan as my eyes rolled back and closed. He moved his way down my belly, licking and biting me along the way. When he got between my legs, he let out in a rough voice, “Open your eyes, baby. I want you to watch me eat you.”

			I slowly opened my eyes, barely, because I was so aroused I could hardly focus. He was still waiting, for what I didn’t know. I licked my lips and lifted my head from the pillow, in spite of it feeling so heavy.

			“Jax. Please.”

			His mouth twitched in this devilish way, which should have pissed me off but only served to turn me on even more, if that was possible. “Please what, baby? What do you want me to do to you?”

			He was toying with me. I knew it but didn’t care, especially since he was using just the faintest touch from his fingertips up and down my inner thighs. I could also feel his breath against my sex as his mouth hovered barely an inch away.

			“Please…please make me come with your tongue. I need it.”

			A wicked smile played on his lips, and then he gave me what I wanted so desperately and licked and sucked my clit and folds until my legs were shaking and I was panting and moaning. I was soaring on the precipice of my orgasm as he quickened and slowed his pace over and over again. As torturous as it was to rise and fall within my pleasure, I couldn’t help but revel in the fact that this man was in no rush to make me come. He seriously enjoyed going down on a woman and didn’t view the act as a quick gateway to whatever he wanted. Eventually it was too much for me to take, and I begged him to take me over the edge. By the time I actually came, my insides were liquefied and I was seeing stars. I brought my arms down and rubbed my eyes until he grabbed both my hands and pulled me up from the bed.

			“What are you doing?” I cried out, hating to move a muscle.

			He held my ass with both hands, then thrust me up in his arms. “Wrap those legs around me and hold on.”

			I tightened my grip with my entire body as he turned me around and then sat himself down on the armless bedroom chair I kept on the other side of the room. Now I was straddling him with his huge dick between us, already sheathed in a condom.

			“When did you have a chance to—”

			“When you were coming down from coming, baby. Now climb on and ride me. Ride me hard. I want to feel that hot pussy of yours clench around me.”

			Even though I still felt boneless, my body nevertheless reacted to the sight of him in this carnal state, and I circled my fingers around him and guided his cock into my opening. Without waiting for me to adjust, Jackson grabbed my hips and pushed deep into me. I cried out as he impaled my body, and even though I had tears in my eyes, I was feeling glorious as I met his movements with equal force. I clawed my nails into his shoulders and fucked him with everything I had, squeezing his cock with my pussy while gyrating up and down his length to achieve the most friction and heat.

			We stared at one another the entire time, with heavy-lidded gazes and no words. I can’t remember the last time I felt so uninhibited. As I shimmied myself up and down his cock, my breasts bounced and perspiration formed across the surfaces of our skin. I was grinding myself deep, hitting that spot inside that was making me unravel.

			“You’re getting close, babe,” he exclaimed in a rush. “I feel it. Come. Come for me, Lauren.”

			With just a simple command, I came hard for him, letting out a moan emanating from the center of my being, and after a couple more thrusts, he followed me, both of us letting out a sound somewhere between a cry and a scream. I slowly let my breath go, closed my eyes, and rested my head on his chest, listening to his heart pound.

			Emotions flooded me unexpectedly, and I knew it was because I had let go with him in a way I had never been able to before. My nose started to sting and I took a couple of deep breaths to quell the tears in my eyes, but they came anyway.

			I wanted to get up and hide, and I started to move, but Jackson tightened his arms around me like a vise and, without a word, pulled my face toward him. Since he had both my arms trapped within his hold, I couldn’t wipe away the couple of tears still on my cheeks. I looked away, feeling embarrassed about showing too much too soon.

			“I’m sorry,” I blathered. “I don’t know why I’m crying. I feel so silly.”

			Jackson didn’t say a word. He also didn’t seem freaked in the slightest by my reaction. Instead, he wiped my tears with his thumb and then placed it in his mouth, sucking on the end of his finger. I don’t know what his motivation was for doing that, but it moved me nonetheless, like he was absorbing my sorrows and, like a master alchemist, turning them into something shiny and new.

			That thought scared me, especially since I had made a promise to myself to get serious and stop fucking around with good-time guys. And yet, everything between Jackson and me sure didn’t feel just like fun. It felt…real. But how could I have real with a guy like him, all smoldering looks and leather? Christ, I met him in a biker bar! I totally needed to get my head out of my ass. He probably just wants one more round before he takes off. This isn’t what it feels like. At least that’s what I kept saying to myself over and over again, like a bad mantra.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Rule #2: Always leave him wanting more of you. Limit how often you see him.

			Spend as much time together as possible.

			Even though I was standing in my kitchen, I wasn’t being allowed to do much. That’s because after fucking me senseless and then showering with me, Jackson insisted on cooking breakfast for us, saying, “You’ll get plenty of opportunities to cater to my every whim, woman, but for now you’ll sit and eat my omelet. Best thing you’ve ever tasted. For breakfast, that is.”

			He was right. It was absolutely the most scrumptious one I’ve ever had. Especially when he came over and nibbled the small drizzle of cheese off my chin.

			He also insisted on cleaning up as I continued to sit there, absorbing his presence in my space. Wearing only his jeans, Jackson was barefoot and bare-chested in my kitchen, cooking for me.

			Gorgeous.

			While he was preparing our food, he told me how he used to watch his mom, grandmother, sister and cousins at the stove when he was a kid, the only boy raised in a family of women. His father had taken off when he was still a toddler, but he mentioned it in passing, not seeming to be haunted by it. And as much as the women of his family doted on him, they still insisted he learn to cook and clean, and do his own laundry.

			“They didn’t take shit from any man and weren’t going to start with me.” He chuckled while shaking his head.

			I smiled and said nothing.

			He noticed. Even though he really didn’t know me, he noticed my quiet.

			Jackson leaned his weight on one of his hands on the counter, sipping his coffee and watching me for a minute. “What’s up, babe?”

			I let out a sigh and drew my knees up to my chest while sitting on the bar chair by the kitchen island. “I don’t know…you’re not what I expected.”

			He looked bemused by my comment. “And what were you expecting?”

			My gaze drifted off and then returned to him. “Well, I’ve never had a one-night stand before, but I thought it would be, well, more like wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am.”

			The mood in the room shifted lightning fast, and his stare seared through me. He put down his coffee mug, leaned on the counter with both palms flat on the surface. He gazed at me intently and said in a voice just above a whisper, “Is that what this is, Lauren? Is that what you were looking for last night?”

			“No!” I exclaimed. “I mean, I wasn’t looking for anything, really. Like I said before, you’re unexpected.”

			He straightened his torso, came around and caged me between him and the kitchen island. Both arms pressed closely against mine as he gripped the ledge behind me. He got within a couple of inches of my face, looking at me as if I were still a puzzle he needed to piece together.

			“What do you do for work, Lauren?”

			That was not the question I thought he was going to ask me just then.

			“What does my job have to do with—”

			He interrupted. “Just answer me, babe.”

			I paused, feeling off balance and perplexed, but I decided to go with it anyway.

			“I’m a mural artist for an interior design firm.”

			He nodded. “Long hours? Travel?”

			“Um, yeah, sometimes. Why?”

			“Got family in the area? Friends?”

			I blinked, a couple of times. “No family in town. They’re all back in Asheville, but yes, I have friends.”

			“Kids?”

			“Jackson, why the twenty quest—”

			“Answer me, Lauren.”

			“No, Jackson. No kids, not even a dog, cat or fish. I’m not home a lot.”

			He nodded in response, still looking earnest. “I own the bar with a couple of partners. I also flip houses and have a bunch of rental properties I manage as well. I have a group of guys that I hang and ride with, and a shitload of family in Maryland.”

			I scooted back on the stool a bit, although with his iron grip I didn’t have a lot of room for the maneuver. “Are you part of an MC?” I perused the tattoos on his ripped chest.

			“Uh, no. Got nothing against ’em. Hell, my bar thrives because I’m biker friendly. But I’m not a joiner and I’ve got more family than I know what to do with,” he replied while suppressing a laugh. “Gotta ask, babe…what do you know about MCs anyway?”

			“Except for what I’ve read in romance novels? Nothing. But I can tell you that the whole hot biker guy in a kick-ass motorcycle club is a very hot subgenre.”

			He threw back his head and laughed, filling the air with his delicious sound. Jesus, everything about him was pure male. I felt dizzy just from the sight and scent of him and I was still sitting down.

			“Well, my friends get rowdy, but probably nothing compared to your books.” He gave me a squeeze. “My point is, you’ve got a life. I’ve got a life. I’ve done one-night stands and I’ve been settled, and while it’s too soon to know what this is, I like what I see so far, so you need to understand now that this is not a one-night stand.”

			I opened up my mouth to answer him, but he shook his head and kept going.

			“You need to know that when I’m into someone, I want their time. A lot of it. I’m intense and don’t do shit halfway. If you’re one of those women who’s more into the drama of being dicked around than being in something real, then I’m not your man. Doesn’t mean I can’t be an asshole, cuz I can. But I won’t bullshit you, and I expect for you not to bullshit me. Got it?”

			My brain was definitely spinning at this point, so much so that I gripped the seat of my chair and closed my eyes for a second to center myself. When I opened them again, Jackson hadn’t moved, hadn’t even twitched. He just continued to give me his heated focus, and I knew this was not the time to retreat into myself, something I was fully aware I tended to do when confronted. Yet, I have to admit, I found everything about Jackson Sullivan to be breathtaking: his dark looks, his scent, his voice, his laugh. The way he fucked, the manner in which he held himself, and yes, his in-my-face honesty.

			I licked my lips and he hungrily watched me do it. My eyes and smile got lazy, and I felt a warm sensation bloom between my legs just from looking at him.

			“Oh yeah. I got it, Jackson.”

			“Fuck yeah you do, Lauren,” he growled and then slammed his mouth onto mine in less of a kiss than a claim. My heart leaped into my throat, and I gasped while returning all his fervor with my tongue and lips and breath. I dug my fingernails into his sides and pulled him closer to me, causing him to growl even louder into my throat.

			Suddenly, he broke the spell and the kiss. “Fuck, we’ll never get going if we keep this up.”

			My eyes widened. “Get going? Wha— Where are we going?”

			He practically yanked me off the stool and pulled me back to my bedroom.

			“Where do you keep an overnight bag?” he asked while letting go of my hand and heading into my walk-in closet. I just stood there, feeling like I was in the midst of whiplash.

			“Why do I need a bag? Jackson, stop for a sec!”

			He peeked his head out of the closet. “Babe, what?”

			I placed my hands on my hips, feeling both exhilarated and exasperated at the same time. “What are you talking about? You’re going a million miles an hour in that head of yours and I’m not yet certified in mind reading!” Then I got pissed off. “And why are you assuming I can stop everything and go with you, especially after you said you understood I have a life?”

			He crossed his arms and leaned his broad, beautiful shoulder against the doorjamb. His left eyebrow was raised and his head tilted slightly to the side. Jackson looked like the cat ready to play with the mouse before swallowing it whole. Totally hot and annoying at the same time.

			“It’s New Year’s Day, Lauren. Think it’s safe to assume you’re not working today. We’ve also got the weekend starting tomorrow, so we’re going away for a few days.”

			I crossed my arms and leaned against my dresser across the room. While there was no fooling myself that I loved an alpha man, I was also no pushover. I felt like whatever was happening now would set the tone for whatever this was going to be. Okay, so he didn’t want a one-night stand. Good to know. But going away together? That was, like, a relationship.

			I also have to admit that I had my mother’s rules in my head and didn’t want to appear as if I had nothing to do but wait for a man to offer a plan. But then I remembered that Jackson was supposed to be my last bad-boy fling. He’d stated point-blank he wasn’t into bullshit games, and I was still trying to process what I wanted out of this. I’d gotten so caught up in Jackson’s declarations earlier—along with that sexy mouth of his—that I hadn’t considered what I wanted to happen here.

			Should I ask him to leave, keeping this a true one-nighter? Or should I see where this would lead, only to discover a few weeks or months from now that he was probably all wrong for me?

			Drinking in the sight of him and recalling everything he said, I knew I didn’t want him walking out that door. I also knew, deep down, I hated the idea of playing games and having to follow Mama’s rules to find my man for life, if there even was such a thing for me.

			I let out a deeply held sigh. “No, I don’t have work today, and it’s also true that I don’t have plans because I thought I was going away with Keith.”

			The corner of his mouth curved up into a lopsided smile. “So then quit the drama and let’s take advantage of your time off.”

			I expelled my breath in a huff this time. “It’s just that I don’t want you assuming I’ve got nothing happening. Just ask me, okay?”

			He walked over to me and rubbed the palms of his hands up and down my arms, soothing me. “That’s not what has you all worked up. What is it?”

			I narrowed my eyes. “You don’t know me well enough to make those kinds of assumptions.”

			He regarded me for a minute, but I could tell by his expression he wasn’t going to be deterred. “Maybe. But I can take one look at you and see a whirlwind going on. So what else is it?”

			I opened my eyes and absorbed all that was Jackson. “No bullshit, right?”

			His lips twitched slightly. “Yeah, baby. No bullshit.”

			“I don’t want whatever this is between us to end today, but I don’t think we’re looking for the same things beyond that. And I’ve made a resolution to myself—a New Year’s resolution I intend to keep—that I’m going to get serious about my future, and hanging with a sexy-as-hell biker guy doesn’t exactly line up with that plan.”

			He offered me a warm smile, one that singed a brushfire straight through me. My instincts were telling me he wasn’t just sex and leather. Maybe I owed him more than a stereotyped assumption?

			“So I’m gathering from what you just said that, in your head, sexy is the same as unstable?”

			“In my experience? Yes.”

			His eyes twinkled with a glint that made me feel both warm as in comforted and hot as in turned on at the same time. How the hell did he do that?

			“So, am I safe in assuming you want the stable nine-to-five guy who wears a tie, so you can have your two kids, surrounded by a white picket fence?”

			I examined his face but saw there was no judgment in his expression or reproach in his tone. He was just asking, and the minute I started picturing what he described, I saw my sisters and their husbands in their suburban homes with my adorable nieces and nephews.

			I also felt a wave of panic tighten my throat, not about the house or the kids, but the idea of choosing the wrong guy, someone who didn’t really get me. I was terrified I’d end up with someone similar to my family, who, in spite of loving me to distraction, was always trying to place me into a box of their own making and understanding. A box where my career as an artist would be relegated to a footnote in my story.

			“Jesus, I don’t know.” I was looking anywhere but at him. “I’ve spent my adult life bouncing around, and I’m trying to settle and build something long-term, and I love my work and my house and my life. I’d love to find someone to be part of that in a real way. But when you ask me about guys in ties and white picket fences, I don’t know how my life as an artist could fit into that, and I start to feel like I’m drowning.” I stopped when I realized I was ranting like a crazy woman.

			“Breathe, baby,” he said to me in a low, soothing voice while stroking my hair.

			I chuckled to myself and met his eyes. “I sound like a hot mess, don’t I?”

			“Not at all.” He offered me another warm smile that melted away my jitters and angst. “You let it all hang out, and that’s goddamn refreshing.” Then he cradled my face in both his hands and gave me a deep, wet kiss that shot a rocket of desire between my legs. He pressed me against the dresser while his hands stroked down my back, pushing me deeper into his embrace. Just as I was thinking that talking was done and fucking me was getting started, he broke the kiss but kept me tight in his grasp. “Lots of different ways to build a life with someone, Lauren. As long as what it is works for those two people, it doesn’t have to be what everyone else expects.”

			I started to respond, but again, he shook his head to let me know he wasn’t done.

			“If we don’t cut this off now, I won’t be able to stop myself from fucking you again. So pack a bag, because after I get Charlie set up, I want to take you to one of my favorite places.” He broke away from me and went back to my closet, which was followed by him throwing my overnight bag onto the bed. “Get moving, Lauren. Want you under me again before dark.”

			That last comment made my whole body shiver. But then I played back what he said and stilled. Was Charlie his kid? Did he have kids? Fuck, was he married?

			“Are you married, Jackson?”

			His eyes widened in disbelief. “No, I’m not married. Why the fuck would you think that?”

			I ignored his tone. “Kids?”

			“Nope. None that I know of.” He smirked.

			Smartass.

			I shook my head, feeling annoyed over his amusement. “That’s cute, Jackson. Got a criminal record?”

			He burst out a laugh. “Nothing worth bragging about.”

			My face fell.

			“I’m shitting you, Lauren. No, I’m not married, I’m not fucking anyone else, and I don’t have a record. And I pay my taxes, even though it pisses me off, and there are no dead bodies in my basement.”

			“I’m glad this is funny to you,” I drawled. “But I can’t go away with someone I don’t know.”

			He gave a deep chuckle, probably over my inability to keep up with whatever plan he had in mind. “Considering I’ve had the pleasure of fucking both your mouth and that sweet, tight pussy of yours, think you can get past us ‘just meeting’ last night,” he said while putting on his shirt and boots.

			“Ever been married?” I asked.

			His smile dropped and he furrowed his brow. “You ever been married?”

			“No, no I haven’t, Jackson.”

			“Should I judge you for that fact, like you’re trying to judge me?”

			The air got stuck in my throat, and I felt sweaty all of a sudden. “I’m not judging you. I just don’t know you at all, and I’m not sure I’m prepared to go away with a man I just met, even with the, um…access you’ve had.”

			He put on his jacket and adjusted the collar, glaring at me the whole time. “Lots of ways to learn about someone, babe. Asking me the kind of shit you can find on Google doesn’t mean much when it comes to knowing me, just like I can’t assume anything about you based on that license of yours I caught a glimpse of last night.”

			The hard lines on his face softened and he walked over to me again and pulled me into his solid frame, locking his arms. “But I sure as fuck like what I know so far.” He paused. “Want to know what I know?”

			I swallowed and blinked, staring into his darkening blue eyes.

			“I know you’re the kind of woman who should never play poker because every thought that plows through that head of yours winds up on your face. I know that you’re probably the most naturally sexy woman I’ve ever known and one of the few who’d put that low on her list of what matters to her. You tend to stare off into space every other minute, but anyone who thinks you’re spacey is a fucking moron because it’s obvious you’re juggling a million different possibilities at any given moment. I know you’re pure beauty and class, and yet you don’t bat a fuckin’ eye about coming into some dive bar by yourself, if that’s where you want to be. I know your pussy is the sweetest taste I’ve had on my tongue in a very long time. The fact that you don’t even sound human when you come makes me hard every time I think about it, and the fact that you can let go like that with me this soon makes me even more curious about you. And babe? I got all that in just a few hours.

			“I know going away together is real soon, but I don’t usually have this kind of lull in my schedule like I do now. So fuck it, let’s just get dressed, get packed and go. Worst thing that happens is we realize this isn’t what we expected and we cut our losses. But I’m thinking that’s not gonna be a problem. So stop analyzing and let me enjoy you, okay?”

			That alone was enough to shut me up because, seriously, how could any woman breathing the same air as Jackson Sullivan argue with that logic?

			We stopped by Jackson’s house before heading for our getaway. I didn’t believe I had a preconceived notion active in my consciousness, but when we pulled up to his house in the next town over, I found myself surprised by it. I was also stunned that someone as magnetic and alluring as Jackson had been living less than ten minutes away from me and I was just now meeting him.

			It was this modern structure set back on a hill, made of glass and concrete, looking like something out of an architecture magazine. I guess I thought it’d be more, I don’t know, like a biker-man-cave. It wasn’t very large, but I could tell it was designed to fully maximize space and light and the surrounding environment of old oak and dogwood trees.

			“It’s amazing, Jackson,” I whispered after walking through the double front doors.

