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    PROLOGUE


    


    


    “Jarret, I need you.”


    The desperate, breathless voice on the other end of the phone jolted Jarret out of bed. He glanced at the clock, realizing that he must have fallen asleep. He cursed to himself. “Is everything okay?”


    “No. Please…hurry.”


    Fewer words had never said so much. “I’m on my way.” Jamming his legs into a fresh pair of worn jeans, Jarret rushed from the room, pulling a black hoodie over his head on the way down the stairs. His feet smashed into a pair of work boots and he was out the door.


    Flying down the deserted highway at twenty miles over the speed limit wasn’t the smartest thing he’d ever done, but hell, neither was falling in love with a woman who was pregnant with another man’s kid. Had someone told him eight months ago that he’d willingly give up everything for this… whatever this was; he’d have laughed in their face.


    But as Jarret pulled up to the hotel and rushed inside, there was only one thought on his mind: This isn’t just about me anymore.


    With determined strides, he entered the elevator, punched the button, and watched the numbers light up as they climbed closer to the fourth floor. Once the doors reopened, he blazed down the hall, nearly knocking a man holding an ice bucket on his ass, until he reached the last door on the right. Swiping his key card, Jarret walked through the cramped living area, following the low, pained moans into the bedroom.


    Dark, frantic eyes found his as he paused in the doorway. Sitting on the corner of the mattress, lips pulled into a tight line, full, round stomach rising and falling with every labored breath, she still managed to take his breath away.


    Beautiful, intelligent, and full of fight, he couldn’t possibly be more in love with anyone. As he crossed the room and hefted her to her feet, Jarret held tight to the only thing left that mattered in his life.


    “How we doing?” he asked, as he led them back through the room and down the elevator.


    “Remember that movie, Species, when the alien gave birth to her baby?”


    As Jarret helped her into the passenger seat and stretched the belt over her stomach, he recalled vividly the scene when the alien baby split its mother open, and shuddered. That was not an image he wanted in his head right now, but it did give him a little perspective into what she must be going through. Placing his hand over her hard stomach, he leaned in and placed a gentle kiss on her lips. “We’ll get through this,” he assured her, looping a lock of golden hair behind her ear.


    He watched helplessly as her face scrunched and her breath held. Another contraction. Another second closer to everything changing… again.


    Can I go through with this? Can I take this on?


    Once it passed, her face tilted up, warm, solemn brown eyes peering into his. Her delicate fingers found his, entwining them. “Thank you for doing this with me.”


    The note of fear in her tremulous voice mirrored the emotions swirling through him. But was it enough to turn his back on her, like everyone else? Meeting her unwavering, trust-filled gaze, Jarret already knew the answer to that question. He wasn’t his brother. He wasn’t like the rest of his family. He didn’t cut and run the moment life got hard and he didn’t turn his back on the people he cared about. He faced life head-on. His parents were wrong about so many things. He wasn’t giving anything up by choosing this path, by choosing her, and there was no doubt in his mind that this was going to be the toughest job he’d ever faced. For her, for this woman who’d stolen his heart, it was absolutely, one-hundred percent worth the sacrifices he’d had to make.


    Pressing his forehead against her sweaty brow, Jarret closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. “There’s nowhere else I would be.”
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    Nine months ago…


    Senior prom. The night when everything changes. When being a true adult is just a single step away. It was turning out better than Raine had ever dreamed. Typically shy, she was studious, always followed the rules, and did as everyone expected. For those very reasons, her parents loved her. She had only one friend who’d moved away two years ago and, to date, had never had a boyfriend.


    It wasn’t that she was ugly. With shiny hair bordering between a light golden brown and blonde that dusted her shoulders, creamy flawless skin, wide, deep-set brown eyes that leaned toward copper, framed in a pair of purple-rimmed glasses, and of average height, she wasn’t a stunner, but she certainly wasn’t a toad. She was simply overlooked. So, the big question on everyone’s mind at Raymond High was, how had Raine Forester landed the most popular guy in school?


    How many times could a person say that they had seen the stereotypical popular high school jock end up with the quiet, reserved girl? All her life, she’d been invisible… until she wasn’t.


    She still didn’t know what inspired Camron Moss to approach her that sunny Sunday morning in March. She’d just gotten home from church. Having forgotten her purse in the backseat of her father’s car, she’d run back outside to get it, when Camron jogged by. Of course, she noticed him. Camron was the kind of boy that was difficult to miss. Tall, shaggy blonde hair, and a fit, athletic body. He was their high school’s quarterback, captain of the lacrosse team, and class president. Exactly what one might expect from the son of one of the town’s wealthiest families.


    So when Camron slowed his pace, turned back around, flashed his trademark dazzling smile, and said Hey in that smooth drawl of his, she’d looked around for the camera crew, expecting Ashton Kutcher to jump out and tell her she was being punked.


    In all the years they’d gone to school together, he’d never once looked in her direction, let alone paid her a second glance.


    Needless to say, his attention had stunned her. She’d nearly dropped dead from heart failure as he retraced his steps and came back to her. Jogging in place in front of her, she stuttered Hello.


    Her response was awkward, which seemed only to fuel his sudden and inexplicable interest. His clichéd Have we met before was met with a shy smile, and he’d seemed surprised when she told him who she was, and that they went to school together. No shocker there. But he’d surprised her even more when, before they parted ways, he said he’d see her at school, and actually did.


    Naturally, she’d expected Camron to forget about her the minute he jogged off, but he hadn’t. All the following week, he’d waited for her at her locker before school, walked her to each of her classes, and saved her a seat at lunch. He introduced her to all of his friends, who appeared just as shocked as she was to see a nobody like her at his side but, as the days passed and Camron stayed the course, the whispers faded.


    She didn’t make new friends in Camron’s crew, but they didn’t pretend as if she were invisible either. She was invited to parties and included in group gatherings, but she wasn’t a fool. The only reason she was included was because of Camron, and that was okay. It felt good to finally fit in somewhere.


    Now, on the eve of their two-month anniversary, Raine was swaying in Camron’s arms at their high school prom. The snow-white gown with the empire waist and miniature pale pink roses woven through her pleated hair made her feel like a princess. Camron, of course, was breathtakingly handsome in his black and white tux. He’d ditched his jacket long ago, revealing the fitted silk vest underneath that accentuated his narrow waist. As the heat in the room crept higher, he rolled up the sleeves of his button-down shirt, exposing strong forearms that now wrapped around her, holding her securely as Savage Garden’s “Truly Madly Deeply” echoed through the speakers.


    Life didn’t get much more perfect.


    “Hey, bro.” Seth Barrett tapped Camron’s shoulder, interrupting their dance.


    With his arms still around her, Camron looked up at the Indian’s first line of defense, and his best friend, with pinched brows. “What’s up?”


    “I heard through the vine that there’s a party tonight at Jarret’s?”


    Stepping back, Camron scratched the back of his head. “Yeah, man. He’s letting me use his place for a few hours. Kind of an early graduation present.”


    “Dude, why didn’t I know this?”


    “Slipped my mind,” Camron said with a forced smile. Raine watched the exchange, wondering why this was the first she was hearing of this party, too.


    Letting him know what time to show up, Camron drew Raine back into his arms and tucked his face into the side of her neck. “You smell incredible,” he said against her skin.


    Raine shivered at the warmth of his breath on her and wrapped her arms tighter around his shoulders. “When did you plan to tell me you were throwing a party?” she asked cautiously. No matter how good things had been between them, she still hadn’t quite grown comfortable in their relationship. They were too different from each other—such an unlikely pair. Raine was always waiting for the punch line.


    His shoulders lifted with a deep sigh. “I wasn’t sure if I wanted to go,” he admitted. Standing tall, he peered down at her, his blue eyes piercing. “It’s prom. College is only a few weeks away. I was hoping to make tonight special, and I didn’t think you’d want to spend the night surrounded by a bunch of drunken teenagers.”


    While Raine absorbed his words, she ran her fingers through the sweat dampened hair at the base of his neck. “When you say special…”


    A sexy smirk spread across Camron’s face and he leaned down to kiss her. At the touch of his lips, her body responded and she arched into him. “I think tonight we should take our relationship to the next level,” he said against her mouth.


    Raine froze, fear overtaking her. She didn’t know if she was ready to take that next step in their relationship. As much as she cared about Camron, and as good as he made her feel, she’d been raised to wait for the right man before she had sex. Her mother always stressed that love was the most important factor, but was two months enough time to truly love someone?


    Her father, on the other hand, stressed marriage. As a man of faith, he was a firm believer in waiting until the wedding night before having sex. But who was right? As she looked into Camron’s heart-stopping baby blues, she asked herself Is he the one?


    Seeing the indecision on her face, Camron placed a tender kiss on her lips. “You don’t have to decide right now. Just think about it. You and me, we’re good together. I want this, and I think you do too.”


    She did, she realized. She wanted Camron, but it was difficult to think clearly when he kept plying her with his drugging kisses. “Okay, I’ll think about it.”


    He smiled as if she’d already given him the answer he wanted. Taking her by the hand, he led her across the dance floor.


    “Where are we going?” Raine asked as they stepped into the sultry summer night air. Music pulsed against the closed windows and doors of the rented hall, and she felt a distinct shift in the air, as if she’d just left everything she’d ever known behind her.


    “To Jarret’s.” Opening the car door, Camron helped her in. “Party starts at ten and I promised I would be there to make sure things don’t get out of control.”


    Raine frowned as Camron strode around to the driver’s side and climbed in. He’d just told her that he wasn’t sure he wanted to go. Now he was telling her that he agreed to chaperon. Which was it? The question formed on her tongue, but she held it back. She didn’t want to spoil their night by starting an argument. It would end up the same way it always did—with Camron pissed off and her apologizing. It just wasn’t worth the headache.


    Twenty minutes later, they pulled up to a brightly lit house that reminded her of the kind her mother always talked about wanting—a four-square with bay windows and large porch to sit on in the spring and enjoy the weather. The neighborhood she lived in was populated with mostly cheap new construction and nothing much before the nineteen-sixties, so Raine had only seen this type of house while watching home improvement shows with her mother on the weekends. Thrilled at the prospect of entering one now, she couldn’t wait to tell her mother about it.