			He just smiled in response, but I could tell he was pleased.

			After thinking for a second I realized something. “You built this place, didn’t you?”

			His smile turned into a wide grin. “That’s right. It was my first full-scale project. It was a real shithole when I bought it in an auction five years ago. Thought I was going to flip it, but I broke the first rule of real estate with this one because I couldn’t let it go.”

			Suddenly a dog better described as a horse came barreling through the main area and jumped all over Jackson. It looked like a cross between a mastiff and a St. Bernard. I mean, it was huge.

			Jackson crouched down and proceeded to scratch and rub the dog up and down his back, and then turned to me. “Lauren, this is Charlie.”

			I loved dogs, but considering I was on the shorter side, I have to admit that the size of Charlie intimidated me. “Um…hey there, boy.”

			I got a doggie smile and a bark in response, accompanied by a shower of flyaway drool when he shook his head vigorously back and forth. I didn’t mind as much as I thought I would, because even though he was the largest dog I’ve ever seen, I could tell he was also the sweetest.

			“Sorry ’bout that,” Jackson wiped his own face and stood back up.

			“Don’t worry about it.”

			He nodded and smirked. “Like a woman who doesn’t freak about getting a li’l messed up. Just give me a second to make a call, take care of a couple of things, and then we’ll get going.”

			“Okay.” I bent down to pet Charlie.

			“Want anything to drink?”

			“Nope, I’m good. Mind if I look around?”

			“Help yourself,” he called back as he was walking into the other room. Charlie may have liked my attention, but it was obvious Jackson had his heart because he immediately followed his master.

			The main room was covered in warm, rich wood floors with caramel striations, hand-scraped to add texture and depth. The front and the back of his house were floor-to-ceiling glass windows, but the other walls were white, covered in a variety of framed photographs and original artwork. The main area was an open floor plan, without any walls separating the living room, dining area and kitchen. I loved the wide, free-flowing space, but I felt drawn to the photographs. They were mostly black and white, with the occasional color shot thrown into the collage of art on the walls. It seemed he had the more artistic stuff hanging and his more personal pictures framed and scattered around the house. The ones of his family were obvious because they looked like female versions of him: dark, silky hair, light eyes, full lips and devilish smiles. Some had beautiful babies on their hips. Then there were others of his friends, of men riding or standing by their bikes, caught laughing, slapping each other on the back. Most were candid snapshots, and together they made you feel like you had just stopped by an afternoon BBQ for some easygoing, good company.

			The one that grabbed me in an entirely different way was a small color photograph of a woman, semihidden among the other frames in his bookcase. She was gorgeous, exotic looking with long, chestnut hair and upturned, doe-like, amber-colored eyes staring into the lens of the camera. A flirty smile played on her lips. It was obvious that whoever had been on the other side of the camera taking her picture was a man she completely loved.

			She was his lover, no doubt. Because no guy had a picture like this of his sister, that’s for sure.

			I could imagine him on the other side of the camera, seizing a moment between him and this woman. Her chestnut locks were splayed across a pillow and she had a crisp white sheet tucked around her obviously naked frame. Her tanned skin was especially stunning against the stark brightness of the bed she was in—was it Jackson’s, in this house? The picture made me feel like I was an intruder, an outsider who had no right to be where I was standing. Stomach bile rose in my throat, but I couldn’t look away from the photograph. My vision blurred, and I pictured Jackson naked with his camera, taking intimate photos of this beautiful woman right before ripping off that sheet covering her, then devouring her the way he had me.

			I knew I had my attributes, but she was the complete physical opposite of me, and I couldn’t help but wonder how we compared in his mind. I hated these kinds of feelings and knew intellectually I was worth more than these negative thoughts. I didn’t want to diminish myself because of a photograph—plus I knew I was already creating a whole narrative about the two of them, one I had no idea was true or not. I shouldn’t have cared or felt jealous, but I did.

			I turned around and practically bumped right into him. For a second, I felt like I had been caught doing something illicit.

			Jackson’s eyes homed in on the spot I was just focused on, and I thought I saw his features darken to a shade between sadness and anger. But when his eyes met mine again, they softened.

			“I honestly forgot that picture was there.”

			“You don’t owe me an explanation, Jackson.”

			I thought he would be relieved, but his brows furrowed. “Not about owing you one. It’s about wanting you to know me, even the stuff that sucks to talk about.”

			That touched me. I liked that he wanted to let me in so soon. Usually that would’ve scared the shit out of me, but this time, all I felt was warm inside.

			“There’s time later, right?”

			His eyes crinkled because his smile was so wide. “Yeah, baby…let’s hit the road. Got my neighbor all set to take care of Charlie, so we’re ready to roll.”

			“Gonna tell me where we’re going?”

			He draped his arm around me, offering me one of those deep and easy laughs that I loved already, and led me out of the house. “Nope, gonna be a surprise. It’ll be good for you to learn about delayed gratification.”

			I was about to playfully argue when I noticed that parked in his driveway was a Harley with two helmets and a jacket that looked about my size, resting on the seat, ready to go.

			The wild child inside squealed like a schoolgirl and was jumping up and down. It had been a while since I had a man in my life into riding, and I didn’t know until that moment that I had missed it. He handed me the leather jacket and the helmet. Had these been hers? I chastised myself to brush those kinds of thoughts out of my head.

			“It belongs to my sister. She’s about the same size as you.”

			I rolled my eyes and playfully swatted his arm. “Stop getting into my head!”

			After suiting up, I wrapped my arms around Jackson Sullivan and within five minutes of being on the open road, I forgot about most everything, including the mystery woman in the photograph. Instead, I enjoyed the warmth of this sexy, intelligent and unpredictable man and wondered where we were headed.

			A beach house in January was not what I expected.

			We drove north for a little over an hour to end up in a small beach town on the coast of Maryland, somewhere popular during the summer months but almost deserted in the winter, for obvious reasons.

			It was a small, two-bedroom, gray wood Cape Cod beach bungalow. While Jackson’s home back in Virginia was all sleek glass and shiny wood, this place reminded me a pair of well-worn Hush Puppies shoes, all about comfort and wearability over time. The kitchen still had an avocado enamel oven and a refrigerator from the 1970s and the plaid-covered seating area across the room had definitely seen better days. But there was a large stone fireplace and sliding glass doors that led directly to a small deck and an endless beachfront.

			It was a perfect little getaway place.

			“Gotta warn ya, I forgot to bring a bathing suit.”

			His deep-throated laugh filled the space between us, as he grabbed a couple of beers. “I like a woman with sass, so keep it comin’ baby. Just makes me want to fuck you that much sooner.”

			Jesus, his words alone hit right into my core and my thighs automatically tightened to relieve the growing ache between them. The gleam in his eye told me he knew exactly what he was doing to me too.

			He opened the sliding glass door leading out to a wooden deck, right on the beach. I followed him out and took the beer he offered. He put his arm around me while never losing focus on the beach in front of us. It was sunset, and I was surprised how beautiful it was, even in the winter. Between his body heat, the alcohol and the leather jacket I was still wearing, I actually felt fairly warm and cozy.

			“Everyone always comes out to the beach in summer, and I get that.” He took a pull from his bottle. “But I like how God or Mother Nature or whatever the fuck you want to call it shows her sadder, softer side in the off season. Winter on the beach may not have all the flash and color of summer, but I don’t know…I really get off on everything out here being more muted in grays and sand. Feels more real to me.”

			In that moment, I knew I was in trouble because my heart expanded with its own breath. I was already falling for him, and not just for his beautiful face and dirty mouth, but for the way in which he saw the world.

			So many of the men I have met and dated through the years were easily categorized. Feeling like my own version of Goldilocks, I was always feeling that this one was too much of something and that one was not enough of something else. No one had felt just right. So few of them seemed to break out of the one-dimensional construct I had conjured. Yet now, looking up at Jackson while he was peering down at me, I wondered if the problem had been me all along—choosing men I could easily compartmentalize, and thus, take less seriously over time.

			There was no compartmentalizing Jackson Sullivan. That I knew. It scared and thrilled me at once. I also realized that many of the men I had gravitated toward were more than content to peg me as their free-spirited fling instead of taking the care and time to discover my other dimensions and flavors. Although, to be fair, there were more than a few who wanted inside my inner world, almost desperate to discover what made me tick. I usually responded by packing fast and answering as little as possible. Maybe that response was getting as old as I was.

			I watched him as he scanned the receding ocean tide.

			“Can I show you something?”

			His gaze met mine and his eyes grew curious. “Anything, babe.”

			A warmth flooded my body, causing a blush to spread across my cheeks. I was nervous because I wasn’t in the habit of opening up. This time, I wanted to, had to see if my hunches about Jackson were spot on or not.

			“Hold on a sec.” I broke away and went back inside. He had brought my small bag in earlier and I took out the one thing I brought with me everywhere. My sketchbook. This wasn’t the one I used for work. It was the one I used the way a writer would use a diary, but instead of writing, I sketched and shaded my hopes and fears. Everything and anything that haunted or intrigued me ended up in one of my books.

			I came back out with my arms wrapped around it, like it was a precious baby tucked against me. I handed it to him.

			“What’s this?” His eyebrows rose, and I knew I had piqued his curiosity.

			I attempted to sound and feel light and easy, but I was failing miserably. I took in a shaky breath. “It’s one of my sketchbooks. I draw out the stuff I see, how I feel. I don’t know, with the way you see the beach in winter, the way you seem to see things, I thought you might like it. Look through it if you want. If not, no biggie.”

			He sat down on one of the Adirondack chairs and put down the now-empty bottle of beer. He opened the cloth-covered, hardbound sketchbook and took his time studying each page. My heart was pumping so hard, my pulse was thundering in my ears and I could barely hear the surf ahead of me. Why are you so jumpy, Lauren Elizabeth? I could hear my daddy’s voice in my head. They’re just pictures, more of those daydreaming doodles you’ve got stuck in your head, like cotton in a pill bottle. They don’t mean anything.

			How many times I had heard him say something like that to me, I can’t be sure, but when it came to anything artistic, his words were far from a message from the cheer squad. I had been fourteen when I had showed my dad my sketchbook and that was the last time I showed anyone. ’Til now.

			I had gotten so lost in my internal dialogue that I had almost forgotten I was there with Jackson, on his beach with my sketchbook. Without looking up, he said in a hushed voice, “You show these to anyone before?”

			A lump caught in my throat and I tried to swallow it down. “No, not since I was a kid.” I sounded so hoarse right then. “I must have dozens of these by now, but this is the one I’ve had ever since I moved here. I-I never wanted to show anyone before.”

			He kept looking through the pages, stopping on various images: a murder of crows, a child lost in a forest, a boy on a beach.

			“You don’t use a lot of color.” It was more of a statement than a question.

			He looked up at me, and I shook my head in response.

			“You keep it simple, keep it bare, so you can see what’s real. Don’t you, Lauren?” His eyes were dilated, blazing fire straight through me while he kept his voice low, almost in a reverent tone.

			Jesus, he got them. He got me. I nodded, using every ounce of control I had to quell the rise of tears burning my nose and eyes. I took a couple of slow, deep breaths.

			He put the sketchbook down on the small table next to him, gingerly, then stood in front of me. His hands gently held my face. I thought he was going to lean in and kiss me, but he just stared at me with this incredible intensity. I didn’t know what to do with that, so as usual, I looked down.

			In a husky voice that sounded rough but warmed me like whisky, he called to me. “Lauren.”

			“Yeah?” I said while continuing to cast my eyes downward.

			“Look at me, Lauren,” he commanded.

			I took in a breath for courage and lifted my gaze.

			“Means a lot.” He gently stroked the side of my cheek.

			I didn’t know how to respond with words, and my heart was still pounding. Jesus, could an otherwise healthy woman have a heart attack from feeling too much?

			A shadow of a smile emerged on his gorgeous face. “In my bar, of all places.”

			I blinked a couple of times. I wasn’t following his train of thought. “What?”

			His smile widened into an all-out grin as his hands slid down to my neck, holding me there, his pressure by my pulse undoing me.

			“You coming into my bar on New Year’s Eve. Remind me to personally thank that fucker for blindsiding you because no way in hell would a woman with your kind of gorgeousness, class and fucking talent have been there otherwise.”

			I raised an eyebrow at him. “Don’t think much of your own bar, it seems.”

			He shook his head and let out a breath. “Guess it sounds that way, but that’s not what I meant. Most of the ones who come ’round frequently enough for me to know ’em usually got a thick, hard shell that’ll never crack. Maybe life fucked ’em up or just as likely, they lived the way everyone else in that neighborhood has for decades. Self-fulfilling prophecies of flushing whatever gifts God gave ’em down the toilet. I didn’t grow up with country clubs or on tree-lined streets with lemonade stands either. My neighborhood was shite, but I still had dinner with my ma and the rest of the brood most nights and I worked day and night to afford college, to make sure that burden wasn’t on ’em.

			“And a big part of the reason why I worked my ass off and bought properties instead of pissing away my money in a bar like mine, before it was mine, was because I knew I wanted the option of a woman like you. I wanted to be worthy of someone who was fuckin’ stunning, someone who maintained her sweet in a world full of sour. I wanted a woman with a heart and a brain and a soul. I’m a greedy son of a bitch, and I wanted my piece. I’m takin’ it and I’m not giving it back.”

			His grip tightened on my throat as he locked his lips onto mine, in a possessive move that seared me with its force. Then he started moving us into the house, holding me firmly so I wouldn’t trip, since he was steering and I was walking backward.

			In a frenzy he took off my shirt, unhooked my bra and shimmied my jeans and panties to the floor. I toed off my shoes and rolled off my socks. In seconds, I was completely naked and he was still fully clothed. For some reason, that totally turned me on.

			Without breaking our fervent kiss, he lifted me up and laid me down on the covered breakfast table, just inside the sliding glass doors. He licked a trail from my neck to my breasts, plumping both with his calloused hands and then sucking and licking each of my nipples. He blew air on them, and they hardened, sending a shiver throughout my heated body. He pulled each one deep into his mouth, growing my need into such a rush that I was panting for him, dying for a release. I wiggled so I could rub my cleft against his strong thigh muscles, but he wasn’t having it.

			“Not yet, babe. Not that way,” he practically growled in response.

			“But Jax, I need…God, I need to come!” I was already out of breath, practically begging for anything of his, a tongue, fingers, cock. Anything.

			He quietly laughed and dug his nails into my hips, lowering himself so that his mouth was at my entrance. He spread my legs open and with just the tips of his fingers he traced feathery touches on my skin. Then he muttered “time to eat” before fucking me with his tongue, curling it up, and I thought I was going to skyrocket across the table. He then released his magic mouth from my pussy and drove two fingers deep in my channel, maneuvering his fingertips to caress that same spot again while now brushing light, figure eight licks on my clitoris.

			“Fuck, I could suck on your pussy for days. So good, so sweet,” he mumbled into my flesh, then continued to ravage me with his fingers and mouth. My moans turned into whimpers, and I felt as if I was going to break down because the pleasure was so incredibly intense. I climbed higher and higher until I spasmed in orgasm, convulsing and twisting my body into a version of myself I didn’t recognize.

			Before I had a chance to come down, Jackson had taken off his clothes and sheathed his bulging cock, which looked strained and ready to burst inside the condom. Without warning, he grabbed me by the legs and hoisted me forward, shaking the table underneath me. Then he lifted me up, carried me to the couch and folded me over the plush side arm. My face was planted into the seat cushion, so I hoisted myself up by the elbows and looked over my shoulder. My ass was propped up and he used his knees to spread me farther apart. I was so exposed and probably would’ve started to become self-conscious but when I saw how aroused he was for me, his eyelids heavy while he bit his bottom lip, I actually relaxed and lifted my ass even farther in his direction.

			His palms rubbed circles on my bottom, then he touched my puckered opening with his fingertip. “You’re beautiful everywhere,” he whispered, using my juices to wet his fingers and tease my back opening, inserting a finger into me. It was so good inside me, and when he began to stretch me even more, I let out a whimper from someplace deep and dark. Then he took his cock and rubbed the tip along my back opening, and I stiffened because I was unsure I wanted him to invade me in such a way, at least not yet.

			“Don’t worry, baby. Not going to take you here now,” he replied to my nonverbal concerns while continuing to rub himself on me. “I’ll be taking this ass, but not tonight. We’ve got time.”

			My entire body relaxed and I dropped my head onto the cushion, letting out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. Before I was able to take in another, he speared his finger into my back opening while plunging his cock into my pussy. He was no longer patient or gentle. I thought this time would be for him alone, believing there was no way I could come again so soon, but as he leaned over my bent body and pummeled me like a jackhammer in both my openings, another orgasm built fast. While one of his fingers was exploring my ass, the other hand wrapped around me and began rubbing my clit. I had never been fucked so thoroughly or so hard before in my life, my breasts jiggling wildly back and forth as he pounded me with his cock and fingers. My orgasm was coming and my walls were tightening, and just when I thought I couldn’t feel any more pleasure, he thrust yet another finger in and out of my ass in time with his cock. I let out a guttural moan and clenched with my rising release.

			“Jesus, fuck, that’s it, baby. Squeeze my dick with your pussy. Squeeze it hard!”

			I did as he told me, squeezing my muscles around his huge dick. I raised my upper body on my elbows, supporting my weight so I could look back and see this incredible man plowing into me. And watching him let go, his eyes rolling back as he moaned and growled over me was enough to unleash my own climax, barreling over me like a tsunami wave. My vision got blurry as white heat burned my body and brain.

			He collapsed on my back, keeping his cock inside me as he wrapped his arm around my middle, cradling my breasts in his hands. Our ragged breaths dragged on, and his length softened inside me.

			“Better take care of this.” He hoisted himself off of me to dispose of the condom. I immediately missed his heat and pressure, but I was too spent to move a muscle.

			He came back with a damp washcloth and proceeded to clean me up with soft strokes between my legs that felt more luxurious than a warm bath. Then he rolled me over so I was facing him and picked me up, my arms automatically going around his neck. Jackson brought me to his bed and tucked in behind me so we were spooning. The sun had just set, so I knew it was still early, but I couldn’t help but drift off into a dreamless, perfect sleep.

			I awoke to a vacant bed, with the scent of sex and Jackson still on the sheets. I stretched long and swung my legs over the side and found my overnight bag, completely emptied. I got up and rummaged around and found everything put away, the contents in the bedroom dresser and adjacent bathroom. Seemed he had unpacked for me while I was sleeping. I shuffled over to the basin and splashed some water over my face while taking in my reflection above the sink. I definitely had sex hair and my cheeks were still flushed from all I did with Jackson. I threw on some jeans and a sweater.

			Jackson was in the next room, stoking the embers in the fireplace, in the main room of the house. He was lost in his own thoughts, staring at the flickering flames while remaining bent at the knees in a crouched position. No other light emanated from the room and I couldn’t help but be entranced by his masculine beauty.

			He must have felt my presence in spite of me not moving much because he looked up and his eyes and mouth got all soft and warm, making me melt on the spot.

			“Now there’s a sight. Sleep good, babe?”

			“Like I was in a coma.” I walked over to him. He scooted back so he was leaning against the couch while still seated on the ground. He widened his legs so I could sit in between.

			“See you found your stuff.” He wrapped his arms around me and breathed in my scent. “And you still smell like me. I like that.”

			I took in his husky voice, letting the sound of it drip off me slow, like honey. I stared into the fire, hypnotized instantly by the dancing flames.

			“You hungry?” he asked while gently rubbing his lips back and forth on the nape of my neck.