    Camron parked the Jeep on a patch of gravel. It was just past ten and already the party was in full swing. There had to have been at least thirty cars, all parked haphazardly on the front lawn and along the street. She could hear the stereo system before they even opened their doors, growing louder as they crossed the rolling lawn.


    Students she recognized from school—and some she didn’t—spilled out onto the porch, laughing, drinking, dancing. Raine’s hand sought Camron’s. Would she ever get used to this kind of scene? There was so much noise, so much energy, and her head screamed warnings that this wasn’t the place for her. But as habit dictated, she shut out the nagging voice in her head and determined to have a good time.


    The moment they entered the house, with Camron leading the way, they were stopped by person after person. Each newcomer clapped Camron on the shoulder, bumped fists, and congratulated him on his latest and final victory on the football field. They didn’t know it yet, but he’d just been accepted to play for the local university and would be riding on a full scholarship. She couldn’t be happier for him.


    Her pride-filled smile carried into the kitchen where they were handed drinks. Raine sniffed the mystery brew, smelled the familiar bitter scent of beer mixed with a vaguely fruity undertone, and gulped it down.


    Camron’s approving smile as he refilled her cup made her warm all over. Or maybe that was the alcohol. As she followed him onto the back deck, she stepped back while Camron was greeted by another group of friends.


    With her hands clutching the plastic cup firmly to her chest, she busied herself looking around, taking everything in. Seth said this was Jarrett’s place, and from the looks of the glimmering in-ground pool, the immaculate lawn, and the size of the house, he had money. Which wasn’t a shocker, considering he was Camron’s brother.


    She’d never met Jarrett, but from what Camron told her—which was very little—Jarrett tended to keep to himself. He was older by four years and the black sheep of the family, because he had tattoos and chose to work on cars rather than pursue sports. Sports were their father’s—Mr. Moss’s—dream. One that Camron had fulfilled without complaint.


    “I’m going to go hang with the guys.” Raine blinked and found Camron standing in front of her, his blue eyes steady. “You’ll be okay on your own for a while?”


    “Oh, yeah, sure. Go ahead. I’ll just… be around,” she said automatically and with a smile.


    Camron’s smile stretched wide. “Catch you later.” Immediately, Camron was pulled away, and Raine watched him jump down from the deck to mingle with another group of friends in front of the raging bonfire that’d been built in the center of the yard. Her teeth gritted and the muscles in her shoulders knotted tightly as she watched a group of girls from their school approach him. The ringleader, Marylyn Vice, sidled up to him, placing her hand on his shoulder. With more than a hint of jealousy, Raine watched as Camron leaned down to say something to her. Marylyn’s head fell back a moment later, her long blonde hair trailing down her back, as she let out a wicked laugh.


    Then, as if she knew where Raine was all along, her head lifted and she looked right at her. The smirk she wore twisted Raine’s insides, and when Camron’s gaze followed, she felt an inexplicable sense of unease wind through her.


    She didn’t want to be here, and certainly not alone. But she was, and there was nothing to be done about it now.


    Wandering back inside, she bypassed a group of students stumbling around the drink station and weaved through the makeshift dance floor that had opened up in the living and dining rooms, searching for someplace quiet where she could be alone.


    “Hey, aren’t you that Forester chick?” Marylyn’s screechy, malicious voice stood out over the pounding music. The head cheerleader for the varsity football team darted in front of her, stopping Raine in her tracks. Behind her, her three amigas fell into formation, creating a flying V of menace. “The one Camron’s fucking, right?”


    Raine paled at her crudeness, but held her ground. It was no secret that Marylyn had a thing for Camron, and it made sense that the quarterback and the cheerleader would make a better couple than the quarterback and the social reject… in the movies. But this wasn’t some teenage drama and she wasn’t a movie star. But these girls? They were exactly what you’d expect to find in one of those teen movies—antagonistic, materialistic, sadistic, and any other words that ended in istic, bitches.


    The girl standing behind Marylyn’s left shoulder leaned in. “I heard the only reason he made her his girlfriend is because she spreads like warm butter—easy.”


    On Marylyn’s right, another girl she recognized as a cheerleader sneered. “I heard she gives head to all the guys on the team before a game for good luck.”


    Their words stung like tiny knives. This was why Raine hated coming to these parties. Whenever Camron was gone, she became a target for The Bitch Squad. Balling her fists at her sides, Raine stared them down. The only reason she didn’t strike back was because she remembered her mother’s saying that two wrongs never made a right. If she tossed back insults, it wouldn’t get her anywhere—they’d just hit her twice as hard. She had to swallow several times to quell the burning sensation in her throat.


    “Why are you even here? It’s not like you belong here,” Marylyn snarled, her pale eyes burning with unmasked hatred. “Camron doesn’t love you. Hell, I don’t even think he likes you. Do you honestly think he would want to date you?” Looking her up and down, Marylyn’s lip curled in disgust. “You’re nothing to him but a joke. A conquest.”


    “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” The temperature in the room seemed to rise as Raine continued to stand there, each word Marylyn threw at her like a brick. The worst thing about it was that everything she was saying echoed Raine’s fears. Did Camron really want her or was she a joke to him?


    “Don’t I? Look around you,” Marylyn said, opening her arms. Raine did, finding a lot of eyes locked on her as they continued to dance and talk, pretending not to listen. “Do any of these people look like your friends?”


    No, they didn’t. They weren’t. Raine knew that. She’d told herself over and over again that it wasn’t an issue for her, but now… Now. She felt the room shrinking in on her. “Stop.”


    “No one likes you. You’re nothing but a game to him, and when you’re not around, you know what he does? He laughs at you. Poor, ugly, doe-eyed Raine Forester, too stupid to figure out that she’s being played for pennies—”


    Slap! “I said stop!” Everyone in the room froze to look at her. Raine’s pulse thundered in her ears, her arm trembling, her palm burning, as she stared at the angry red handprint forming on Marylyn’s cheek.


    With tears in her eyes, the head cheerleader glared at her. Her voice, a deadly growl, directed a warning at Raine. “Big mistake, bitch. Big fucking mistake.” Then she walked away, the other cheerleaders surrounding her in a protective circle.


    The music continued to play. The chatter steadily rose as everyone slowly began to return to whatever they were doing. And Raine just stood there, shaking, unsure of what to do with herself.


    Needing to escape, but with nowhere to go, Raine raced upstairs.


    The second floor was quieter—and empty—as if no one were brave enough to venture here. The isolation gave her the sense that, if she was found, she might be in trouble. Briefly, Raine considered returning to the party, but the idea of running into those girls again was enough to push her forward.


    A long, narrow hallway, lined with doors, stretched from the front of the house all the way to the back. Curious about what was hidden behind them, she went to the first one and gripped the handle.


    Should she open it? She just wanted a little peek, and then she would close it, she told herself. No one would even know she had been here. Looking over her shoulder to be sure she was still alone, she opened the door a crack.


    Pushing her glasses up, she saw that, inside this room, the walls were painted deep beige with flower-patterned drapes to match. A large bed sat in the middle, taking up most of the floor, and every piece of furniture was made of dark hardwoods. Expensive.


    The next room was a sea green and looked like it was taken straight out of a Pottery Barn magazine. Everything from the shabby chic dresser to the knickknacks and throw pillows were perfectly placed. Staged.


    This must be the guest room.


    The third and fourth bedrooms were equal size and decorated similar to the second, with one following a purple scheme and the other a soft, heather grey. The main bathroom sat across from the fourth bedroom and was as large as the first bedroom. It housed his-and-her sinks, a marble vanity, mosaic tiles, and the softest looking towels she’d ever laid eyes on. The tub was so deep it could hold two people comfortably.


    She closed the door before the urge to test it out consumed her.


    At the end of the hall, she found a fifth door and a second set of stairs leading back down to the first floor. She had two choices: return to the party and track Camron down, or see what was behind the last door.


    Curiosity getting the best of her, she opened the door.


    Another stairwell cloaked in darkness. Craning her neck, she couldn’t make out anything beyond the first few steps and, no matter how hard she listened, she couldn’t hear anything coming from inside.


    Go up or go down?


    “Why are you even here? It’s not like you belong here.” Marylyn’s words played in her mind, reminding her that she didn’t have anyone down there who would miss her.


    “Don’t turn into a chicken shit now,” Raine muttered to herself as she set her foot on the first step. A strange chemical, just strong enough to detect, filled the stairwell. Paint, maybe? Running her hands over the walls, she crept higher, carefully placing each foot on the carpeted steps, but she couldn’t locate any switches. Just her luck, and another reason she shouldn’t be up here.


    She pressed on.


    The stairs took a small turn and then opened into an expansive room that appeared to span the entire length of the house. Raine’s jaw dropped as she stood in the doorway, soaking it all in. The room was magnificent. Stark white walls accented by colorful canvass paintings, sleek black modern furniture creating sitting and work areas, and workout equipment creating another. A wall of windows overlooking the wooded property turned it into a retreat. And in the center of it all was a giant circular bed covered in a thick white duvet and topped with red pillows. She was so amazed by what she saw that she didn’t even notice the guy sitting across from her until he spoke.


    “What the hell are you doing in my room?”


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    TWO


    


    


    “I asked you a question.”


    The girl’s mouth popped open and then snapped shut as she fumbled for words. Jarret didn’t allow people in his room. It was his space, and he didn’t share it with anyone. In the year since his parents bought the house for him, he’d been the only person to step into the room… until now.


    “I love your room,” the girl said, offering him a shy smile as she finally found her voice. God that smile—soft and radiant with a hint of bashful. If he wasn’t so pissed off that she’d ignored all the ground rules he’d laid out for his little brother and his friends to follow, he might have actually enjoyed it.


    A little on the shorter side, the girl was stunning. She wore her fair hair short, caressing the tops of her slender shoulders. Her face was soft, oval-shaped with a sharp chin, too full lips, slim nose set between large brown eyes that looked out from behind a pair of thick purple glasses and, despite the muted lighting, he could tell that she was all curves beneath that tight-fitting white dress.