			Hungry for food? No. But for him, hell yeah. Seemed my hormone-soaked brain was letting its wishes be known to me.

			“Not yet, although I should be. We haven’t eaten since this morning.”

			“Well, I’m starved, so we can either go out or stay in and cook.”

			I swiveled in place in order to face him, our lips just inches away from each other. “You have groceries? How?”

			He chuckled with a smile that warmed his blue eyes. “You were dead to the world, so I ran out and picked up some things we’ll need over the next couple of days. Wanted to give us the option of holing up in here without the need for the outside world. But if you want to stretch your legs and get some air, we can do that too.” Then his eyes fell on my mouth and he absentmindedly licked his lips. “Although I’m getting tempted to starve just so I can get another taste.”

			Then he brushed his lips over mine, his tongue tracing the seam of my mouth, and I opened to let him in. He tasted so good, and his natural masculine scent made my core clench. He took my mouth in deep while holding me tight within his frame.

			A music ringtone went off and I knew immediately by the song choice, James Taylor’s “Carolina in My Mind”, who was calling me. I broke away, effectively killing the mood.

			“That would be my mama calling.” I pulled away from his embrace. “Probably should get that.”

			He stood up, offered me his hand and helped me to my feet. “You catch up, I’ll cook.”

			The last thing I wanted to do was talk to her, but I knew it was better to get it over with than blow her off. Eleanor Montgomery Renwick was not a woman to be ignored. Kinda like an angry beehive that way.

			I answered and before I even had a chance to say hello, she launched into emotional orbit. Loudly.

			“Lauren Elizabeth Renwick, where on God’s green earth are you? I’ve been calling you for hours!”

			“Mama, I just spoke to you last night. Why are you so worked up?”

			“Well, pardon me, li’l miss independent, but the last time we spoke you were upset about Keith, and then when I called to check on my baby girl, there’s no answer on your home phone. So answer my question: where are you? Are you back at the house?”

			“Um…” I sure as hell wasn’t going to tell her the truth: No worries, Mama. I’m just hanging out with a biker-bar-owning, tattooed bad boy I picked up like a tramp in a sailor port. No need to worry. Give daddy kisses from me! “I’m just hanging with friends. No need to worry.”

			Jackson was chopping some vegetables at this point and raised an eyebrow at me without missing a beat on the cutting board. I could tell he was not happy I was covering up my whereabouts.

			“Which friends? Myer and Wade?”

			I sighed. “No, Mama, not them. Don’t fret so much. I’m fine. How are you and Daddy?”

			“Don’t try to change the subject. I worry about you is all. If you were living at home, I wouldn’t worry so much.”

			“Mama, how many times have I gotta tell ya, I’m not coming back to Asheville. I’ve got a good life here. I’m happy, okay?” At this point, I felt my embarrassment heating my face and neck, so I turned away from Jackson.

			Suddenly, my phone left my hand and Jackson was in front of me.

			“Mrs. Renwick? Jackson Sullivan, how are you this evening?”

			I hurled myself forward, attempting to swipe the phone out of his hand, but he was too tall and too fast for my moves. “Jackson! Give me back my phone!”

			He ignored me with a smirk and kept talking.

			“Yes, you can say I’m a friend of your daughter’s, but I’ll give it to you straight, we’re more than friends… Yes, I like her very much… No, just met recently… We met at my place of business… Yes ma’am, I own my own business… Yes, I understand she’s quite a catch… Well, the fact that I stole the phone out of your daughter’s hand so I could speak to you personally should demonstrate I get the importance of family… Yep, good talking to you too. Lauren will call you in a couple of days.”

			Then, he hung up. On my mother.

			My mouth hung open like a trap door. “Y-you did not just do that! Tell me that didn’t just happen.”

			“What?” he asked while shutting down my phone and tossing it back into my open purse.

			“Why did you do that, Jax? Are you nuts?”

			I could tell by the expression on his face that he wasn’t taking my anger seriously.

			“Best to rip the bandage off quick, don’t you think?”

			I blinked in reply. Speechless.

			“Besides, not real into being labeled the ‘friends’ you’re hanging out with.” He grabbed a pan and threw the cut veggies into it, turned on the gas burner and started adding a slew of spices. While I appreciate a man who cooks for me, I was less than thrilled that he was carrying on as if the discussion were over.

			“Would you have preferred me saying to my mama, ‘Oh hey, I’m just shacking up for a few days with this guy I met last night in a biker bar. Oh, and Mama? I gave away the milk for free before the strike of midnight, New Year’s Eve. Aren’t cha proud of your baby girl now?’”

			He eyeballed me while tossing in what looked like marinated steak strips. The smell wafted in my direction and my stomach growled loudly in response. He placed a cover on the pan and reduced the heat, then stalked over to me in what seemed like one long stride.

			“I get it, Lauren.” His grip tightened around me. “But you’ve got to understand some shit about me.” Without waiting for my acknowledgement, he continued, “First, I grew up in a house full of women. Under one roof was my mother, grandmother, my sister, an aunt and two cousins. Not just women, mind you. Irish women. My grandmother, mother and aunt are first generation in this country, and they still believe they’re living in their American version of Limerick, which means there’s no such thing as ‘I’ or ‘mine’ or ‘mind your own business’. They’re in your business and everyone else’s business and won’t bat an eye doin’ it. Drove me crazy, but learned quick they came from a pure place, wanting what was best for me.

			“Another thing you need to know about me is I like control and I often take over. I’ll try not to bulldoze you, but more often than not, I’m going to do what I’m going to do. What you need to figure out is if you’re the kind of woman who really has a problem with that or if you’re the kind who thinks she should have a problem with that, but deep down, in places she doesn’t examine much, actually gets off on her man being what he is and how he looks out for his woman.”

			I stared at him while processing what he just said. “So am I to understand that, after twenty-four hours, I’m your woman now?”

			His blue eyes darkened and his jaw tightened. “Baby, you were my woman the minute I slid my cock into that sweet pussy of yours. Told you, I don’t fuck around.”

			I stopped breathing, but somehow managed to speak. “Am I also to assume that you taking over that call was your way of announcing that you’re my man to my family?”

			“Yeah and also to alert them that I’m the kind of man who looks after what’s his. Your mama gives you the third degree because she wants you to be okay. What she and you will learn fast enough is that I make sure what’s mine is more than okay. You’ll be fucking content and if you’re not, you and I will sort that shit out to make it that way.”

			“So am I to assume that if I’m waiting for an apology, I’ll be waiting a long, long time?”

			A shadow of a smile played on his gorgeous lips. “Yeah baby, I’m thinkin’ you shouldn’t bother waiting for that.” He chuckled and then gave me a warm squeeze, and I found myself not arguing with him or waiting for what wasn’t coming.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Rule #3: Keep the mood light—don’t share what upsets you too soon.

			Let your crazy out all at once.

			Jackson and I—as an us—were new. Brand new. We had spent a weekend together, less than a week, if you’re the kind who keeps track of those things. And those days, I was exactly that type.

			Too new to have a solid foundation built. Too new for what happened when we got back to Jackson’s house after our trip.

			She was sitting on his front step, looking even more beautiful than she did in her photograph, if that was possible. Her long, chestnut-brown hair had golden streaks that matched the amber of her eyes. Even though we were in the middle of goddamn winter, she looked as if she had just gotten back from days in the sun. She was stunning, and I suddenly felt small and pale and faded in comparison.

			Since we rode back on his bike and I had my arms wrapped around him, I felt his whole body freeze up the minute we pulled in the driveway and she came into full view. The smile she offered him seemed lit by a thousand lights and I knew instantly, before she opened her mouth or looked in my direction, that she was a former lover of consequence and that she wanted him back. She had come unannounced because she was confident that all she had to do was show up to claim what was hers. I got off the bike and removed the helmet, as did Jackson. She looked over at me and narrowed her eyes.

			“Who the hell is this bitch, Jackson?” She was pointing her finger at me like she was accusing me of some arcane witchcraft or black magic.

			Wow, she didn’t waste any time on pleasantries. I looked over at Jackson, waiting to see how he’d respond.

			He ran his fingers through his hair. “Lex, what the hell are you doing here?”

			Great start. He didn’t even bother clarifying who I was.

			She noted the same thing as I did. I could tell because she flashed me a nasty smirk before making her expression all soft and doll-like for him. “Baby, can we talk—uh-lone?”

			He placed his hands on his hips and looked down at the ground while shaking his head, and it bothered me that I didn’t know him well enough to understand what that gesture of his meant. I grabbed my bag off the bike and took a step back. “Jackson, it looks like you’ve got your hands full here. Maybe I should go.” I definitely said it more like a statement than a question because I wanted to be anywhere but there.

			His eyes shot up to mine and he grabbed my bag from me with one hand while pulling me toward him with the other, my waist now in his strong grip. “Lauren, you’re not going anywhere. Hear me?”

			My heart made happy somersaults and I could sense that his ex was quietly seething a few feet away. He turned his head in her direction. “Lauren’s my woman now, Lexie. And you are not welcome here.”

			She looked at me, slowly, up and down, and must have determined I was still not of consequence because she just flipped her luscious locks over her shoulder, walked a couple of paces toward us and gave him a seductive look that would’ve incinerated the pants off of any red-blooded man. It was filled with the confidence earned when a woman was used to getting her way.

			“Baby, wasn’t too long ago you wanted me in your bed and your ring on my finger. I’m back to give you all that and more. So, whatever this is—” she wagged her finger between Jackson and me, “—doesn’t compare to you and me.” Then she turned to me. “And what’s your name? Lauren? You need to get away from my fiancé. Now.”

			My stomach lurched and I backed away from Jackson. He tried to hold me in his grasp but I was faster this time. He had asked Lexie to marry him. How long ago? Maybe he was actually engaged, had a fight, and I was the byproduct of him straying after a bad spell between them? Was she the love of his life? I may have been calm on the outside, but my head was spinning and my pulse was racing something fierce. I looked over at him.

			“Are you en-engaged?”

			Jackson scoffed and his eyes shot daggers in my direction. “Hell no, we are not engaged.” He glared at Lexie. “You may have worn my ring, but you ain’t now and you never will again. I am completely over your bullshit.”

			Lexie chewed on her bottom lip and looked up at him, like a little girl being chastised. Yeah, it was completely nauseating.

			“I was stupid, baby. I know that now.” Lexie grabbed on to his jacket with both hands. “Jax, I made a mistake and I’m back now to fix it. I’m better now, really. So tell this bitch to go away.” She glared at me. “Tell her I’m your woman and you’re going to make me your wife.”

			Bile rose in my throat and I wished I could disappear. As much as she came off like a brat, I couldn’t deny the fact that a long-term relationship that almost led to a marriage weighed a heck of a lot more than what was essentially a weekend hookup. As much as we had talked, I didn’t once hear him mention Lexie. That could mean that he had worked the brunette bombshell out of his system and she was no longer an important part of his story to tell.

			Or it could mean Jackson wasn’t over her at all.

			The whole thing started feeling like Keith all over again, with a relationship I thought was done now suddenly coming back to haunt me. Only this was worse, much worse, because I was really falling for Jackson Sullivan.

			Even though Jackson had pushed Lexie out of his space, she seemed undeterred. Her amber eyes blazed fire in my direction once again, with a sinister smirk twitching her mouth.

			“Listen, honey, I’ve been with Jackson for a long time. And he always comes back to me. Always. So don’t think you’re really his woman or that he’ll be sticking around. He’s mine and I’m his, and that’s the way it’s always been since the minute he slid that massive dick into my sweetness.”

			Oh God, that was what he’d said to me just a couple of days ago. Did he make that claim with every woman he slept with? These thoughts swirled inside my head, making me sick to my stomach. That queasiness quickly turned into panic and I started to sweat.

			Just then, my cell phone rang. It was Myer, probably calling to let me know she was back from her weekend with Wade. I declined the call, but then immediately texted her instead:

			In romantic meltdown situation! Come get me ASAP!

			I typed Jackson’s address and hit send.

			“Lexie, I haven’t belonged to you in a long fucking time, but you pulling this shit out of the clear goddamn blue shouldn’t be surprising anymore.”

			“But Jax! This time I—”

			“Enough! Not another word out of you.” Then he turned to me, grabbing the sleeve of my jacket. “And what the fuck are you doing, Lauren? Who are you texting?” His gaze scorched me like I had done something wrong.

			“You know what Jackson? None of your friggin’ business!”

			His eyes went wide then narrowed at me. “Oh no? Considering I’ve been inside you for the last several days straight, I think I’ve got a right to know who you’re texting in the middle of all this shit.”

			That remark got a snicker and eye roll from Lexie. Geez, she really was a bitch. I should have been happy Jackson was more focused on what I was doing than on his ex’s antics, but at that moment, waves of humiliation and anger crashed over me, and I was totally pissed I’d been duped by a guy once again.

			“Don’t let what I’m doing distract you. It seems you’ve got a lot more going on in your life than you let on,” I hurled back his way.

			I looked down at my phone again, seeing she had texted me back:

			On the way! Girl, you’ve got LOTS of explaining to do. I thought you were with Keith for the weekend??

			At the mention of Keith, I felt my temper spike into the stratosphere and I took it out on Jackson.

			“First Keith, now you? I don’t need to keep dealing with exes showing up unexpectedly.”

			His jaw clenched and his body turned to granite. “I’m nothing like that douche bag, Lauren, and it is total bullshit for you to compare me to him.”

			“No? Because I think the fact that you were almost married would’ve been something worth mentioning, especially since it wasn’t that long ago.”

			“Let her go, Jackson, so we can work things out.” Lexie reached for his hand.

			He turned to her and got right in her face. “Lex, I don’t need this shit now. There’s nothing to work out. We’ve been over for almost a year and you show up now?”

			Her eyes widened but his anger didn’t deter her from getting closer to him.

			“Baby, we may have been officially broken up for a while, but you know you’ve been in my bed since then.” Lexie looked right at me when she said that last part, as if to ensure I heard her. Jackson started to glance over at me, but she grabbed his face and directed it toward her. “Let me make it up to you, Jax. I promise it’s going to be so good between us from now on.” She placed both her palms on his chest and gazed up at him like a goddamn puppy dog.

			Now I knew I was going to hurl.

			I couldn’t get over how transparent this chick was, and then that made me wonder what he saw in her in the first place. Well, besides her looks and gorgeous body.

			He backed away but continued to stare at her, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he was taking her pleas into serious consideration. And I know this sounds ridiculous, especially since I’d barely known him for any time at all, but I still felt my heart break and the tears well up in my eyes.

			Because I really believed this was the start of something real. Something lasting. And it didn’t even last a week, which meant at twenty-seven years old, I was still all kinds of a fool.

			Just then, I heard a honk and relief flooded me as I saw Myer and Wade pull up in their car. I grabbed my bag and gave Jackson one last glance, soaking in the little I could before I bolted. This time, I couldn’t bring myself to offer face-saving platitudes because, in spite of the whole ugly scene, I still didn’t want to bullshit him.

			“Bye, Jackson.” That was all I could say before I dashed away, like it was my getaway car from a robbery in progress.

			“Goddamn it, Lauren, wait a minute!” he called out, but I was already down the drive to the car.

			I hopped in like my body was on fire and locked the car as soon as I got in, which was fortunate because he tried the door handle and was banging his palm on the window. I couldn’t look at him and kept my head down.

			“Not a word, guys,” I said to my best friend and her awesome man. “Just drive!”

			Thank God Wade has always had a lead foot because he burned rubber and got us out of there in a flash. I silently let the tears fall and told them what had happened, with Keith first and now with Jackson. They were dear enough friends to not call me crazy or say “I told you so”, and they let me pull myself together at their house.

			Myer was the first real friend I made when I moved to Vienna, Virginia. She had sold me my beloved bungalow and religiously combed through flea markets and antique shops over the last year to help me decorate it. She was also a Southern girl, from Texas, and was the ideal blend of Southern tradition and modern hipster. Her husband, Wade, was just as adorable—also blond and from Texas—and was some kind of computer genius who was in constant demand by both the government and the private sector. They were fabulous, a combination of cream-cheese cute and slick-city edginess. And I was beyond relieved to find sanctuary on their comfy, shabby-chic loveseat while sharing my latest dating disaster.

			“Doesn’t sound like your mama’s dating rules are holding up there.” She offered me my favorite, a Moscow mule concoction—in a copper mug she had bought just for when I came over. Because, yes, she was that kind of ol’ school Southern charm and style.

			I let out a derisive laugh and wiped my eyes. “I’m just a hot mess, aren’t I?”

			“Oh hush, you’re no such thing.” She waved me off and collapsed in the chair across from me. “The whole tale sounded like a romantic dream until that bitch showed up.”

			“Some dream—letting the owner of a biker bar fuck me five ways ’til Sunday and then having him lose all interest the minute The One That Got Away showed up.”

			Myer stared at me, a look of disbelief on her peaches-and-cream face. “Lauren Elizabeth, you are sniffing glue if you think that’s true!” she exclaimed. “That man was running after you faster than green grass through a goose, and I would’ve made you hear him out, but you were so desperate to hightail it outta there that I didn’t know what to think!”

			I rolled my eyes. “Myer, you didn’t see his ex. She was stunning. And quite determined. And bitchy to boot.”

			“It doesn’t matter what she wanted, only if he wanted her. And from the little I saw, I didn’t see a man holding a torch for some ex. I saw a man determined to catch you.”

			I sat there, staring off into space, replaying the day’s events, reel by reel, in my mind. Then I looked up at my friend, sitting there looking completely self-assured and pleased with herself.

			“You’re thinking I overreacted,” I practically mumbled.

			“Yes ma’am.” She took my now-empty drink from me.

			“You’re thinking I need to apologize or something?”

			She walked to her kitchen to rinse out the mug and I followed. “Now I didn’t say that. But I think you owe it to him to hear him out and not bolt from a relationship the minute it gets a bit bumpy.”

			“Wait a sec, I don’t even know if this is a relationship!”

			She turned to me, her face all scarlet pink, which happened when she got embarrassed or mad. Her hand was on her hip and she gave me her best Southern-mama stare.

			“Lauren, I love you like a sister, but you are so full of shit that your green eyes are turnin’ brown!” she barked at me. “How the heck can you think you’re not in a relationship? So what if you bumped uglies the first night you met him? You two may not have had the kind of start you brag about in church, but that man took you away for the weekend afterwards. Hell, you even showed him that sketchbook of yours you take everywhere with you like a security blanket.” Then she sighed, blew some stray hairs out of her face, and offered me a soft smile. “You moved here to stop running and start living long. That means giving people a chance, letting them in. You’re the sweetest, most creative and interesting woman I know, but you keep men at arm’s length.”

			I let out a sigh. “I totally do that, don’t I?”

			To her credit, she only offered an amused smile. Myer was awesome that way—telling you the truth you needed to hear, but taking the sting out of it. I leaned against her refrigerator and crossed my arms in front of me. “Even if you’re right, that doesn’t mean he’s the one for me. My mother would die if I brought home some tattooed motorcycle man as a serious boyfriend.”

			She wiped her hands on the dishtowel and shook her head at me. “When I first met Wade, that boy had a mullet—a mullet, Lauren—and an entire wardrobe consisting of Star Wars and Lord of the Rings T-shirts. And he used to be so shy, he didn’t look anyone but me in the eye when he spoke! Talk about parents’ worst nightmare! But I knew, without a doubt, that he was my man, even though he was only a boy at the time. My mama and daddy pitched a fit, by the way, and I paid them no mind. Now, we’ve been married for ten years and, after I worked on his social skills, I swear they might love him even more than me. So I don’t want to hear you use your mama as an excuse to keep a possible good man away.”