    She looked like a bride—graceful and angelic. Again, stunning came to mind. She was everything he should avoid.


    Irritated with himself, Jarret tilted his head to the side and asked in a purposefully low pitch he often used to instill fear, “Are you lost, little girl, or deaf?” Right now, most girls would be shaking in their heels, but not this one.


    Before his eyes, she squared her shoulders and met his gaze. “I’m not lost. I was just…” She scanned the room again, marveling over the smaller details. Her eyes landed on the batman light switch he’d found at the bottom of a box that he’d used during his super hero faze as a kid. For some reason, that it’d caught her attention made him want to smile.


    None of that changed the fact that she was where she didn’t belong. “Snooping,” he supplied, finishing her sentence for her. “You were just snooping.”


    “Exploring.” She gave him a tight smile that told him he was right, but she’d never admit to it. Jarret felt his lips twitch in amusement. He had to remind himself that this girl had deliberately defied the rules, and she needed to get out.


    “No one is allowed up here.” Unfurling himself from the rolling chair, he strode toward her. If his impressive height and build hadn’t been enough to scare her off, his glower sure did the trick. Stopping just short of running into her, Jarret glared down at her, his shaggy midnight hair draping around his face as he bent slightly at the waist. “People aren’t allowed past the first floor. No one comes in my room.”


    This close, he could see that her eyes were the softest shade of brown, reminding him of a copper penny.


    Lungs constricting as he continued to look into those unwavering eyes, he was just a little proud that she had enough gumption not to back down from him. Most girls tripped over themselves when he looked at them, and they cleared a path when he got angry. But, he was surprised to realize, he wasn’t angry. He should be. This girl had invaded his privacy, but, for some reason, he was enjoying her in his space. For some reason, he thought she looked good in it, her mismatch of chic and awkward girl next door suiting his casual décor. This close, he could smell her delicate, floral scent—jasmine—and he felt his body sway to catch a better whiff.


    She swallowed hard, the movement of her throat catching his attention. She had a delicate throat, slim and graceful like a swan, and his hand lifted to touch it. When she flinched, her golden eyes growing wider, Jarret jerked his hand back to his side. What was he doing, trying to touch her? Had he lost his mind? What was this girl, twelve?


    Backing up a step, Jarret allowed his annoyance to bleed into his words, his voice coming out in a low, angry timbre. “Are you slow or somethin’? I said no one is allowed in my room.” By all rights, she should have lifted her skirts and run already.


    He wasn’t sure what caused it, but Jarret’s words seemed to spark something in her, and her eyes narrowed. “Don’t call me names.”


    Had he? He hadn’t realized… He was surprised to find the girl before him so pissed, her plump lips pursed and her hip cocked. She folded her arms, pushing her small breasts higher. He smirked, allowing his gaze to travel over her. She was the perfect mix of cute and sassy, making him entertain thoughts of how she would react if he kissed her and let his hands roam over her soft, supple flesh.


    Seeing her anger piqued sent a thrill through him. He loved a girl with fight in her, and he couldn’t help fanning the flames just a little. “If the shoe fits…”


    “Probably better you than me,” she remarked.


    He narrowed his eyes, mimicking her attitude, but not in anger. More like interest. And curiosity. He couldn’t recall the last time anyone had gotten smart with him. Anyone who knew him—any sane person—understood that Jarret wasn’t someone you wanted to cross. Apparently, she wasn’t all that sane. Who was this girl?


    She shrank back as he stepped closer, towering over her small frame. He had to remind himself that she was a high school girl, at a party, who’d broken his cardinal rule: stay out of his space. No doubt she was running with that bitch crew he’d seen his brother, Cam, hanging out with.


    No matter how cute she might be—or how intriguing—he made a special point to avoid her kind. “Run along, little girl,” he warned. “Run back to your bitchy little friends before I boot you off my property.”


    It was then, as he hovered over her, that she must have realized who she was dealing with. The breath stole out of her and she stammered as she searched for her voice. “You’re Jarrett,” she finally gasped.


    Finally, she made the connection. He’d assumed, since the party was at his house, that she had already known who he was, but clearly she hadn’t, and he couldn’t really blame her. He and Camron were total opposites. Where Camron had their father’s blonde hair, he had their mother’s black. Where Camron was tall, he was taller. Camron was a people person. Jarret locked himself away in the third floor attic, preferring to keep to himself. They were brothers, but the only thing people could say were the same were their eyes, but Jarret’s held a darker, harder quality to them—a result of things in life that’d roughened his edges.


    Unconsciously, she leaned closer, and he wondered if she saw that too, those edges, and wanted to explore them.


    Hell, he wanted her to. Temptation tugged at him, urging him to close the last bit of distance and pull her in, touch her, kiss her, learn her. Instead, he pulled back, towering over her with a bemused expression. She knew his name. “That’s right, little one, and who might you be?”


    “Raine. My name is Raine.”


    “My favorite kind of weather,” Jarret mused, delighting in the hint of blush coloring her cheeks. Raine frowned as Jarret returned to his desk and gave her his back.


    “Why aren’t you at the party?”


    “I don’t congregate with youngins’,” he said snarkily. There was entirely too much drama that came with the teenage crowd, and he wanted no part in any of it. That this girl had wandered beyond his invisible boundaries made him question just what her motivations were. He decided to ask. “Tell me, did you simply wander off, or were you looking for something in particular?”


    Turning in his chair, he was just in time to catch the flush of embarrassment on her cheeks deepening before she turned her face away to hide it. After a brief moment, she looked back at him. “What’s that supposed to mean, looking for something?”


    “It means you’re painfully transparent, little girl.” He laughed humorlessly. She almost had him fooled. He almost believed she’d simply lost her way, but that act of avoidance, there and gone in an instant, told him she’d come up here for a reason. He didn’t have to think too hard to know what that reason was, and it pissed him off. “I have to admit. For a second there, the lost, innocent act almost got me. Almost. You know the way out.” He turned away, returning to his work, but his focus was shot to hell.


    “Act?” Raine’s dress swished as she stepped deeper into the room.


    He listened harder, waiting to see what she would do or say next. When only silence filled the room, he grew curious. Could she have left without him hearing her?


    Jarret spun around in his chair. Raine stood in profile to him bent over a canvas he’d painted recently. She pinched the frayed edge of the paint-stained wife beater he’d used to cover it between her fingernails and lifted the fabric up.


    “Wow.”


    He didn’t have to look to know what she was seeing. Hidden beneath the shirt was a black canvas covered in swirls of color. The look on her face when she peeked over her shoulder at him told him she thought it was something worth awing over, but to Jarret it was a piece of shit destined for the trash.


    And she had no right looking at it. Once again, she’d invaded his privacy.


    “Excuse me,” Jarret snapped out. His chair scraped across the wood flooring as he shoved to his feet and stormed over, yanking the material from her hand. He intended to replace the cover, but the force of the action tore it off completely instead, leaving the painting fully exposed. “Shit.”


    Raine gaped, and he didn’t know what that meant. Did she like it? Hate it? Assuming the latter, Jarret scraped his fingers through his hair. He knew it was bad, which was why it was covered up.


    “You did this?” she asked him, craning her neck to see over his shoulder as he scrambled to cover it back up.


    “Yeah, I—don’t fucking look at it!”


    The near hysteria in his voice caused Raine’s eyes to widen, and she stepped back. “I’m sorry,” she stammered. “I didn’t mean to—”


    “Well, you did,” he snapped, taking special care to cover all the edges so not a single ray of color would show.


    But Raine had seen it.


    Nothing could erase the memory of his failure. The vision of wide colorful swirls painted in rich tones of red, brown, and black dancing and flowing in graceful arcs around and through pale pinks and buttery yellows was now fresh in his mind, and he longed to get rid of it. His father always told him that he didn’t have a talent for art, so why did he keep trying? Knowing that this girl was standing witness to his humiliation was almost too much to bear.


    “Would you leave already?” Jarret snapped. When she didn’t immediately move to comply, his arm shot out and he jabbed a finger toward the door. “Get the fuck out of my room!”


    He hadn’t meant to shout but…Oh, who was he kidding? Jarret wanted her gone, and she went. Mission accomplished. But no sooner had he turned to get back to work on his latest project, he heard footsteps entering.


    Apparently, this Raine chick was a glutton for punishment. Perturbed, he spun around. He was in the process of telling her to take a hike when he realized it wasn’t Raine he was yelling at. Instead, a very attractive girl in a dress that suctioned to her body in all the right places, smiled seductively at him. “I thought you might like a drink,” she said, holding up two unopened bottles of beer. “But if you want me to go…” She turned to leave, and Jarret held up his hand.


    “Wait.” Grinning, she walked right up to him. Nothing but confidence—this one—and, by her body language, he knew she had more on her mind than sharing a drink. Lucky for him, because after the encounter he just had, he needed to blow off some steam. “Hang with me for a minute,” he said, leading her back the way she came and toward one of the rooms on the second floor.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    THREE


    


    


    Jarret was a scary jerk and Raine didn’t have to be told twice. Bolting from the room, she didn’t stop running until she was standing outside Camron’s car, struggling to compose herself. I never should have come here, she chastised herself. Marylyn was right. Raine didn’t fit here. Never had, never would.


    Finding the doors locked, she climbed onto the hood of Camron’s Jeep and settled in to wait.


    It took him nearly two-and-a-half hours before Camron finally found her. Raine shook her head as he wove a drunken path to her. Sliding her legs open, he fit himself between them, wrapped his arms around her hips, and dropped his head in her lap.


    Combing her fingers through his short hair, Raine looked back at the still raging party, and compared it to this moment. Marylyn had to be wrong. If Camron was playing some kind of game, why would he be here with her now, like this, with no one else to see it? Where was the fun in that?


    It didn’t make any sense, but that didn’t take the bite out of the words. She couldn’t very well punish Camron for her own insecurities though. “Are you ready to go home?”


    It took a moment for him to answer, and when he did, Camron’s words were slurred. “I’mtiredlet’ssleephere.”


    She laughed. Lifting Camron’s head from her lap, she held his face in her hands. “I have a curfew, remember? My dad would kill me, and you, if I’m a minute late.” And they were already running dangerously close to that deadline.