			Just then, Wade came in the kitchen, with a huge shit-eating grin on his face. He snaked his arm around her and pulled her close.

			“Now that you mention them, maybe I should resurrect the ol’ T-shirt collection! They were sah-weeet!” He gave me a playful wink, something he often did when he was trying to get a rise out of his wife.

			Now it was my friend’s turn to overreact. “Lord have mercy on me.” She swatted Wade on his biceps with her dishtowel. “Babe, I love ya, but there’s no way you’re bringin’ back those God-awful rags. Let ’em rest in peace, okay?”

			His grin just grew, as if he was already scheming. “Whatever you say, baby doll.”

			She smirked and grabbed her keys. “All right, well, I’m gonna drop Lauren off at home right quick and, when I get back, there best not be any of those wretched tees hanging in my closet or on your body, ya hear?”

			Wade pulled my friend into his frame, reveling in her fake snit. “Yes ma’am. Just get back fast cuz I got plans, sugar.” He nipped at her earlobe while she yelped and swatted him away, but all the while I could tell she was loving every minute of it.

			My bungalow was one of the few in the town of Vienna that didn’t hug a street curb. The house was set far back, with a driveway that snaked from the main street and curved to my front porch. This meant you couldn’t see a big portion of the house from the start of the driveway. It’s a feature I loved because it reminded me of the homes in North Carolina, sitting pretty and far back on a piece of land handed down through the generations, with a winding pathway leading you to a welcoming, wraparound porch, with rocking chairs in the front and fresh lemonade waiting.

			I had told Myer not to pull up to the house, to just drop me off in the front of the drive because I knew she had trouble backing her car down the long path. With the sun almost setting, I strolled home, lost inside my head, vacillating between planning how I was going to apologize to Jackson and imagining him and Lexie reconciling. I was debating whether I should call or just show up or wait for him to come to me.

			Maybe he wouldn’t come at all. Because, let’s be frank, I bolted out of there like the place was on fire. I’m always hearing from the women in my life not to let the crazy out too soon around men because they’re easily spooked, like cattle in a thunderstorm. This, of course, led me to get pissed off all over again because, hey, I’m not the one with the almost-fiancée showing up staking her claim. Why should I have felt badly about taking off?

			I heard the creaking of a rocking chair, which startled me. I looked up, and it took a second for my eyes to adjust because of the twilight sky, but once they did, I let out a quiet gasp.

			It was Jackson, sitting on my front porch, waiting for me. My car was back in my driveway.

			“How did you get my car back? I still have the keys in my purse.”

			He raised his eyebrows and gave a quick shake of his head. “Had my buddy hot-wire it. Knew you’d need your car for work tomorrow.”

			I decided to let that piece of knowledge float away because my heart swelled at the sight of him, a huge smile dancing across my face. His left knee was mindlessly bouncing up and down, and whether that was to release his nervous energy or anger, I couldn’t yet tell. His face was expressionless, not giving anything away. I stopped at the bottom of the three steps that led to my porch.

			His gaze slowly traveled the length of me and then he leaned his elbows on his knees and took a deep breath. “Don’t. Do that. Again.”

			I looked down and kicked at the gravel with my boot. I dropped my bag and shoved my hands deep into my jeans pockets and didn’t respond, so Jackson got out of the rocking chair and sat on the porch steps, which meant he was right in my line of vision, so I couldn’t escape. Then he grabbed me by one of my belt loops and pulled me closer to him, so I was standing in the V of his legs. Without thought, I sat on his lap, as if I’d been doing such things all my life.

			He gave me an approving squeeze and started talking. “I met Lexie several years ago and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t love her once.” He exhaled loudly then brought me even closer to his side. “And when it was good, it was a blast. But when it was bad, which it soon was a lot more than it was good, it was hell.”

			“You wanted to marry her once, Jackson. Couldn’t have been all that bad.”

			He looked off and shook his head. “Yeah, I thought so, but me breaking things off was one of the smartest things I’ve ever done. I’ll tell ya about it if you don’t plan on running off again.”

			It was my turn to let out a sigh. “Listen, I’m sorry about leaving the way I did. But look at me now and tell me if there’s still something between you two. Because if it’s really as over as you say it is, I have a hard time believing she’d feel that comfortable just showing up unannounced at your place and getting in my face the way she did.”

			He looked away for a second, obviously debating something in his mind. “We haven’t been together as a couple since last year, when I came to my senses and broke off the engagement, but it’s also true she has found her way into my bed a few times since then. But Lauren?” He turned my head so I looked right at him, holding my face in the palm of his hand. “It’s been a long while, since way before New Year’s Eve, and anything between us that may have been holding me cut loose the minute I met you.”

			I can’t say I was thrilled with the visual of him and that manipulative brat together, but it explained some of her entitled behavior. I’m sure in her mind, as long as he was granting her access to his bed and his body, she had some rights to the rest of it.

			“Say something, anything, babe.”

			I blew out an exasperated breath. I was still on his lap, looking down at him. This handsome, complicated man who drew me to him in every way. I could drown in his eyes, crawl into his body and not want to come up for air ever. I gave him a gentle kiss on the forehead.

			“I hate feeling like this, getting wound up, feeling jealous. I don’t want to be that woman. I won’t be that woman, Jax, no matter how hard I’m falling for you. So I’m only going to ask you this once. Are you sure you’re over her now?”

			He gazed up at me, but it was getting harder to see him because it was now pretty dark outside and I didn’t have the porch light on. “Our fucking was more about saying goodbye and loneliness than holding on to something.” His arms tightened around my waist and gave me a long squeeze. “You really falling for me, beautiful?”

			I let out a laugh that sounded more like a bark. Charming, I know.

			“Oh please, as if you don’t know! Stop shooting fish in a barrel, Jackson.”

			He took hold of me by the neck and pressed his mouth hard against mine, cradling me in his arms and refusing to let me go. I gave in to his kiss, especially when I felt his hot, silken tongue on the seam of my mouth, urging me to open for him. When I did, he let out a low groan and clawed his fingers through my hair. I whimpered into his mouth. Too soon, he broke the kiss, but kept me in his arms. His eyes were still dark with desire, but I knew he still had something to say because of the way his brow furrowed.

			“Lauren, don’t let her derail what we’ve got goin’.” He trailed his lips and tongue on my neck, making it nearly impossible to concentrate on what he was saying. “And don’t you dare run from me again.”

			My eyes got heavy as I leaned into his caresses, my nipples pebbling. “Jax, I don’t know, I-I—”

			He grabbed my head in his hands and kissed me deeply before continuing his assault on my senses. “I know this is new, but I’m in this, and I know you are too. Don’t punish me for her showin’ up, something out of my control.”

			“She’s totally gorgeous and obviously in love with you. She said you’ve been together for years, and—”

			He blew out a breath in frustration. “Lexie may still have her looks, but at the rate she’s going, she won’t have them for long.”

			I froze at his statement. “What do you mean?”

			He sighed while combing his fingers through his hair. “She’s a drunk, Lauren. Has been for a while now, promises to get help, dries out, but always falls off the wagon. I thought I could save her, thought what we had was worth saving. That proposal was my desperate attempt at giving her something to live for outside the bottle. Thank Christ I wised up. Being married to her would’ve been hell.”

			I didn’t know how to respond to that. Then he got me off his lap, stood up, took my hand, and led me to my front door. “Keys, baby.”

			Without even thinking, I dug through my bag, feeling around for them since I had one of those kinds of purses that also served as a black hole, making it impossible to locate whatever I needed at the moment.

			He put his arms around me and smiled gently while placing a kiss on my forehead. “Rather not spend any more time talkin’ about the past, okay? You and I are just gettin’ started, and I’d like to take in some more of that sweetness before I share with you some of the bitter. Can you give me that, Lauren?”

			I finally felt my keys and gave them to him, just the way I did the first night we were together. “I can give you that, Sullivan,” I teased, “but I fully expect for you to make it up to me.”

			A sly grin curled the edges of his luscious mouth as he opened my door and threw his arm around my shoulders. “Baby, making up is one of the things I do best.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Rule #4: Listen to what your family thinks of him.

			Completely ignore their opinions and do what you want to do anyway.

			Four weeks later

			“Gosh, Lauren, holding out on me much?” Myer was staring at my man.

			“What are you talking about? I tell you everything, too much if the way you blush over my stories is any indication.”

			Myer playfully swatted me on the arm while leaning in closer to sneak another peek at Jackson, who was in the kitchen with Wade. “Hush, I don’t mean all the down-n-dirty stuff you’re always spoutin’ on about. I’m talkin’ about how that gorgeous, blue-eyed man is in your kitchen, cooking for your friends! How many times have we hung out and not once have I seen this domestic side of him.”

			“What are you taking about? You’re always bragging how Wade helps out ’round the house. It’s not like you’ve got some useless couch potato on your hands.”

			“I know that, but Wade’s not a black-leather sexy biker man! I love Wade to death but the last time he tried cooking he ruined two of my good pots.”

			Instead of answering right away, I took a sip of the red wine I had in hand, watching them working in my kitchen. Jackson and I were hosting a Super Bowl party for both his friends and mine later that night, and he had insisted on making most of the food himself. Myer and Wade had come by early to help out.

			At least that’s the line they used to get in the door. She hinted later that their game plan had been for Myer to keep me occupied while Wade was to play ersatz concerned-big-brother and grill Jackson on his intentions when it came to me. In their minds, a month was long enough to know if this was the romantic equivalent of a playdate or a real match made for the future.

			“On another note, I hate to break it to you, girl, but it looks like the only grilling going on is happening to the burgers and dogs and not to my man.”

			She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “My Lord, can Wade be any more useless?” Myer was now plumping up the cushions on my sectional. “Not only is he not digging in and finding out more about Jackson’s intentions, but I think that’s the second time Jackson’s had to take the knife away from him before he chopped off his own fingers.”

			I unfolded some chairs for extra seating. “Myer, I did not ask you or Wade to serve as my social guardians ad litem here. It’s only been a month and I’m just enjoying myself, okay?”

			Myer swiveled her petite frame away from the couch, pulled me by the arm and started walking us toward my home office. “Fellas, I just need to help Lauren with something. Be back in a jiff!”

			I looked back toward the men in time to see Wade not even looking up while marinating chicken wings and Jackson catching my eye, smirking, before I was thrown into the other room. Just from that look alone I knew he knew what Myer had been up to, which was probably why the last thing I heard before she slammed my door was him offering Wade another beer to keep him off point.

			“What are you doing, hauling me in here? Have you lost your damn sense? There’s a million things to do before everyone comes over!”

			She straightened her spine and thrust up her chin, which alerted me that she was deadly serious. “Lauren Elizabeth,” she started, and as anyone from the South knows, when someone uses your first and middle name, they mean business. “Answer me this question: are you in love with Jackson or is this just a fling?”

			I froze in place. “Wh-what are you talking about?”

			“Answer me, Lauren, what is it?”

			The skin on my arms suddenly felt chilled, and I absentmindedly rubbed them to quell the rising goose bumps. “I don’t—I don’t know yet, okay? It’s only been a month!”

			“Hmm,” she drawled, sounding completely unconvinced. “How often do you two see each other?”

			“Um…almost every day.”

			“And does he sleep over here?”

			“Sometimes, although usually we’re at his place because of Charlie.”

			“And do you or do you not have about half your wardrobe over there already?”

			“What’s your point?” I started to feel defensive, not knowing or liking where this was going.

			“Got a toothbrush there? Your own drawer?”

			I sighed. “Yes and yes. Again, your point?”

			Then she strutted over to my vision board and ripped off my mama’s dating rules. “Here, take this.” She thrust the paper at me. “I may not agree with the way your mama wanted you to go about things, but I still like the idea of you finding Mr. Right and not Mr. Right-Now.”

			I took the paper from her and stared at it.

			“The part of you that kept this list up is the one that wants something serious. Marriage, babies, the whole shebang.” I looked up at my friend who stood before me, but she had lost the stern demeanor and was now offering me her usual sweet smile and comforting arm squeeze. “So, which is it, Lauren? What do you want?”

			I let out my breath, willing the emotions and tears to stop rising to the surface. “I’m really falling for him. He’s completely amazing, and he totally gets me.”

			Myer let out a relieved sigh. “I’m so glad to hear that because I think you two are great together!”

			I bit my bottom lip and looked down.

			“Uh-oh, I know that look. What’s the problem?”

			I glanced down at my mama’s list, shaking my head. “It’s just that I didn’t expect to fall for him as hard as I have, and I’ve done everything ass-backwards, according to this list. And I don’t know if Jackson wants to settle down anytime soon. I mean, he’s already thirty-five. Shouldn’t he have been married with kids by now if that’s something he wanted?”

			An amused expression crossed her face as she shook her head at me. “Lauren, the man had asked someone to marry him, and you told me how he told you that he had stuck with her through three stints of rehab, and walked away only when he realized she wasn’t going to change for the better anytime soon. And the last time we hung out with you two, he kept talking about wanting to take you cross-country on his bike this summer, after vacationing with his family. That’s not the kind of talk you get from a guy afraid of commitment.” She gingerly took the list out of my hands and pinned it back on my board. “Forgot those rules, Lauren. You and Jackson are finding your own way. The question is, do you want a future with him? Do you love him enough to stand by him as your choice?”

			Thinking of a future with Jackson enveloped me in a haze of happy I’d never experienced before. Thinking of bringing him home to my parents and sisters brought about another feeling altogether—panic. I could see my mama sitting cross-ankled in her Lilly Pulitzer dress, back ramrod straight, with my daddy in his golf shirt and chinos, standing by her. By them on the couch would be my sisters and their husbands, younger versions of my folks in very similar garb and expressions as I offered up Jackson for their inspection.

			He’d stand there in his leather jacket and worn denim jeans and mussed-up, after-sex hair, and while I’m sure my sisters would offer their thumbs-up for landing a hottie, they’d all pester me afterwards for, once again, falling for someone “inappropriate for a real future”. They’d be pacified that he was financially comfortable, being his own boss. Plus they’d like that he owned a slew of properties and made good money flipping houses. I’m also sure my daddy would respect Jackson succeeding in such a high-risk enterprise, one where most others lost their shirts and the rest of their luggage. But I couldn’t see them being able to look past his tats and foul language and penchant for motorcycles. They’re my family, and I loved them, but if I’d never fully fit in, then Jackson Sullivan sure as hell wouldn’t either.

			Just then the doorbell rang. “Ah—” she chuckled, “—saved by the bell. Let’s get out of here and mingle.”

			I was still coming back from my mental trip into the future. “Give me a minute, ’kay, Myer?”

			She turned her head and smiled at me. “Take your time, sugar. I’ve got enough charm and sass to go around.” Then she winked and left me in the office.

			From where I was standing, I could see some of Jackson’s friends, some of mine, coming into the house. Jackson was fist-bumping with his buddies and introducing himself to my friends, most of whom he didn’t know yet. I watched him relaxed, completely at ease, introducing himself as my man, shaking hands and grabbing the extra food and drinks they brought in.

			I hadn’t invited a lot on my side. Besides Myer and Wade, I had asked a couple of the other mural artists from my work over, Tricia and Ryan, and my awesome neighbors, Samantha and Jessica, who were sisters living in the house down the street, the one they grew up in and were now restoring. Jackson had invited his riding buddies, most notably Mad Max, Rails and Legs. Then I saw his best friend, Kyle, coming into view. They stood side by side and could have easily passed for brothers, with their luscious full mouths and strong jawlines, although Kyle’s coloring was a bit lighter and his hair was much shorter. They had met in high school and had stayed close, in spite of their lives looking completely different from each other’s. Kyle went on to law school and had become one of the top litigators in the country, although you wouldn’t be able to tell by looking at him, with his worn-down-from-too-much-wear Allman Brothers concert tee and black-as-night jeans with motorcycle boots. Kyle also usually came in with a woman, and rarely with the same one twice, at least from what I had seen over the last month. But tonight, he came alone.

			Most of Jackson’s friends came in wearing their leather and denim, some having MC jackets with patches, and had faces with either handlebar mustaches or goatees. My group looked like a cross between boho chic and country-club swank, but interestingly enough, it seemed everyone was mixing well, grabbing food and making themselves at home in front of the TV as the game was about to start. I walked to the edge of the room, taking everyone in, and feeling really happy to see the two sides seamlessly mingling.

			I felt something cold against the side of my arm and found Jackson offering me a beer. I grabbed it and he draped his arm around me, giving me that light-up-my-world smile of his.

			“Have a good talk?” he asked with an amused glimmer in his eye.

			“Better way to phrase that is if I had a good listen.”

			He threw his head back and laughed, pulling my front to his side, and kissed the top of my head. “God, woman, you make me laugh.”

			My right arm was around him and I still had the beer in my left hand. I placed my head on his chest and closed my eyes for a second.

			Are you in love with Jackson? Myer’s question echoed in my head. I shook the words off and went for the laugh instead.

			“I’m here for the rest of the week. Please remember to tip your servers on the way out,” I joked.

			Jackson grabbed my hair and pulled on it, forcing my head and neck up. He may have been laughing before, but he looked deadly seriously now. “Let me have a taste, baby,” he practically hummed and then gave me a kiss, taking everything I had to give. Just as the tingle from my mouth started to thrum through the rest of the body, he broke it off and whispered, “You here for a week or so, or are you in this with me for the long haul?”

			My eyes widened and he took the bottle out of my hand, placed it on a nearby table, then caged me against the wall with his body. I looked to the side, feeling self-conscious about the intimate way we were standing. This maneuver was not new—he often liked to have me this way in order to get my full attention—but I wasn’t used to others outside our little bubble seeing it.

			“Jackson, please, not now…”

			He took my face in his hands, forcing me to look right at him. “Don’t have to talk about this now, but you need to know I’m not playing. I’m in this. I’m all in.”

			My body seized and the rest of the room disappeared in a hazy fog. All I could see was him. He was all I could taste and smell and feel. I had opened up and shown more of myself to Jackson in these past weeks than to anyone else I’d ever known. In turn, he let me into his home, his bed and his life, wide open. In one month, I had already met his family, most of his friends, and had seen all of his properties and current house flip site. And now he was telling me I had his heart and his future.

			“Why are you saying this now?”

			His mouth got close to my ear and he swept his arms around me. “Figured if both you and I were getting grilled by Wade and the babe, would be good if you knew where I stood.”

			I snorted a laugh at his funny and opened my mouth to respond, but just then everyone in the room let out yells and cheers as the Washington Redskins got the first touchdown of the game.

			“Jax! Dude, you’re missing the whole thing!” blared out Mad Max. “Give the woman a rest. You can ram her against the wall later.” That comment got a bunch of whoops and yelps from his biker buddies and a collective blush from my female friends.

			Jackson gave me a quick kiss then hoisted himself off me to join the crew on the couch. I just closed my eyes and hung my head low so I could hide behind a curtain of my hair. “Please just kill me now, Lord,” I mumbled under my breath. “Or at least all the witnesses to that last scene.”

			“Stop hiding, Lauren,” said Samantha, my gorgeous friend. She was a petite thing, only five foot one and about a hundred pounds, if that. But she had a gorgeous long mane of auburn hair and these off-the-hook lavender eyes. “It wasn’t that bad. Besides, your man is completely edible. Does he have a brother I could nibble on?”

			I peeked at her from between my blonde strands, narrowing my eyes. “I’m totally embarrassed, Sam. You know I hate being the center of attention!”

			She placed a hand on her hip and shook her head at me. “Yeah, I don’t get that.” She unconsciously swayed her frame to some imaginary music in her head. Jackson’s friend Kyle was staring at her from across the room, looking as if he were ready to ravage her right on my buffet table. She continued without caring what her effect was on the men in the room. “I’ll never understand why you dislike attention and make such a fuss. I consider it my own personal superpower.”

			“Yeah I know that, Samantha.” I smirked while lifting my head. “That’s because you thrive on it, like oxygen or chocolate.”

			She tilted her head to the side and gave me an impish grin. “All actors are like this. We can’t help it. You know you love me.”

			Samantha was a stage actor who actually got regular work. Washington DC has a vibrant performing-arts scene, and she loved everything about the theater world, except for the less-than-reliable actors she had dated. “I’m supposed to be the artsy, mercurial one,” she’d often say. “I should never date a man who takes longer to get ready than I do or who keeps his old reviews pasted on his dressing-room mirror.” Samantha was on an official man-break until, at least, the end of summer stock.

			“There are worse things to have to deal with than a hot guy who can’t get enough of you,” she said while fixing the stray strands around my face. “Jackson is totally yum. And he knows how to fix things. And he drives a badass Harley. And he cooks and fucks you well.”

			It’s fair to say Samantha might have looked all glittery and pixie dust, but she had a mouth like a drunken sailor. Again, part of her charm.

			I looked over at him, engrossed in the game with our joint crew, but still keeping an eye on me. “Yeah.” I sighed. “I’m totally screwed.”

			Samantha opened her mouth to speak again, but the doorbell ringing cut her off. I looked around the room, surveying to see if someone was missing, but everyone we invited was there.

			“You think someone on our street’s complaining about the noise?” I asked Samantha.

			She waved me off. “Oh please. Our street’s awesome. Besides, you’re not blasting hip-hop. We’ve got the game on. Everybody’s got the game on.”

			I walked over to the door, but whoever-the-someone-was on the other side had decided to start opening it too. By the time I got to the doorknob, it was halfway open.

			There stood what might as well have been an apparition. It was my parents, the last people I’d ever expect to just, well, appear.

			“Surprise!” my mama blared while swinging her arms toward me, like a kamikaze pilot coming in for a crash landing.

			“Mama, I-I didn’t…this is a surprise, is all!” I couldn’t help but notice my North Carolina accent was also making a surprise appearance. I hugged her and looked over my shoulder at my daddy to study his face for some clues.

			“Now don’t give me that look there, Lauren Elizabeth. I told Mother to call you, but she insisted you’d love a surprise visit.”

			I knew better. My daddy was a lot of things: a successful sporting-goods store owner, a former high school and college wrestling champion, an avid golfer and fisherman. A pushover, he was not. But he had always been more than willing to let my mama be the heavy when it came to romantic matters with either me or my sisters growing up.

			Bottom line: both of them had been chomping at the bit to find out more about Jackson ever since he spoke with her several weeks ago over the phone. I probably didn’t help matters by remaining annoyingly vague about the details and progress of my relationship. The truth was that Jackson and I were traveling at lightning speed, but I was more than happy to drag my feet when it came to incorporating him into my family, especially my family.

			I felt the last puff of air squeezed out of my lungs after both my parents had their hugs. Now they were plowing past me into the main area of my house, more than happy to make themselves at home.

			“Oh that’s right, you mentioned you were havin’ a Super Bowl party. I must’ve let that slip out of my li’l ol’ head.” My mama sashayed right into the center of the room. My mama was also a lot of things: a former beauty-pageant queen, salutatorian of her high school class, an avid Southern comfort-food cook. A bubblehead, she was not.

			I watched as she scanned the room like the Terminator. I also saw both her and my father’s mouths and jawlines tighten as their eyes moved from my friends over to Jackson’s biker buddies.

			Jax’s eyes hadn’t left either of them since they’d barged into my house. As soon as both my parents were front and center, my man stood up, walked over to me and slung his left arm over my shoulders while extending his right hand out to shake my dad’s.

			“Jackson Sullivan. A pleasure.” He gave a chin lift in my mama’s direction. She was too far off for a handshake, and she also looked stuck in place.

			I wrapped my arms around his waist but I couldn’t help but stiffen as my parents just stood there, failing to respond. “Mama? Daddy? He-llo?”

			My father was the first to respond. He cleared his throat and shook Jackson’s hand. “Um, yes, son. John Thomas Renwick. This is my wife, Eleanor.”

			My mama could barely eke out a smile. “A, uh…pleasure to meet you, Jackson.”

			Jackson didn’t miss a thing, and while I felt I was descending down a rabbit hole from hell, I could tell from just looking at him that even though he noticed their discomfort, it didn’t faze him.

			“What’s your pleasure?”

			My mother’s eyes widened and her hand fluttered to her throat. “Pardon me?”

			I rolled my eyes and caught Myer doing the same over their shoulders. “To drink, Mama. Jackson’s offering you something to drink after your unexpected trip.”

			My daddy cleared his throat once again, a nervous tic he’d had ever since I could remember. “Oh you know us, sugarplum. Gin and tonic for me and a white wine spritzer for your mama.”

			I gave Jackson’s side a quick, reassuring squeeze and went into the kitchen to not only get their drinks, but escape.

			“Help!” I whispered loudly to Myer while she helped me pour their drinks.

			She gave me a pained smile. “I sent Wade in to serve as backup. He’s always gotten along with your folks.”

			“Well sure he does, Myer,” I retorted. “Wade’s a good ol’ boy, one you’ve molded through the years to become a Southern parents’ wet dream. I wish you hadn’t sent him in there. They’re going to take one look at Wade and another at Jackson and it’s only going to serve as a stark reminder that, once again, I didn’t choose what they think is right for me.”

			“I think you’re worrying over nothing,” she replied. “All your friends here like him. Heck, Wade adores him to distraction. Jackson’s smart and charming, makes great money, fixes everything, and last and most important, he makes you happier than I’ve ever seen you, Lauren.”

			I gave her a tightlipped smile as I walked over to them. Jackson took the drinks from me with a wink and handed them to my parents. As he extended his reach over, the left sleeve of his henley stretched back, exposing part of the tattoo work. My mother grasped his wrist and held it up.

			“Why, Mr. Sullivan,” she exclaimed as she tightened her grip. “That’s quite something you’re hiding underneath there.” She turned toward my daddy. “John Thomas, did you catch the colorful artwork Lauren’s beau is sporting up his sleeve? Isn’t that somethin’ else?”

			“Eleanor, honey, leave the man alone.”

			My mama remained undeterred. “Don’t mind me, Jackson. Tell me, what inspired you to mark yourself in such a way?”

			“Got different tats to remember different markers in my life. Would you like me to take off my shirt and show you all of ’em, Mrs. Renwick?”

			He was playing with her, and I felt torn between wanting to egg him on, feeling my mother deserved his provocative ribbing, and wanting to jab him in his side to get him to stop and behave. I was perturbed that my parents had just shown up unexpectedly, changing the whole vibe of the evening, but I also wanted them to like Jackson, in spite of myself.

			My mama visibly shuddered. “Um, that won’t be necessary, young man,” she choked out. “I’m sure your stories are just as colorful as your tattoos.”

			“Mrs. Renwick,” Wade cut in, “lots of people got ink these days. Hell, I wish I could pull off Jackson’s look.”

			“Well, as you know, Wade,” my father interjected, “certain people may get ‘ink’, but others think beyond the moment and understand how such modes of expression can affect their future.”

			The vibe turned scary intense and Legs, Rails, and Mad Max were no longer watching the game. Not the one on TV, at least.

			“Jackson Sullivan’s a good man, Mr. Renwick,” called out Legs. Legs, actually born Henry Davidson, Jr., got his nickname because he easily stood 6’5” and was 240 pounds of solid muscle. I knew he was a big ol’ teddy bear, but standing there with his arms crossed and his gray eyes boring into my dad, Legs looked freakin’ scary.

			“Can’t get no better than Jax for your girl,” vouched Rails, whose real name I had just recently learned was Donovan Connors, but I still hadn’t learned how he earned his nickname. I had asked Jackson, but it was one of the only times he wouldn’t answer, saying it wasn’t his story to tell.

			“I think I know who’s a good choice for my daughter,” retorted my father. He icily perused them all up and down, and one look at his face told me he had already made up his mind about them, about Jax and about my ability to find “a good man”. I glanced over, and Jackson wasn’t looking over at his buddies or even at my parents. He was staring at me. I gave him a weak smile, unsure of what he was expecting to find in me at that moment.

			Whatever I gave him must’ve been the wrong response because the veins in his temple and neck convulsed and he tightened his usually luscious, full mouth into a thin line. Without losing focus on me, he called out, “Party’s over, folks. Everybody clear out!”

			Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit!

			Lightning quick, every single one of our friends got their stuff, cleaned up their li’l party area, and got out without one complaint or staggerer. I also couldn’t help but notice that everyone there, not just Jackson’s friends, but mine too, made sure to give my man either a chin lift or a backslap of support on their way out.

			“Son, don’tcha think that was a tad overdramatic and unnecessary?” drawled my daddy while giving him an exasperated look like he would some petulant adolescent. “Usually I leave it to the women to make a scene and clear a room.”

			Jackson glared at him. “Am I supposed to feel like less of a man because you’re comparing me to women?”

			My parents just stared at him, not expecting that response. Hell, I didn’t expect that kind of response, but I couldn’t help but fall even more for him because of it.

			But he wasn’t done with my dad. “Mr. Renwick, I think now’s a good a time as any to cut through the layer of bullshit that’s been dirtying my woman’s doorstep for far too long.”

			My daddy’s face blanched. “What on God’s green earth are you talkin’ ’bout, boy? I don’t know what you’re implying, but—”

			Jackson didn’t wait for him to finish. Instead, he walked off, at first to my office, and then to my bedroom.

			My mama leaned in toward me and in a hushed voice asked, “What on earth is he doing carousing through your house? And right in the middle of our talk!”

			I threw up my hands and looked upward, as if I were pleading with the universal forces that helped combat crazy-parent mojo. “Is that what we’re having here, Mama? A talk? Really?”

			“Well, I’ll admit we were curious about your young man here,” she replied. “But I had no idea he’d make such a scene. He’s quite a volatile one. Did you know this about him, Lauren Elizabeth?”

			“Well, seeing as you two crashed our party, uninvited and without any heads-up, and then you insult my man in front of our friends, can ya blame him for not wanting to subject them to any more of your nonsense?”

			I had no clue myself what he was up to, but I was feeling just as much on edge as my parents were at that moment. When he walked back in and I saw what he had in his hands, I felt like I was going to throw up in my mouth.

			“Jackson, w-what are you doing?” I could barely get the words out, the muscles in my throat squeezing my vocal cords, like a boa constrictor.

			In his hands were my artist portfolio, which catalogued all my best work since I graduated from the Rhode Island School of Design, my personal sketchbook and last, but certainly not least, the list containing my Mama’s Rules for Dating.

			Dear Lord, don’t let this happen. Please don’t let this happen…

			Still whispering, for what reason I was not entirely sure, except maybe because the sheer force of pure, unadulterated panic was precluding my ability to speak, I attempted to pull Jackson aside for a word, albeit one barely audible to human ears. Of course, he didn’t budge, but he leaned in to try to hear me.

			“Jackson, listen, I’m sure you think you’re helping me here in some way, but trust me, you’re making things worse. A lot worse. Daddy’s gonna think what he’s gonna think, and he’s sixty-two years old, which means he ain’t changing anytime, like, ever. So, back down and let me smooth things over, okay, honey?”

			“No Lauren, you don’t get it,” he said in this steely, determined, barely-containing-his-anger voice. “You are not the one to smooth things over. You’re not taking the hit. You’re gonna let your man take care of somethin’ that should’ve been done a long time ago. And you’re sure as fuck not gonna apologize for me.” He then turned first to my mother, dangling her list in his hand and breathing fire directly at her. “Is this piece-of-shit list your fine idea?”

			Her mouth dropped, and my daddy got all red in the face. “Don’t you dare talk to my wife like that. In all my years—”

			Jackson and I may not have been together for very long, but I still knew his patience was done. “You know what I can’t believe? That either of you would think that your daughter needed some ass-backwards list of rules from the Stone Age to find herself a man. The only kind of guy who would be snared by manipulative bullshit like this—” he growled and crumpled the list in his hand into a ball and threw it at their feet, “—is the kind of asshat too stupid to know when he’s being led around by his dick. He’s the kind of dipshit who thinks being a man is about the chase, and not in the living easy with his woman.”

			My mama may have been caught off guard, but she was no shrinking violet, daisy or peony. “Mr. Sullivan,” she interrupted, “I can assure you we have our daughter’s best interests in mind. I can see you’ve grown quite fond of our girl, and I can understand why. She’s a beautiful and spirited woman. But she knows playtime is over and those rules are there to help her find an appropriate man to have a life with. She wants to get married, have children. Can you honestly say you want the same things for your life as she does for hers?”

			His hands still on his hips, Jackson stared at her for a moment before speaking. “And you take one look at me, with tattoos and a motorcycle, and see someone that you and your family shouldn’t take seriously.”

			“Well, son,” my daddy started, “can’t exactly strap a car seat to the back of a Harley now, can ya?”

			“Mr. and Mrs. Renwick, don’t you want better for Lauren than to play by rules that only end up burying the stuff about her that’s most alive?”

			If there was any doubt or hesitation before, in that moment it was vanquished. I was head over heels in love with Jackson Sullivan.

			“Haven’t you figured out that one of the many things that makes Lauren so fuckin’ amazing is how she doesn’t hide anything she’s feelin’? If she were to become some calculating rule-follower, the best parts of her would fade into nothing right in front of your eyes. She’d be breathin’, but you’d have a ghost for a daughter.”

			He still had my portfolio and sketchbook, holding them both strongly with only one of his large hands. He placed them on the dining room table next to us and opened both at random. His face warmed even further as he stared at my drawings and photographs of my work in front of him. He arched an eyebrow at my completely speechless and wide-eyed parents.

			“She told me how you all look at her work like it’s a hobby, some way for her to pass the time until she gets what I’m sure you two would think is a ‘real’ life. Have you seen what your daughter can do? Fuck, it goes beyond being able to paint or draw. It’s like you’ve been gifted with a goddamn pearl and you’re throwing it back so you can go looking for sand.” He shook his head and then turned to me. I was standing there with tears in my eyes, taking in the miracle that was this man. My man.

			“How long have you known about that list?” I whispered, thinking I was probably never going to get my voice back.

			“Baby, we’ve barely spent a night apart since that first night on New Year’s Eve,” he said, followed by my mama gasping and my daddy clearing his throat and getting all red and sweaty in the face again. Jackson just rolled his eyes, shook his head and basically ignored them. “You think I wouldn’t notice every little thing about you and your place the same way you’ve noticed everything about mine?”

			“But then why didn’t you say anything before?”

			He looked genuinely surprised. “Because, baby, think it’s safe to say that you’ve done the complete opposite of everything on that list since minute one. Thank fuck. Frankly, until I met your parents tonight, I thought the list was a gag you kept up for a laugh, especially with the way you and Myer love to poke fun at your Southern roots.”

			I blushed bright pink and bit my bottom lip. “I was trying to live by that list, but none of it ever stuck when it came to you.”

			He cradled my face in the warm palms of his hands and came nose to nose with me. “Lauren, never will you hide from me. Never will you keep anything about you away from me. I don’t care if it’s needy or ugly or what. I want you, all of you. We clear?”

			I let out a breath and looked down at my shoes.

			“Look at me, Lauren. Now,” he demanded in a low, rough voice.

			I found his eyes and I could barely see the blue because the blacks had dilated large.

			God, I loved this man. “We’re clear, Jax.”

			“One more thing.”

			I kept his eyes this time.

			“Baby, I’ll be here to fight whatever battles you need me to fight. But you gotta know that if you were truly okay with all that you are and all we are, there’d be no way in hell anyone, even your folks, could make the kind of scene that happened here today. And that would be because either they’d have enough respect for you and your choices to keep their mouths shut or they wouldn’t be allowed in your space until they could find a way to demonstrate that respect.”

			I blinked several times, trying to keep the stinging at bay. I opened my mouth to reply, but nothing came out. Because I knew he was right.

			“Honey?” The sound of my mother’s voice snapped me out of my self-realization stupor. They were standing over my books and from my brief glimpse over, it seemed as if they had perused most of them while Jackson and I were having our little moment.

			“Lauren, I can’t believe we…that we didn’t…”

			“Didn’t do what, Mama?”

			“That we didn’t…” She looked to my dad for clarity.

			I gulped air in, holding my breath.

			“Acknowledge you were this talented,” my daddy finished.

			My body froze solid. “W-what?” I whispered.

			“We should’ve acknowledged a lot sooner how incredibly talented you are, baby girl. We didn’t try hard enough to understand how important your work is to you, but your young man is right. Doesn’t matter what your mama or I think. If this is who you are, then that’s whatcha gotta do.” He closed the books and handed them back to me. I tucked them against my chest like a shield, still not completely believing what I was hearing.

			“Daddy, you used to call my artwork ‘chicken scratch’ and my art school ‘a Yankee Doodle camp’.”

			“Yeah? And you went there anyway and then had thirteen group shows, three solo shows, and a bunch of prizes and honors that your mother’s better at keeping track of than I ever was.”

			He knew about my shows, the prizes I had won, the work I did outside my job as a mural artist. All these years I thought that information had just moved right past him, but he, actually both of them, had been following along the whole time.

			“All these years, I’d tell ya this or that about my work, and you’d just say ‘Oh that’s nice, Lauren. Glad you’re keepin’ busy.’ Made me think you didn’t want to know all of me.” That’s what I was thinking, but what I didn’t realize was I had said that out loud, quietly, in a hushed tone while I was staring off as usual.

			“Lauren,” my mama answered me. “When you have four beautiful girls, smart ones, but there’s one with a talent that’s beyond the others, beyond full understanding even, sometimes a parent thinks it’s best to push for normal instead of pushing that child toward her talent. Because a parent gets scared where that kind of talent can lead.”

			I must have looked perplexed because she went on and I couldn’t help but notice how my daddy had tightened his arm around her, silently having her back, encouraging her forward. I liked seeing that in the midst of everything going on.

			“Baby, there’re not too many stories about artists ending up happily married, well fed and understood by their community.” She sighed, her eyelids heavy, tired, looking her age probably for the first time in her life. “I wanted normal for you, and yes, I wanted you to have a version of my life. Because the forty-plus years I’ve had with your daddy, with you girls, have been the happiest of my life. And any mother wants her babies to have that. I was afraid if you followed your talent as far as you could go with it, you’d end up with a great body of work but miserable with everything else. I couldn’t bear that.” She took a deep breath, and I was speechless, realizing there was so much I hadn’t understood, so much I had misinterpreted through the years.

			I could only nod my head, because my lips were pressed together hard. I felt Jackson slink his arm around my shoulder and gently kiss the top of my head.

			My father cleared his throat a couple of times, rubbing the back of his neck, something he only did when he was uncomfortable with a situation. This li’l scene certainly qualified, I am sure. Then he settled his gaze onto Jackson.

			“Think I’ve made it clear tonight that I’ve always had a different sort of man in mind for my daughter.”

			I looked over to see my man’s reaction, only to find his expression impassive as he just took in what was being said to him. I admired that because I could already feel the anger bubbling in my blood, but I was waiting to hear the rest of what Daddy had to say.

			“I’ll admit that a tattooed, motorcycle-driving bar owner who has friends who look like they just came from some kind of gang fight threw me…”

			Oh crap. Here we go again.

			“At first.”

			Huh?