    “Butit’sprom,” he whined, and Raine dropped a kiss to his lips in hopes of placating him.


    “Come on, I’ll drive,” she told him, pushing him back far enough so she could jump down. “Where are the keys?”


    “Inmypocket,” he slurred, a sly grin spreading across his face. “Comeandgetem.”


    Shaking her head, Raine guided Camron to the passenger door. “Are they really in your pocket?” Sticking out his hip, he patted the left one. Rolling her eyes, Raine slipped her hand into his jeans. “Cam, where’re the keys?”


    Throwing his head back, he burst into laughter. “Idon’tknow. Trytheotherone.”


    Suspicious of the game he was playing, Raine humored him and shoved her hand into the right pocket. Seizing her wrist, Camron forced her hand deeper into his jeans, and there was no missing the hard bulge of his erection. “Camron,” she complained, tugging her hand back.


    He groaned at the loss. “You’re no fun,” he pouted.


    Irritated, Raine held out her hand. “Give me the keys, Camron. Now.”


    Holding them up, she snatched them away and rounded the Jeep. He could figure out how to get in by himself, and if he fell on his ass in the process, it would serve him right.


    


    ***


    Guiding her through the night-darkened streets, Raine pulled into a long paved drive and followed it up to a fairytale made of brick. “This isn’t a home,” she muttered, gaping up at it. When she told Camron she’d drive him home, she’d expected to find a house, not… this. “This is a palace.”


    Camron snorted as he flung open his door. “Trust me, it’s neither.” No longer slurring every word, it seemed the alcohol was beginning to wear off.


    Raine gaped up at the two-story colonial, admiring the black shutters framing tall windows, the ivy trellis, and immaculate flower beds. She was so enamored by the view that she almost didn’t realize her door had been opened.


    “If you like the outside, you’re going to love the inside. Come on,” Camron said, holding out his hand to her. Closing her mouth, she took it and he led the way, only stumbling over his feet a few times.


    Camron wasn’t kidding. The inside was magical, nothing she had ever seen before. White, gleaming marble floors, dark wood furniture, expensive artwork hanging from every wall—even a crystal chandelier hanging overhead in the entry. But what really captured her attention was the staircase. Not one, but two stood before her, wrapping both walls to her left and right and curving up to a Juliet balcony overlooking the foyer.


    “God, Cam, this is beautiful.” It must have been amazing to grow up here. Her parents weren’t rich, but they weren’t poor either. Compared to this opulence, though, she might as well be living in a cardboard box.


    Camron just shrugged, the grandeur lost on him. “Do you want anything to drink?” Still gawking at her surroundings, Raine shook her head numbly. “Good, then there’s something I want to show you.”


    He led her up the staircase to her right to a carpeted hallway lined with doors. Each one stood open, revealing stunning room after stunning room, each outfitted in rich fabrics, muted paint, and heavy furniture. Everything was in its place, shining like new. Raine frowned. Maybe Camron’s comment wasn’t so far off. This wasn’t a home or a palace, but a museum. Perfectly kempt, right down to the dust-free baseboards.


    She couldn’t deny that the opulence called to her. Fantasies of what it might be like to be Camron’s wife played in her mind. What would it be like to live there, to have the kind of security their wealth provided?


    “Welcome to my humble abode,” Camron said, ending her ruminations. Pushing open a door, he stepped inside.


    This room wasn’t anything like the rest of them. Oh, it held the same heavy furniture and muted beige walls, everything neat and tidy, but this room was lived in. The shelves were full of trophies and knickknacks, posters of half nude women covered the walls, and snapshots of him and his friends in various states of fun, all sporting smiles, gave the space life that the rest of the house lacked.


    “I like your room,” Raine said casually, as she moved around, inspecting her surroundings. Her words sparked a memory of being in his brother’s room and saying the same thing to him, but before she could start comparing them, she forced them away. She had no business thinking about another guy, let alone her boyfriend’s brother. “It’s very you.”


    She stopped in front of his dresser and picked up a frame that caught her eye. In it was a photo of Camron wearing a pair of bright yellow board shorts, water dripping from his hair into his eyes as he smiled wide. As wonderful as he was to look at, she couldn’t take her eyes off the man next to him—Jarett. His black hair shined wet in the sun, dripping down his face and neck to his bare chest and stomach. He was stockier than Camron, his muscles thicker and stronger, defining him as a man whereas Camron’s thinner, more chiseled look spoke of his youth and athleticism. Unlike Camron, Jarett’s smile was more subdued. It didn’t strike her as genuine, as if he’d rather be somewhere else. Touching her finger to the glass, she traced the outline of his face, wondering what had caused that look.


    “That’s my brother.” Cam’s voice jerked her from her thoughts. Reaching over her shoulder, he took the frame from her hand and placed it face down on the dresser. “He’s one of those brooding types. Girls trip over themselves for that crap,” he said with a roll of his eyes. Turning her around, he clasped her hands and began pulling her across the room. Walking backwards toward the bed, his smile was teasing. “Don’t tell me you’re into that sort of thing.”


    Raine felt her skin heat. “Nope, not even a little bit.” Lie, the little voice inside her head spoke up. Shut up.