			“I made a judgment.” My daddy chewed the side of his lip. “Based on the fact that, at the end of the day, I’m a traditional Southerner. A bubba. A cracker, even. Say what you will!” His voice was rising, but he wasn’t mad at anyone. Well, except for himself. “I saw your clothes and that hair of yours, which needs a cut, and I thought that’s all I needed to know.” He took a small step over toward Jackson and me, placing his hand on Jackson’s shoulder. “Son, I was wrong.”

			Any leftover tension in Jackson’s body visibly relaxed, and I gave his side a squeeze.

			“All a daddy wants at the end of the day is to know that the man his daughter chooses has her back and would get in anyone’s face who would mess with her happiness.” His eyes cut to me. “Even in the face of an aging fool.”

			He took his hand off Jackson’s shoulder and gave me his usual lopsided smile, the one I’ve seen ever since I could remember. My heart melted and my bottom lip quivered because it had been a long time since I had seen that look from my daddy.

			“Jackson’s a good man,” he told me, something I already knew but was still happy as hell to hear from him. “He good to you?”

			I blinked back the tears, which still clouded my vision, but somehow I kept it together.

			“Jackson’s amazing,” I replied, unable to hold back the twitch of a smile on my face. “He’s nothing I expected and everything I wanted.” Jackson turned me to him, his expression all warm and soft. Looking from my father to my man, I whispered, “And maybe everything I needed too.”

			Jackson and I held each other’s stares for what seemed like a long time. It felt like we hadn’t just made a statement to my parents, but to one another as well.

			It felt like vows had been spoken.

			Without losing his fix on me, Jackson asked my folks, “Mr. and Mrs. Renwick, where are ya plannin’ on staying tonight?”

			My mama was next to my daddy, with her arm around his middle. “Lauren usually insists we take her room and she stays on the couch. However, we can get a hotel room if you two want some, uh, privacy.”

			“Better idea.” Jackson pulled me so his front was now warming my back. He snaked his arm around and held me by the shoulders, and I gave him my weight. “You two take Lauren’s place and I’ll take her back with me. Then you’ll come over for breakfast.”

			“He makes the best omelets.” I cradled Jackson’s arm. “I’ll leave the directions before we go. Whaddaya say?”

			My parents looked at each other in that way that communicated that they were having a whole conversation without speaking a word. It was now my mama’s turn to give a hint of a smile.

			“A man who stands up for my daughter and who knows how to entertain? Better watch out now, Mr. Sullivan,” my mama teased. “Someone may mistake you for a Southern gentleman.”

			The next morning was the best brunch I’ve ever had. The night before with Jackson was even better.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Rule #5: Don’t say I love you first.

			Say I love you first. Say it loud, say it proud.

			Another four weeks later

			“Anything I want?”

			I cocked my head to the side and my bangs fell across one of my eyes. I had a playful smirk on my mouth, and I bit my bottom lip when he reached over to brush the hair away.

			“It’s your birthday, Jax, so yeah. Anything you want. Whatever you want to do to me. I want you to take it.”

			His eyes darkened and the mood in the room immediately became electric. I knew he’d like the sexy get-up I was wearing: tight, black sheer corset so you could see hints of my nipples and torso through the fabric, stockings clasped to a garter belt and five-inch, patent-leather heels that made my legs and ass look off-the-hook, sex-kitten hot. I knew, though, that for a man like Jackson, my man, what got him off was undoing my layers, pushing my limits, not what I put on. So even with the racy lingerie, he and I both knew that wasn’t his only present.

			I was leaning my body against the doorjamb and he was dressed only in a towel around his hips, exposing his cut chest, all his ridges and smoothness on display for me. He had just gotten out of the shower after a run, and watching the setting sun’s rays shimmer against his lusciously dark and damp hair, his golden skin with his beautiful ink, my breath caught and I knew I’d never get my fill of the sight of him. Not even close.

			He hadn’t expected me like this. His family was supposed to be coming over soon, the whole brood bringing over a potluck supper for our celebration. However, I called his ma and arranged for them to come two hours later, all so I could dress up and serve myself up as his personal sex toy. An early birthday present.

			The surprise on his face only lasted a moment or two, and then his features sharpened, making him look like a predatory panther preparing to strike. He sauntered over to the edge of the bed and sat down, his eyes never leaving me. He leaned back, propping himself up by his elbows. He may had been playing it cool, but I could tell from the firm set of his jaw, the way the veins in his neck pulsed, that Jackson was anything but relaxed. He was primed, and his intensity radiated off of him in waves.

			With a growl he uttered, “Get on your knees, Lauren.”

			My mouth opened in surprise, because I could see, fuck I could feel, his breathing escalate and his blood race hard to his lengthening cock under his towel.

			“Do it. Don’t think,” he ordered me, reading my mind without effort.

			Slowly, I dropped to my knees and rested my bottom against my calves. I was now in a submissive position and while we had never played like that before, I had read enough deliciously dirty erotic stories to know the drill. So I presented my hands, palms up, on the fronts of my thighs and cast my gaze downward.

			“I didn’t tell you to avoid my eyes, Lauren. Look up at me.”

			I did as he asked, him still on the edge of the bed, in a towel, leaning back on his elbows.

			“Good. Now crawl over to me. And do it slow.”

			I took a deep breath and placed my hands on the floor, which felt cool under my hot skin. My eyes found his. They were burning into me, like molten heat, with the blues of his eyes barely visible because his pupils were so dilated from arousal. I saw his length stretch under his towel, reaching long and wide while his gorgeous chest rose and lowered with his own erratic breath. It sent a thrill through me to know he was just as turned on as I was at that moment.

			I began my crawl over to him, swaying my hips and bottom with each glide of my body. The floor beneath me was solid wood and hurt some as I made my way across its surface, but I pushed aside the pressure I felt at my knees and focused on the wet heat pooling between my legs.

			As I got closer to where he was, he leaned forward so his hands were now resting on his knees, his arms locked as his damp hair fell forward. When I got to him, I stopped and gazed upward while he looked down at me by his feet. Waiting for his instructions.

			Our positions made me feel little—not insignificant, more like a small thing being enveloped by a force bigger than itself. With his eyes boring down into me, Jackson leaned farther in.

			“You trust me, baby?”

			The question put me on alert because no one asked about trust unless boundaries were going to be tested. Maybe crossed. We hadn’t been together long—a few months—but in that time, Jackson had managed to break through so many of my barriers, and I knew, right then and there, he was about to ask me to disintegrate another one.

			“Yes, I trust you. Probably more than anyone.”

			“Good. We’ll start with your mouth before I take what I really want. Get up here and suck me off.”

			I sat up and placed both my hands on his knees, staring up at him as he leaned back again on his elbows. I had a direct line of sight up the center of him, from his beautiful face down his sculpted chest, over his ridged abs, to a thin trail of hair leading down to the rest still covered by the towel.

			“Unwrap me babe,” he muttered in a low hum, his breathing heaving his chest up and down.

			I reached over to where he had tucked the towel, just above his hips, and loosened the ends. Then I fanned them out, like I was unwrapping a present. A hint of his clean-from-the-shower scent rose up and my mouth watered with the need to taste his skin, inhale him into me. His cock immediately sprang forth, fully erect, looking strained. The veins running down the length of him were thick and the color was almost purple from the rush of blood flowing. I scored his inner thighs with my fingernails, slowly moving upward, as I brought my face right to the underside of his dick. I nuzzled there, feeling his balls contract as my lips danced feather light over his satiny hot skin. I widened my tongue and licked his shaft over and over, until I finally made a firm O and sucked the tip of his cock, pulling him deep into my warm mouth, into my throat.

			“Oh shit, baby. Fuck, that’s good,” he moaned above me, his eyes searing me as I looked up at him, with his dick still in my mouth. He especially loved it when I glided my tongue right under the head while using my fist to stroke him hard. Jackson’s gaze on me was hooded, his lips parted with groans getting deeper, more guttural as his pleasure intensified. I loved that I could do this to such a virile man, make him lose his mind with just my mouth and hands.

			“You like my cock, Lauren? Want me to fuck that hot mouth of yours?”

			I whimpered my reply, taking him in deeper into my throat, making my eyes water and my body burn. All I wanted to do was pleasure his cock, to make him beg me to come.

			I could tell he was getting close because his moans grew louder and he was starting to thrust his hips forward while holding my head in place. I would usually hate such a maneuver but with Jackson it was seriously fucking hot, and I wanted him to shoot his seed into my mouth.

			“You want me to come for you? Want me to lose it for you, right now?” He pumped his cock quick and hard into my mouth.

			But then he grasped my hair and commanded me to stop. Removing his cock from my mouth, he rubbed his thumb over my swollen lips.

			“This is one seriously hot-as-fuck mouth, but I want something else for my birthday.” He moved aside and pulled me up, my arms still quivering from pumping his shaft. He was completely naked in front of me, like a beautiful golden god, meant for fucking, meant for pleasure.

			“Lie facedown in the center of the bed, babe. And close your eyes. I’ll be right back.”

			I crawled to the center, just as he asked, and snagged a pillow for under my head, closing my eyes. I heard him walk around the room, opening a couple of drawers.

			Then, nothing. It was eerily quiet for several minutes and I wasn’t sure if I should say something or not. The longer I waited, the thicker the air became, to the point that even though I trusted him, I was completely on edge.

			“Keep your face and arms down and hoist your ass high for me.”

			His voice was somehow deeper, darker. Jackson could be gentle and make love. He could also get rough when we fucked, but either one was always still my man. The tenor in his words now made him sound like someone else, someone I didn’t know.

			It was totally turning me on.

			Suddenly, he grabbed my panties and ripped them off of me in one swoop. The cool air hit my fevered flesh, especially over my exposed sex, which was soaked with my juices. I was primed and ready for him to drill my pussy with his cock, but he had other ideas.

			He took two of his fingers and teased me between my legs. “It’s time you were completely mine, Lauren. That’s what I’m takin’ for my birthday. All of you.”

			I stilled, knowing that meant he wasn’t just going to fuck me. He was going to take me in a way no one else ever had before. And I was nervous, my breath becoming erratic while I closed my eyes.

			“I-I’m scared, Jax.”

			He rubbed my back with the palm of his hand and then leaned his body over mine, shushing me quietly, as if I were a child needing consoling. “’S’okay, baby…I got you. I won’t hurt you. Would never hurt you.”

			I opened my eyes and turned to see his face over my shoulder. He was still my Jackson, but another side, more feral, primal, was there too. And he needed this from me, my total surrender under his hand.

			I could only nod, my throat constricted with nerves and uncertainty, even though I knew I could trust him. Then his fingertip stroked my puckered opening, rubbing it gently and then a rush of cool liquid came forth. His finger, then two, inserted the lube into my back entrance, coating it and making it slick for what he wanted to do to me.

			“Can’t wait to take this ass,” he said hoarsely. “Can’t wait to own all of you.”

			His body left mine and he positioned himself behind me, widening my stance and bending me further down. I had never been so exposed and open to someone, like a supplicant presenting herself for show. Then I could hear him lubing his dick with one hand, while continuing to finger my ass with the other. He filled me plenty with just his fingers and so I couldn’t imagine how his huge cock was going to penetrate such a delicate opening. With my cheek pressed down on the bed, my heart quickened and my blood roared in my ears. My mouth got dry when his fingers left me because I knew what was coming and was still unsure if I was ready for it.

			“Breathe for me, baby,” he purred, spreading my ass cheeks. “Yeah, that’s good. Now push out a little and flower for me.”

			Just as I did as Jackson instructed, one of his hands found my clit and start rubbing it in beautiful circles, feeding waves of pleasure through my core. I moaned into the bed and released even more tension from my body.

			“That’s good, baby, that’s so goddamn beautiful,” he whispered. Then, slowly, he pushed the head of his cock through the tight rim. I stretched for him and he took his time. It didn’t hurt and so I found myself opening up even more to him, making him growl his pleasure. He slid in deep and an ecstatic cry escaped me. He grabbed my hips and sank his shaft into my back entrance, all the way in, until his balls smacked against my core. He was stretching me even further, the pressure intense, the feeling exquisite.

			I clenched around him, which made him hum and vibrate while digging his fingernails into my flesh. He started pumping into me, sliding back and forth fully so that the head of his cock rubbed against the sensitive nerves inside. He slowly increased his speed while playing with my clit. I was gone over the feeling, gone over him, and couldn’t help but rock my hips to meet his thrusts.

			“Oh God, Jax! Fuck, it’s so good. It’s too good!” I cried out, meeting him thrust for thrust, fisting the sheets under me. Jackson was still working me between my legs while pounding into me with everything he had.

			“Can’t get enough. Never get enough.” He grabbed a fistful of hair and yanked it just enough to hurt and turned my face towards his. “Want your mouth, baby.” I opened for him and he slammed his lips onto mine, sucking me in deep while still pounding my ass.

			Then, without breaking our kiss, he rolled us over to lie on our sides, pressing his front against my back, grabbing my breast in one hand and still playing with my clit with the other. All the while, taking my ass, taking all of me for himself. His pace quickened even more, lightning fast, filling me up in every way, and my pleasure skyrocketed, my ass clenching around his cock. I closed my eyes and white light flashed behind my eyelids, then stars, and my orgasm tore through me and him all at once.

			I was whimpering softly as I came down from the greatest high I’d ever had, and Jackson held me in his arms, his limbs wrapped around mine, giving me a loving squeeze. “Mark this, Lauren. You’re all mine now. And no one, no one gets this but me.”

			I couldn’t answer, my body and brain fried, but I did turn toward him, looking deeply into his eyes, not losing any of their fervor even after he just came hard in me. He began to stroke my hair the way I liked, and then stroked the apple of my cheek with his thumb. My heart seized, and I felt as if I were freefalling off the edge of the world but never landing hard. I knew I couldn’t hold it back any longer. I needed to say it to him.

			“I love you, Jackson,” I whispered.

			Even though I had obviously disregarded all of my mama’s rules, I was still nervous and unsure about saying “I love you” first. There was still a Southern girl in me who liked when the man took the lead. I had known I loved Jackson ever since he served as my shield against my folks (who now were his biggest fans), but considering how soon it was in the relationship, I had held back, not wanting to scare him off. But at that moment, I was going to burst if I didn’t say it.

			So I did. And he blinked. Twice.

			He didn’t say it back. Oh shit, he’s not saying anything!

			Now I felt nervous. “Jax, honey, give me something here.”

			I kept studying his face, looking for the slightest clue as to what he was thinking, if he was feeling for me what I already felt for him. His eyes were wide, whether in shock or in awe, I couldn’t tell. He moistened his lips and opened his mouth, but before he spoke, we both heard someone pounding on his front door and hitting his doorbell staccato style.

			“What the fuck?” he snarled.

			Then he withdrew from my body, tossed the condom in the trash and threw on his jeans and a shirt in a flash, walking out of the bedroom and to the front of his house.

			I had my change of clothes in Jackson’s bedroom with me. I made quick work getting out of the rest of the lingerie and into jeans, boots and a long-sleeved T-shirt. I shoved all the other stuff into my bag like it was a dirty secret I wanted to hide from the invaders outside the door.

			All the while I was attempting to keep calm. Maybe he was just surprised I said it first? Perhaps he had been going to say it back when we got interrupted. Of course, there was the possibility he didn’t feel the same way.

			Before I went too far into such dark thoughts, I recalled something my mother had said to me once, that when you love someone, part of that means always assuming the best of them first. You loved them, then they deserved your faith and confidence unless they proved that they didn’t. I decided to chalk up what just happened to bad timing and wait and see what he had to say later.

			In the other room, it sounded like the circus had come to town. Screaming toddlers, laughter and a couple of Irish brogues echoed through his high-ceilinged, cavernous space. I may not have been with Jackson for too long, but I knew that meant his family was there, and from the sound of it, they were all there. Early.

			I had met some of them once, his mother, Maggie, his older sister, Fiona, his cousins Shannon and Kiera. They were loud and in-your-face-and-your-business, but they did it in a way that felt like you were in the fold, not under a microscope. I had liked that, liked them, and Jackson had told me I was a big hit not just because I was me, but because I was the opposite of Lexie in every way. That alone, he told me, was automatically a big plus in their book. They thought she was an entitled brat who drank too much, and as Jackson had said, “You know someone’s a fucked-up drunk when a bunch of Irish tell ya it’s too much of the sauce.”

			I came out to the main area and saw not only mama Maggie, cousins Shannon and Kiera, and older sister Fiona, but also a slew of others I recognized from the photos he had in his home. They not only brought themselves, but they also made sure to bring enough sustenance to feed an army, an Irish army. There was a huge vat of Irish stew and Dublin coddle on his stove, some Irish colcannon being served up, and—yep, you guessed it—Irish soda bread warming in the oven.

			“Lauren!” Jackson’s sister, Fiona, called out to me, a huge smile on her face as she jogged over, then turned around and yelled out to everyone, “Hey everyone, Lauren’s here!”

			A huge roar swept through the space, calling my name. Like I was one of them, part of their family. Fiona took it upon herself to introduce me around, telling everyone my name, that I was Jackson’s woman and that I was “sane, sober and sweet”.

			In other words, not like Lexie.

			I went with it, more than happy at the time to take advantage of being the un-Lexie choice, as long as it meant I had a chance to get to know the people who meant so much to a man who meant the world to me.

			They were incredible.

			Besides all of them having the most gorgeous, ink-black hair I’d ever seen, along with blue eyes that looked like they were Photoshopped, they all talked loud, laughed easy, and teased one another relentlessly. And the food was off-the-hook delectable. My favorite kind, home cookin’ done with love and no regard for time.

			Suddenly I felt a tug on my pant leg. I looked down to see a little boy, about four years old, looking up at me with eyes the size of saucers. “Are you gonna marry my uncle Jax?”

			Awkward! I bent down so we were eye level. “You must love your uncle very much.” I was hoping the redirect worked as well on his nephew as it did on mine.

			He beamed at me and spontaneously started jumping up and down. “Uncle Jax is awesome! He lets me have sleepovers and stay up late and ride Charlie!”

			“Sounds like he’s the best uncle ever. What’s your name?”

			He puffed up his chest and placed his little fists on his hips, like he was a posing superhero. Yes, it was the cutest thing I’d ever seen.

			“I’m Connor. And you’re Lauren!”

			I gave him a warm smile. “Yep, that’s right.”

			“My mama said we should thank baby Jesus that Uncle Jax met you and got away from that bloodsucker, Lexie. I didn’t know vampires were real. You’re not a bloodsucker, are you?”

			Out of the mouths of babes. “No, Connor, I’m not. Are you happy about that or sad?”

			He clutched his belly and giggled wildly, like I had just said the funniest thing he’d ever heard. “You’re so crazy! I don’t want my uncle marrying a vampire! That’s gross. One of my cousins already told me that Lexie wasn’t a real vampire cuz she’s really a gold digger. Are you a gold digger too?”

			Just then, his mama swooped in, literally picking Connor up by the waist and hoisting him in her arms. “Oookay there, li’l man. That’s enough show and tell of the family gossip there!” She turned her eyes to me, already looking mortified. “Sorry ’bout that, Lauren.”

			I shook my head and laughed. “No harm done, Fiona. He’s quite a conversationalist.”

			She grimaced and then blew some stray hairs out of her face. “Yeah, I bet that was Southern girl speak for ‘your son won’t shut it’!”

			“Nah, he’s adorable. If I really was interested in being passive aggressive, I’d say, ‘Oh that Connor and his mama. Bless their hearts.’”

			“Really?” Fiona was intrigued.

			I nodded and leaned in as if I was sharing some well-kept secret. “Oh yeah. That’s my people’s way of telling someone to suck it. So really, we’re good.”

			With that, we both busted out laughing. Fiona and I had hit it off from the very first time we met, and leave it to Jackson’s sister to help me forget the relationship semi-mishap from earlier that night.

			Fiona handed Connor off to her husband and turned back to me. “Awkward blurting out from my four-year-old aside, you should know how much we all love you for Jackson. We’re glad he’s found you.”

			I gave a weak smile in return. “I really appreciate that, Fiona.”

			Jackson’s sister’s happy expression fell and she studied me for a couple of seconds. “What’s wrong? What did my brother do?”

			Man, Jackson wasn’t kidding when he said the women in his family were part witch. What the heck had I done to give myself away?

			“I really need to work on my poker face,” I joked. “But seriously, it’s no big deal. We’ll work it out.”

			Fiona’s eyes narrowed on me. “Girl, dontcha lie to me. If Jax messed up, there’s time to fix it. I’ll get my ma over here.” Then before I had a chance to react, Fiona scanned the room and yelled out, “Ma! Where are ya?”

			I covered my face with my hands, blushed hot crimson and wanted to be able to disappear by blinking my eyes, like they did in 1970s sitcoms.

			“Shh! Fiona! Stop it!”

			When I dared to peek up from my hands, Jackson was standing right there, looking none too pleased with either me or his sister.

			“There you are, Jackson Kieran Sullivan.” Fiona had her arms folded tightly across her chest. Her husband, Michael, still had their toddler in tow while he was rolling his eyes and shaking his head.

			“Ah Christ, Fiona, stay out of your brother’s business. He’s a grown man.”

			She whipped her head around long enough to give him a glare and the edge of her tongue. “Michael, I’ve got this.”

			“No one’s got nothin’ over here, Fiona.” Jackson was seething, but I could tell he was trying to keep it together.

			Then his mother walked over from the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron, looking puzzled and pissed off at the same time.

			“For the love of God what the hell’s goin’ on here?” Jackson’s mother had layered black hair with streaks of gray and only stood at five foot two, but there was no doubt she was the matriarch and when she spoke, everyone minded her.

			Jackson ran his hands through his hair, pulling on the ends. “Ma, it’s just Fiona stickin’ her nose in where it don’t fuckin’ belong. As usual.”

			“Excuse me for wanting to make sure you don’t blow the best relationship you’ve ever had!”

			“Fiona, enough!”

			“But Ma—”

			“Shut it!” Maggie waved her hand between the two of them. “I’m dead serious, Fiona. Michael’s right. What happens between Lauren and Jax remains between ’em.”

			Jackson grumbled in agreement.

			“And you! Don’t be afraid to reach out to the family if you’re unsure about how to deal with your woman. Might as well take advantage of having grown up in a full henhouse, son.”

			Jackson smirked and gave her a chin lift. “Understood, Ma. Can I have a word with my woman? In private?”

			She returned his improved mood with a mischievous glint in her eye. “It’s your house, Jackson. Have at it.”

			He slung his arm around my shoulders and pulled me to him. He bent his mouth to my ear and just the feel of his warm breath against my skin was enough to make me shiver. “Didn’t get to finish talkin’ earlier, and even though this is not my—”

			“Um, I’m really sorry to do this, but Jax?”

			He gave a sideways glance at his cousin, Shannon, who looked as if she’d rather impale herself on a cocktail fork than be in front of us at that moment.

			“Not a good time, cousin,” he rumbled without moving a muscle.

			“But, um…someone’s here to see you.” Shannon was the only quiet one of the family, so I felt for her that she was the bearer of news Jackson didn’t want to hear.

			Considering I was dying to hear what he was going to say, I was really not thrilled she was getting in the way of that either. Again, not her fault, and I knew that, but I was still peeved and feeling as if it were a universal conspiracy to keep Jax and me from sharing a more heartfelt moment.

			“Who the hell is here?”

			Shannon answered by turning her head toward the door. Standing in front of everyone was, of all people, his ex, Lexie. She had one hand on her stomach and, in the other hand, what looked to be a sonogram photo.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Rule making and heart breaking

			Commence rule breaking and heart mending

			Didn’t matter that a roomful of people had stopped dead in their places. Also didn’t seem to matter to Lexie that she was in a room full of people quietly cursing her name under their breaths. All that mattered to her was getting to Jackson, and the picture in her hand was a most effective way to get his attention.

			As I looked at that sonogram photo, a part of me died. I was quietly praying that her standing there, petting her stomach and holding that photo wasn’t what I thought it was. It was like that moment before a car crash, when your car swerves out of control and you think you still have a chance to save yourself. Then, maybe a second before impact, it hits you that the crash is about to happen. There is nothing to save you now. That was what those few seconds felt like while watching Lexie. Terrifying surrender.

			Lexie saw me with Jackson and scrunched up her face, as if she’d been force-fed something sour and rotten tasting, and yet her expression immediately softened as soon as she had Jackson’s eyes on her.

			She walked over to him, as if no one else existed in the room, and I couldn’t help but glance in his direction, trying to assess his reaction. My heart dropped because he looked as if he’d been sucker-punched in the gut. My lungs seized, feeling like I’d been dropped through the hole of an ice pond. I was drowning in plain sight.

			“Happy birthday, baby,” Lexie cooed to Jackson. “Sorry to interrupt your party.” The overly satisfied, smug look on her face said otherwise. “I just couldn’t wait to get here to give you your present.” She thrust the sonogram at him while slicing me with a triumphant grin. Then turning her eyes back to him, she placed the picture in his hands and placed hers on top of his.

			“I’m thirteen weeks pregnant with your baby. I know how much you’ve always wanted to get married and have a family. Now I’m here to give that to you.”

			I started doing the math in my head, realizing that Jackson and I had been together since December 31st, and now it was March 7th which meant we’d been together for nine weeks, just a bit over two months. Considering Jackson admitted to me that he had hooked up with Lexie several times since their break-up, it was entirely possible, scarily probable, that this baby was fathered by Jackson.

			I took a loud and deep breath through my nostrils, willing myself not to get sick or pass out right in front of everyone. In spite of my efforts, I felt like everything was crumbling, like Lexie had just swooped in and pulled the floor out from under my feet. I was dizzy, internally freefalling into a void. Without realizing it, I had grasped onto Jackson’s arm.

			“Son,” I heard his mother call to him, “is this possible? Jesus, Mary and Joseph, please tell me that you haven’t been in bed with this wretched excuse for a woman since you came to your senses and broke things off a year ago!”

			Jackson could only answer with a pained expression. I didn’t know whose heart was breaking more, his, his family’s or mine.

			“Hey I’m going to be the mother of your next grandchild, so maybe you can shut it!”

			“Show some respect, girl,” Maggie retorted. “You’ve been trouble for my boy since day one. How do we know that he’s even the father?”

			“What are you implying here, Maggie?”

			Jackson’s jaw seemed stuck in a clench, and a couple of muscles in his neck and cheek were twitching. The arctic fury radiating from him was scaring the shit out of me and I wasn’t even its target.

			“How the fuck is it possible I got you pregnant when I used a condom every time and you promised me you were on the pill?”

			“Not to mention the fact she’s been shackin’ up every weekend ever since you got rid of her drunk ass,” snarled his uncle Donovan, with his arms crossed in front of him, looking just as angry as the rest of them. “And don’t try to deny it. You may not hang at Sully’s anymore, but me and half of this room have seen you in action over at Connelly’s Pub.”

			“Leave ’im alone already.” Fiona looked like she was going to lose it on Lexie, but her voice was too shaky to just be angry. It was like she was pleading with her to be gone for good, probably tired of seeing her brother dragged through it over and over again.

			She kept going too. “He’s got something real good now. Let ’im have this, Lexie. If ya care about him at all, leave ’im be.”

			“Oh, and I’m not good enough for him?” Lexie snarled, getting in her face.

			“Are ya kidding me with that horseshit? You’re a drunk! You—”

			“Enough!” Jackson yelled. Every sound in the room immediately ceased. “I’m not doing this. Not here, not now.”

			“But Jax!”

			“Shut it, Lexie,” he snarled. “You don’t come in here and ambush me. That’s done. Got it?”

			“I just want us to—”

			“Son, if the baby’s yours, you’re gonna have to marry her.” Maggie looked stricken, as if she were telling someone about a death in the family. Oh God, I knew they were Irish Catholic and that his mother still kept one foot firmly planted in the old country, but would that mean Jax would actually leave me to marry her? And how could I ask him not to do right by his child? Hell, if it were me, I sure as hell wouldn’t trust a woman not in recovery to carry and raise my own flesh and blood, which meant I’d have to have her around me all the time. As much as it would kill me to give up Jackson, I knew there wouldn’t be enough room for me, her and a new baby. It would be important to me that he make sure Lexie didn’t drink while pregnant.

			“Wait a second,” I interrupted. “You’re thirteen weeks along. Please tell us you haven’t been drinking during this time. Please say you’re sober and in recovery now—”

			“Who the fuck are you to tell me anything, bitch?”

			I got closer to her, standing between her and Jackson, and getting that much in her space meant I could smell her.

			“Holy shit, you’ve been drinking, Lexie. How the heck can you do that to the baby?”

			“Is she right? You’re back on the sauce?” Jackson moved me out of the way and got right in her face, taking a couple of audible whiffs of her breath.

			“Jesus fuck, Lex, are you out of your goddamn mind?”

			“I-I just needed a little something to give me the courage to come here tonight.” For the first time, since well, ever, because I’d only dealt with the train wreck twice then, I saw true remorse on her face. “I swear, Jax, ever since I found out I was pregnant I haven’t touched a thing. Tonight was the only exception!”

			“And when did ya find out about the baby?”

			“I’ve known for a few weeks. I was debating whether or not to keep it.”

			After that statement, a bunch of his relatives either gasped or began muttering Hail Marys and crossing themselves. Jax looked up and gave them a cold stare that shut them all up fast.

			She grabbed onto the lapels of his jacket, getting all wild-eyed and frantic. “I knew you’d never forgive me or take me back if I had an abortion and I thought hey, maybe it’s a sign we’re destined to be together. You see, you and I can get married and I’ll move in here and I’ll get ready for our baby and you’ll be able to help me. We’ll be the family you’ve always wanted, Jax, honey. It’ll be the way it was always supposed to be.”

			He gently took her hands off of him, gave them a squeeze and set them down by her sides. “Lex,” he said in a lower, more resigned voice. “I’m in love with Lauren. Have been since the beginning.”

			What did he just say? He loves me? Holy shit!

			As if reading my mind, Jackson looked over at me, his eyes getting all warm and soft, making me melt right on the spot. He turned to me, bringing his hand up behind my neck and pulling me toward him, my chest smashed against his side.

			“Didn’t want to tell you like this,” he whispered. His hand squeezed my neck. “Wanted to be the one to tell you first. Fuck, probably the only rule on your mama’s list I’m down with.” He grinned, but then his eyes darkened and his expression got steely serious. “That’s why I hesitated before. I wanted to tell you I’m in love with you. Want to do the whole thing with you.

			“Lauren, I knew I wanted in there the minute I saw you, but I really knew I was falling in love with you when I looked through that sketchbook of yours. That was it for me. Been a goner over you ever since. And we’re gonna do the whole thing too.”

			“What whole thing, Jax?”

			He turned his head so his mouth was right next to my ear. “Gonna marry you, have babies with you. The whole nine. This is it. You’re it.”

			“But what about Lexie and the baby and—”

			“Yeah Jackson,” Lexie interrupted, stumbling over to us. “You’re just gonna leave me alone to raise your baby? What kind of man abandons his own child? Or maybe you’re more like your father than I knew, eh Jackie?”

			Jackson paused for a moment and I could see his brain working, as if digging deep for something. Then his face smoothed out and his lips tightened into a thin line.

			“Not mine,” he said calmly.

			“What are you talking about?” she retorted. “Of course the baby’s yours!”

			“You’re thirteen weeks, putting conception around early December.”

			“Yeah, so?”

			He disengaged from me and went over to her, getting close to her. “Lex, last time we were together was late October, Halloween to be exact.” Then he leaned even closer to her, in order to whisper so the whole room couldn’t hear.

			God, he was such a nice guy.

			“We didn’t even…” he mumbled, looking down at his boots. “Shit, Lex, I wasn’t even inside you that time.” He paused to search her face. “You remember any of it?”

			I couldn’t help but study her, watching as Lexie searched her memory. I actually started to feel sorry for her when it was obvious she came up with nothing. The anger and venom drained from her and now all she looked was…lost.

			“I don’t— I-I can’t remember,” she mumbled. “I just assumed…” Lexie looked down at the floor. “I wanted so badly for this baby to be yours, Jackson.”

			He let out a breath, placing one hand on his hip and the other on her shoulder. “You gotta beat this thing for good this time, Lex. You gotta get help.”

			Her eyes grew even wider, as if she were staring into some scary abyss with no exit.

			“I can’t do it, Jackson. I’ve tried and I fail every time.”

			He shook his head and squeezed her shoulder. “I know, but it’s gotta take this time. For your baby.”

			She looked numb, terrified, but she also nodded as if already resigned to what she knew she had to do. “Will you take me there now?” she asked him.

			“There” I suspected was rehab. Jackson agreed.

			The rest of the family began cleaning up and, in small groups, started leaving. Only his mom and his sister were left, hanging back to ensure I was okay. While I had to admit I was less than thrilled that my man was the one taking Lexie to rehab, I couldn’t get that upset about it because it just proved the kind of man he was, not only to me, but to everyone.

			Jackson was on the phone, at first with a rehab in the next county, and then with her parents. They were going to pack her things and meet them at the facility. Jackson realized early on in the phone call that they had no idea she was pregnant, and I could tell how uncomfortable he was to have to be the one to break the news to them. He also had to dispel their hopes that he was the father.

			I could only keep myself busy cleaning up for so long. When they were ready to go, I wished her luck and told Jackson to drive safe.

			“Babe,” he replied, “why the fuck are you saying goodbye? You’re coming with us.”

			“What?” I squeaked out.

			“Get your jacket, babe. We’ll take my car.”

			“But Jackson!” Lexie called out. “I don’t want her to come with us. I just want you—”

			“Lexie, it ain’t gonna happen.” He sounded firm and final. “I want you to be good, to get well for your baby. But you need to get this, and get it now that this is the last time I’m dealing with you. Lauren comes or I don’t. I won’t disrespect my woman by taking off with another, even if it’s to rehab.”

			Lexie looked Jackson over, then glanced over to me, then went back and forth again. When her eyes finally settled on me, I could see her letting go of something.

			“Lauren?”

			I arched an eyebrow in reply.

			“Take good care of him.”

			Now it was my turn to let out the tension I was holding in my body.

			“I will.”

			“Jackson’s the best.”

			He walked his mom and sister to their cars and then glanced at me over his shoulder, giving me a smile that bathed my skin with sweet warmth and seeped deep inside.

			“He is incredible.” I looked over at Lexie, who was wringing her hands, seeming so small all of a sudden. I never had to beat down an addiction, nothing like what she was wrestling with on a constant basis. I could tell she was terrified, and I couldn’t blame her, and even though she’d been a colossal bitch to me, I couldn’t help but feel for her.

			Before I knew it, we were heading out. I decided to wait in the car when Jackson brought her into the rehab center. Jackson fought me on it, but this time I won.

			When he got back in, he turned to me, threaded his fingers through my hair the way he always did, and smoothed the strands down with his palm. “It’s done. We’re done with that for good. I promise,” he vowed while stroking my cheek. “You’re good, baby?”

			My hand covered his, the one still stroking my skin with his thumb. “You love me?”

			His eyes got all soft and his lips curled upward. “Fuck yeah, I do.”

			Now it was my turn to get all gooey and warm. “Then, not only am I good, but we’re good.”

			He gave a hint of a nod and a huge smile.

			“Love you, Jackson.”

			He reached over for me, holding my face in his hands, giving me everything he had in a deep, soulful kiss that burned right through me.

			“Love you, Lauren. More than anything.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Ten months later, New Year’s Eve

			The dress was different, but I kept my shoes the same, the patent-leather Jimmy Choos I had worn last New Year’s Eve. Instead of some fancy, cinching-my-breath-away cocktail dress, I chose a simple black jersey wrap dress with a sexy side slit. It still wasn’t biker-babe wear, but it was cute and chic and designed for comfort, and that seemed more important to me recently than anything else.

			I fluffed out my hair, took one last look in the mirror, and then went searching for my husband. As I passed the towering bookcases in the main room of the house, I couldn’t help but take a second to stop and admire some of the new additions to the picture collection.

			Front and center was the most kickass, candid wedding photo of us, done in a sepia finish. He was wearing an ivory button-down shirt with black trousers, his arms wrapped around me with mine tucked in between our bodies, and his forehead resting on top of mine. He was dreamily looking down at me and my eyes were closed, a lazy, happy smile on my face.

			Since I was last of Eleanor Renwick’s daughters to get married, she and my daddy had wanted a full-on traditional Southern wedding back home in Asheville. She had even picked out an all-white, satin-and-lace cupcake dress with more fabric than flair for me to wear for the big day.

			We ended up renting out a cool local vineyard, called 868 Estate, in Purcellville, Virginia, and having a wedding that was way more Jackson and me than what my mama had in mind. In the end she didn’t care because she and the rest of my family were just thrilled I had finally met my man and we were making it legal. “Was ’fraid for a bit there, baby girl, you’d just keep livin’ in sin together forever!” said my mama.

			After the whole Lexie-in-rehab debacle, and us saying the big “I love you” to each other, Jackson wasted little time convincing me to move in with him. It hurt my heart giving up my li’l bungalow in my beloved town of Vienna, Virginia, but his place had more room, a yard for Charlie, and a garage for his bike and our cars. The one part that was good was that I had rented the house to his buddy Mad Max, who, it turned out, had an eight-year-old daughter. He’d heard the public schools in Vienna were exceptional and even though he was as biker badass as they came, he was an even better dad who wanted good for his only child. So, his rent paid my mortgage, and I was moved out of there and in with Jax by the end of May, engaged by the Fourth of July, and married in October.

			Needless to say, Jackson Sullivan didn’t screw around when there was something he wanted, and since he told me what he wanted more than anything was me, I was more than happy to make his wish come true.

			Because it was my deepest wish as well. Saying yes to Jackson always granted my wishes.

			My mama eventually acquiesced on the dress, “allowing” me to pick a gorgeous champagne silk, strapless gown with just a hint of beading and sparkle at the waist. I had wanted to go for a short-skirted number, but Jackson surprisingly wanted me in something a bit more traditional. I even wore the single-strand pearl necklace his mother lent me, the same one that had been worn by every bride in the family. “Know you’re goin’ ta have better luck than I did, Lauren, my girl,” Maggie had said to me on our wedding day with tears in her eyes. I knew too because she had raised the best man I’d ever known.

			After our wedding, I had heard through the grapevine (a.k.a. his sister and cousins) that Lexie completed rehab, stayed sober throughout the rest of her pregnancy, and had a healthy baby boy. She relocated out of state to be closer to her older sister, who was going to help her out. Last I heard, Lexie was still sober and seriously dating a great guy she met at an AA meeting. That whole scene seemed like a lifetime ago, and in a way, it was for us.

			If I didn’t hurry, I was going to be late, so I grabbed my clutch and found Jackson by his bike, ready to roll. He was wearing dark blue jeans that fit him like they were made for him, a black button-down shirt and his leather jacket.

			“Ready to roll, princess?” he said with a devilish smirk on his face.

			I shook my head and smiled back at the gorgeous man I could never get enough of. “I’m no princess, Mr. Sullivan. I am the queen. Especially tonight.”

			We were headed to Sully’s, where it had begun for Jax and me, only this time the bar was closed to the public and was being set up for a private party for our family and friends. I had been over there earlier in the day, putting the final touches together.

			“Babe, mind if we take your SUV?”

			He raised his eyebrows at me, surprised because I never turned down a ride on his Harley. I loved being on the back of his bike, even when wearing a dress and heels, even in the winter.

			“Not like you to not wanna ride,” he replied, studying my face for clues.

			A small smile escaped my calm façade as I strolled over to him, wrapping my arms around his waist and leaning my body into his front, with his ass leaning on his bike.

			“Are you not feeling good, babe?” He looked concerned with his furrowed brow and searching gaze.

			“I’m a li’l nauseated,” I said, still unable to get the silly-ass grin off my face. “Should feel better in a couple of months.”

			Jackson’s face was blank. I kept talking.

			“Will definitely feel all better in a li’l less than nine months.”

			A blaze of recognition flashed across his face and he cinched me tight against him.

			“Are you sayin’— Are you—”

			“Pregnant? Yeah, honey, that’s what I’m telling you. We’re going to have a baby.”

			He sucked in air, as if trying to resuscitate himself. His eyes were burning with something, but I couldn’t tell if it was with happiness or anger. It was definitely intense, and I started quietly freaking out, wondering if he thought it was too soon for us. I knew he wanted kids, but maybe he didn’t want this kind of news a few months after our wedding.

			I felt my nose stinging and my heart pounding like a jackhammer and I averted my gaze, trying to reel myself in.

			“Babe?” he softly whispered, his voice still low and gravelly.

			“What?” I was looking at my feet.

			“Look at me, Lauren.”

			I did, and saw his eyes filled with tears.

			“Never been happier.”

			My breath hitched in my throat. “Really? It’s not too soon or—”

			He gave me another squeeze, coming closer, his face the only thing I could see.

			“Found the love of my life, in my bar of all places, on New Year’s Eve.”

			The tears were coming down and I didn’t even care anymore because he kept talking.

			“Our wedding day? Happiest day of my life.”

			“Jackson,” I whispered.

			“Not anymore.”

			My eye widened and my lips parted.

			“Today’s now my happiest day. Can’t believe how fuckin’ lucky I got. Got you, now a baby.”

			I just nodded, too overwhelmed to answer.

			“Happy New Year, Lauren Sullivan.”

			This time, I cradled his face in my hands, brought him down to kiss me deep.

			“Happy new life, Jackson Sullivan.”
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			Revenge wasn’t supposed to be this sweet…

			If You Want Me

			© 2014 Cassi Carver

			The Ashford Legacy, Book 2

			Sara Castillo has sworn never to get sucked into the world of the rich and famous, not after billionaire Benjamin Swayne broke her heart and left her carrying the burden of their shared secret.

			Now Sara has a successful career working with her dear friend, Kyle Ashford, and her life runs like a well-oiled machine—until Kyle chooses Ben as his best man. No way will Sara let the renowned bad boy turn Kyle’s bachelor party into a front-page fiasco. She’s going to plan the party herself…even if she has to blackmail Ben into agreeing.

			Ben isn’t thrilled about working with a woman who’d like to shank him and dump his body in a roadside ditch. But he’s willing to let Sara meddle, if only to teach her a lesson. And if the sight and scent of his old flame still makes his head swim…well, tough.

			After Kyle’s party is wrapped up, Ben may finally be able to put Sara in the past. That is, if their time together doesn’t convince them they have a future.

			Warning: This book contains a woman who likes being in control, a billionaire who likes to make her lose it, and enough sex toys to satisfy an army.

			Enjoy the following excerpt for If You Want Me:

			Benjamin Swayne was a disgusting man. How could so many people miss this fact and label him as charming instead? How could they look at the tall, sculpted physique, the sandy-blond hair, the finely tailored tuxedo and not see the worthless human being underneath? Sara had fallen victim to that charm eight long years ago, and her heart still had the scars to prove it.

			Never again. That was her motto when it came to Benjamin Swayne and men like him. Never. Again.

			Sara tapped a finger to the screen of her tablet, putting it to sleep and clutching it to her chest so she could better glare out at the dance floor through the strings of twinkly lights. The botanical gardens couldn’t be prettier, and everything was going as planned for the engagement party, but still, she couldn’t peel her gaze from Swayne and the six-foot-tall lingerie model grinding against him.

			The six-foot-tall drunk lingerie model grinding against him.

			And the lingerie model label wasn’t a jealous barb. Sara had seen this woman on the cover of the bra magazine she’d recently gotten in the mail, though she doubted the model still sported the same jewel-encrusted brassiere. No, the silk dress the model wore was so thin and transparent that the rhinestones would have shone through the fabric, but the only things poking through tonight were the woman’s nipples. Disgusting. Yep. She’d called it. They were a perfect pair.

			“Hey, Sara. What are you doing over here? Time to join the party.”

			The voice from behind her jolted Sara to attention. She turned to see the bride-to-be staring back at her, looking so beautiful in her aqua evening gown and little satin hat. If guests thought it strange that Rayna Sommers wore a hat at night, they no doubt chocked it up to the eccentricity of the filthy rich…or those marrying the filthy rich, as the case was.

			Rayna crossed her arms and gave Sara a playfully stern look. Sara knew Rayna pretty well now, seeing as Rayna was marrying Sara’s boss, Kyle Ashford, and she could tell Rayna wasn’t truly annoyed.

			Sara smiled. “Of course I will.”

			Of course she wouldn’t.

			She could mingle when she had to, but these weren’t her people. Rayna’s humble upbringing had been closer to Sara’s, but soon Rayna would be marrying into one of the ten richest families in America, and things would change, as they invariably did with the newly rich and famous. “I was just checking the guest list to see who had RSVP’d but hadn’t show up.”

			Rayna cocked her brow. “Uh-huh. You had that list memorized as the cars pulled into the lot, categorized by license plate. No, it looked more to me like you were staring at Benjamin Swayne.”

			Sara smoothed a trembling hand down her red satin gown. Kyle had bought the dress for her for the engagement party because he knew she would wear a business suit if she could get away with it. How was it possible to feel naked in a dress that covered her from chest to ankles?

			“I was not staring at Benjamin. He’s just…well, he and the Brazilian cover model are making quite a spectacle of themselves out there. If you’d wanted your engagement party at a sleazy club, I could have arranged it at a sleazy club.”

			“Hmm…” Rayna narrowed her eyes in speculation.

			“Hmm what?”

			“Kyle told me that you have a problem with Ben. He isn’t sure why, but Ben is his best friend, Sara. And you’re like Kyle’s…little sister. It bothers him that two people he loves can’t get along.”

			“Little sister? Kyle Ashford is my boss.”

			“And you two grew up under the same roof. Don’t pretend like you aren’t part of the family. He loves telling stories about when you were little.”

			She shrugged. “Like cousins, then. Twice removed.”

			Rayna chuckled at that. “Fine. But it still makes him sad. He doesn’t have many friends, and Ben is special to him. Matter of fact, Kyle’s chosen him as best man for the wedding.”

			Sara’s top lip arched in disgust, like she just sucked on a lemon. A rancid, moldy, fermented one. “Seriously?”

			“Yeah. Ben’s going to plan the bachelor party and everything.”

			At the thought of this impending catastrophe, the blood drained from Sara’s upper half and pooled in her feet. Oh hell no. “That’s a really bad idea. You have to trust me. You don’t know Benjamin Swayne like I do. You couldn’t count on him for a teaspoon of water if you were dying of dehydration.”

			“What?” Rayna took a step back. “Why would you say that? What do you know about him that I don’t?”

			Plenty. “Nothing. But I mean, look at him. Everywhere he goes a lingerie model follows. He might as well have her on a gold leash like a show dog.”

			Rayna shook her head. “Hey, I’m new to this world, but you grew up around all this money. I’d think you would be used to the glitz and glamor by now. Dating models might mean Benjamin’s shallow, but I’d say we were just as shallow if we judged his date because of her disturbingly perfect…everything.”

			Rayna was right. Not about Benjamin, but about his date, at least. “Sorry. I really don’t know what’s wrong with me tonight.” To Sara’s utter horror, her eyes watered up until the lights of the party made striated stars in her vision.

			“Aww…come here.” Rayna pulled her in for a hug. “If there’s anything you want to talk about, I’m here to listen. Okay?”

			Sara was a couple of inches taller than Kyle’s fiancée, which might have made for an awkward hug if she wasn’t so familiar with Rayna’s touchy-feely side by now. The Ashfords weren’t big on affection, but Sara was getting used to this new dynamic Rayna brought to the family. Sara quickly dabbed at her eyes when Rayna squeezed and released. She needed to get her act together, and fast. Tonight was not about her—no matter what it did to her insides to see that two-faced, two-timing asswipe out on the dance floor.

			“You know…” Rayna began, looking thoughtful, “I can’t say I’m not a little worried about the bachelor party now that you brought it up. You tend to have good instincts about these sorts of things, and Kyle’s been getting enough crap from the press for asking me to marry him. I don’t want him embarrassed at the bachelor party by anyone.”

			“Don’t give it a second thought.” Sara beamed a smile at Rayna that had been perfected by hours of practice in the mirror—a smile designed to put even billionaire tycoons at ease. It was capable. It was confident. It said everything is going to be fine. “This wedding is about you and Kyle, and if it will make Kyle happy to see me bond with his best friend, then that’s what’s going to happen.”

			Rayna looked hopeful. “Really?”

			Sara nodded. “Absolutely. And I bet Benjamin could use some help planning that party.”

			Sara’s gaze traveled the courtyard. The botanical gardens had started off just fine, but Sara had had two hundred and twelve rare orchids and four pallets of fragrant blooms shipped in from around the world. There wasn’t a leaf out of place, not a light that wasn’t polished and shining—all 137,000 of them…approximately. The food was decadent, the guests were content and having a great time, and she had planned it all herself.

			Party planning was beyond the scope of Sara’s job as Kyle Ashford’s personal assistant, but she’d volunteered. She took Kyle’s—and now by extension, Rayna’s—happiness very seriously. No man-whore with the initials of B.S.—clearly a bad omen to begin with—was going to muck up Kyle’s engagement with expensive prostitutes or lap dances that ended up as front-page tabloid photos.

			“You’re going to…help Ben plan the bachelor party?” Rayna clarified.

			Sara clutched the tablet tighter and refocused on Swayne who now had his hand moving over the scantily clad ass of the woman dancing beside him. She would bite the bullet and she would do this. For Kyle. For Rayna. For the good of humanity.

			“Yes, I am.” It would take an act of God to stop her now.

			Rayna bit her lip and adjusted the tiny, elegant hat covering the back of her head. “And you’re sure he wants your help?”

			Well, if he didn’t want her help simply based on the fact that Sara excelled at event planning, she wasn’t ruling out good old-fashioned blackmail. After all, what she had on Benjamin Swayne would certainly buy her a little party tampering.

			“Oh, yeah. I’m sure.”

		

	
		
			He could have it all…but all he wants is her.

			Ink & Iron: Obsession

			© 2015 Eden Bradley

			Ink & Iron, Book 1

			During his soaring career as the lead singer of indie-rock band Ink & Iron, Cole Kennrick has been through it all: sex, drugs, and rock and roll. Overindulging until he lost what mattered most.

			Now he’s pulled his life together and left his addictions behind, except for one: his ex-wife, Janie. If only he can convince her their love was—still is—the real thing.

			In the seven years since their divorce, Janie has kept tabs on the only man she’s ever truly loved. The one she had to leave in order to save herself. Still, dark and often kinky desires they explored together linger in her dreams and fantasies.

			Janie has seen up close and way-too-personal that rock stars are bad, bad medicine. But when Cole shows up at her yoga studio, clean and sober, his leather-and-motorcycles scent teasing her senses, it’s way too tempting to slip right back into the one place she swore she’d never risk again—his arms.

			Warning: One smokin’ hot tattooed rock star, five sexy-as-hell motorcycles, and a little spanking—because leather and skin just naturally go together.

			Enjoy the following excerpt for Ink & Iron: Obsession:

			“Janie, we need to talk.”

			“Do we?”

			“We didn’t have a chance when I saw you a week ago—”

			“We were at Sonny’s funeral, Cole!”

			He ran a hand over his crop of dark hair. “Come on. I know that. That’s why I left it alone once you made it clear you didn’t even want to say hello.”

			“So you just decide to show up at one of my classes?”

			His fingertips swept over the dark stubble of his goatee. “I didn’t know where else to find you,” he said quietly.

			“I thought that was the point.” Anger was a fire blazing inside her. She’d had no idea she still had so much of it in her. Toward him. In general. Apparently training all these years as a yoga instructor hadn’t afforded her the inner calm she’d been striving for.

			All these years. Seven years since she’d left him—and she hadn’t seen him face-to-face since the divorce. Not until the funeral. She’d been so raw and angry and hurt that day she couldn’t bear to face him. She’d literally turned her back on him and walked away when he’d looked as if he might approach her.

			It still hurt.

			She looked up as the next session’s instructor came in.

			“Oh, sorry, Janie. I was going to set up for my Kundalini class. Am I interrupting?”

			“Go ahead, Brenda. We were…on our way out.”

			“Janie—” he started.

			Her look silenced him and she grabbed his wrist and began to pull him from the room, trying not to notice the soft hairs on his forearm, the muscle flexing there beneath the gorgeous ink. “Come on. We’ll talk in my office.”

			She moved as quickly as she could down the hallway, pushing open her office door and letting him pass through before shoving the door shut behind her. Leaning back against it, she took a breath, trying to control her shaking legs.

			“Okay. Talk, Cole.”

			He looked around, and even though her office was large and airy, he seemed to fill up the room. Not only because he was tall—it was more about the presence that made him so dynamic on stage. And off. “You’ve done a nice job here. Of course, you always did have good taste. This place suits you.”

			She bit her lip. It shouldn’t matter what he thought about anything she did, but a small bubble of happiness welled inside her. She hoped it didn’t show on her face. Still, she refused to make it too easy on him. “Thanks. So. What is it? Why are you here?”

			“I needed to see you.” He stepped closer and she would have stepped back had the door not already been pressed against her spine. She took in a small, gasping breath, and there was his scent again: leather and motor oil and Cole.

			“We need to talk, you needed to see me,” she muttered. “You’re seeing me. So talk.”

			“Janie. Look at me.” His tone was one of quiet command. Familiar. Irresistible. She glanced up at his face and was momentarily stunned by the emotion she saw there. “I needed to see you, to talk to you, after…after Sonny’s funeral. We haven’t seen each other since that last time at the attorney’s office, and you wouldn’t let me talk to you then, either.”

			“Seriously? Can you blame me?”

			He flinched. “Of course I can’t blame you. I put you through hell, and you deserved better. I’m sorry, Janie.”

			“You already apologized when you were working through your ninth step in the recovery program.”

			“On the phone.”

			“Because that’s all I would allow you,” she said, wondering why she was suddenly defending him. “But you’re right. You and your drug addiction, your drinking, put me through hell. So you can apologize all you want. It won’t change our history. And now…” she had to pause, to take in a breath. “…now Sonny is dead because of a damn addiction too. Apologies won’t change that, either.”

			Tears burned her eyes. She pressed into them with her fingertips.

			“Aw, Janie.”

			He moved closer, but she warded him off with a wave of her hand.

			“No. You do not get to comfort me.” She shook her head. “I’m so damn sick and tired of drugs and booze taking people away from me. Sonny is only the latest in a long string that included…” she paused to swallow a sob, “…you.”

			“You were the one who left,” he said, his tone low, thick with the gravelly rasp that made him famous in the music industry. The rough vulnerability that had lured her in when she was nineteen years old.

			God, it had been love at first sight for both of them, and they’d gotten married in Vegas only a few months later. Big mistake. Huge. Even if she’d been so wildly in love with him the idea of waiting to become his wife—to become his—had been unbearable. So in love the hole in her heart had never completely healed.

			“I had to, Cole. Had to. The music industry, those people, were swallowing you up. The drinking and the pills and God knows what else. There was no room for me in that world, and I didn’t want there to be.”

			He shook his head. “It was me that swallowed me up, who destroyed our life together. Fuck, Janie…if I’d only been smart enough to see it then, I never would have…hell, I can’t honestly say that. I don’t know. I’m an addict. That’s the way it works, right? I learned that early on in recovery. Most of us just keep on using until we lose everything. At least I still have my life. I was lucky. Not like poor Sonny.”

			“God, Cole! Please don’t.”

			To her horror, two fat tears leaked down her cheeks.

			“Ah, no… Don’t cry, baby.”

			That one word undid her. Baby. No one else had called her that since Cole. She wouldn’t have allowed it. But now it made her crumple into his arms, unshed grief ripping into her chest. When his strong arms wrapped around her she burrowed in, the sobs coming hard and fast.

			“Shh, baby. It’s okay. It’ll be okay.”

			“How will it be okay? Sonny is gone.” She paused to hiccup in a breath. “I know I hadn’t kept in touch with him, but I knew him since I was eighteen. I introduced you guys.” She pushed back enough to look up into his face. “It all seems like a thousand years ago. How is it possible that we were ever so damn young?”

			“Maybe because we were. Young and stupid. Sonny and me, anyway. You were always the smart one.” He paused, his dark brows drawing together. “And so damn beautiful. You still take my breath away, you know that?”

			She didn’t want to melt into him, but she did. Just like she always had. And before she had a chance for rational thought to kick in, he lowered his head and brushed her lips with his.

			She went warm all over, the heat that had always burned between them suffusing her. That and a sense of comfort in his arms. His lips were a whisper of soft flesh against hers, and he tasted exactly as he should—like sweet and wild masculinity.

			Something between her thighs went tight, and she realized she was crushing her breasts against the hard wall of his finely muscled chest.

			“No.” She pushed back, but he held onto her.

			“Why not, baby? Why not, if we both need this? Just…contact. Just holding each other.”

			“I’m not some song you’re writing, Cole,” she protested, but her voice was a whisper.

			“Aren’t you? Do you know how many songs I’ve written about you? I’ve never forgotten my Janie girl.”

			“Don’t call me that,” she warned, even though every cell in her body wanted him to say it again, over and over until she could believe it. But wanting Cole Kennrick and trusting him were two different things.

			He pulled her in tighter, until she could feel the strength in his arms, in his chest, even his hard, muscled stomach.

			“But you are my girl,” he said softly, the gravel sinking to a low rumble. “You always have been. You always will be. I can’t help it. I’ve stayed away for so many years, but Sonny… Janie, life is too goddamn short to waste a minute on regret. I know I fucked up. Royally. And I’ve worked all twelve of my steps around my addictions and again around what I did to you. I try not to let myself get too tangled up in regret, but I have plenty when it comes to you. Let’s not make any new regrets. I can tell something in you wants me the way I never stopped wanting you. I can feel it. I can see it in your eyes.” He paused, watching her face closely. “That, and fear,” he said, keeping his voice soft, as if he knew how easily she could be scared away.

			She shivered, closed her eyes, and he brushed a hand over her hair.

			“Honey and silk,” he said, taking a few strands between his fingers. “Exactly like I remembered. It’s been too long since I’ve touched your hair. Since I held you.”

			She wanted to shake him off—literally and figuratively—but he was right there and it was too damn hard.

			And oh God, she was pressed up against him tight enough to feel that he was hard.

			Her body wanted him. Wanted to simply give in and rub up against him and purr.

			But there was too much history between them. She was not going to risk the serenity she’d worked so long for, fought for, over a sexual infatuation that would not die.
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