    “Not even if I were the brooding type?”


    “If you were, I might make an exception.” Turning them so her back was facing the bed, she let Camron guide her down onto the pillows. He climbed on top of her, fitting himself between her open legs, and framed her head in his hands.


    “Might?”


    “Definitely,” Raine answered. “You said you had something you wanted to show me?”


    A mischievous smile sprouted on his face as he removed her glasses and set them on a nearby table. Instantly, her world turned blurry. “Yep, it’s right here,” he murmured, his beer soaked breath hot on her face. He kissed her, his soft lips caressing as his hips rocked into her, pressing his hardened cock against her moistening core. Raine’s breathing deepened as her body responded to his, the need for more that had steadily been growing with each encounter almost too much to deny.


    Slipping his hand up her skirt, Camron groaned against her lips when his fingers encountered her soaked underwear. “God, Raine, I want you.”


    She almost said the words, but somehow managed to hold them back. She wanted Cam, too, but she knew he wanted more, and she still wasn’t sure if she was ready for that. But they could do other things… Lifting her hips in silent invitation, she relished the feel of his questing fingers as they pushed the wet material aside and plunged into her body.


    Her back arched, her breasts pushing against Cam’s hard chest. “You like that, don’t you, baby?” He pushed a third finger into her, pumping them hard until she was writhing beneath him. “I want inside you. I want to feel your tight little cunt gripping me.”


    Raine didn’t answer one way or the other. Instead, she let his dirty words fuel her desire. Already she could feel the orgasm building, coiling tight in her belly. Gasping, her head kicked back, her eyes closed tight. She concentrated on reaching the point of no return.


    She and Camron had fooled around plenty. He’d been her first for everything. She’d never known pleasure that wasn’t by her own hand before him. She wanted him, desperately. The clarity of that thought wasn’t a stunning revelation. She’d known for some time that Camron would be her first. She wanted him to take her virginity. At eighteen and preparing to head off to college, she wasn’t sure when her next chance would be to do it. Would they last as a couple? She couldn’t answer that. It wasn’t something that was in her control, but this was. As his fingers moved inside her, rubbing over her G-spot and making her legs quiver, she was preparing to tell him the words she knew he wanted to hear, when she felt something harder and thicker than his fingers prod her entrance.


    “Cam,” she muttered, her voice shaky with fear even as her body turned into a raging inferno of want and need. Her body tensed and the knowledge that she wasn’t ready for more hit like a fist to the face. “Cam, wait—”


    “Shh, it’s okay, baby. It will only hurt for a minute.”


    “Wait, Cam, I’m not—” The scream that ripped out of her was a combination of surprise, shock, and pain.


    “Oh, fuck!” Camron’s face hovered over hers, twisted in a moment of pure ecstasy as he brutally plunged into her, ripping through her barrier and burying himself inside her. Hot tears dripped down her temples as Raine tried to overcome the blaze between her legs and adjust to his invasion.


    It was the worst feeling ever. As if a hot poker had been shoved inside her, and she supposed that was sort of the case. Camron was big, hard, and felt nothing like the gentle, comfortable fullness of his fingers. She felt stretched beyond capacity, the searing burn unrelenting.


    When Camron finally opened his eyes, he looked down at her with triumph instead of the warmth she expected and desperately needed. He grinned down at her, his smile predatory, as he withdrew his hips and slammed back in. “I knew you’d have the sweetest pussy.” She cried out with each thrust, feeling like she would die, hoping it would end. Camron didn’t seem to realize that she was in pain… or maybe he simply didn’t care.


    This wasn’t the Camron she knew. He wasn’t being gentle or sweet with her. He was taking from her—stealing the only gift she had to give. Her father always told her that a man who was willing to wait for her was a man worth her love. Camron hadn’t waited. Not at all.


    The confrontation with Marylyn came to mind, and Raine’s stomach turned sour. Camron wasn’t who she thought he was, and she suddenly needed to be anywhere but here, beneath him, in his room, in his bed, his house.


    She began crying in earnest, pushing her palms against his chest. Her attempt to push him away was futile, his body too heavy for her to move, and as his hips slammed into her, driving his body into hers, harder and faster, she realized he wasn’t going to stop until he got what he wanted.


    Turning her head away, Raine cried silently and prayed for it to be over.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    FOUR


    


    


    Marylyn was right. Raine was nothing more than a conquest. The night Camron took her virginity, he’d dropped her off at her doorstep and she’d never heard from him again.


    Not that she wanted to talk to him.


    The way he’d taken her wasn’t something she could shake. It haunted her. It disgusted her. Mostly, it left her feeling discarded and ashamed. How had she judged him so wrong?


    Things had changed… considerably, and now, although she may not want to speak to him, she had to. She’d put it off as long as she could, but there was no hiding any longer. She had to talk to him, and it was now or never.


    Her legs trembled as she worked her way through the milling crowd, her eyes focused on the purple and gold cap straight ahead. Camron had humiliated her in ways that no person should ever have to experience. She let the hatred inside her propel her forward, giving her the false sense of courage she so desperately needed.


    Was graduation, in front of his friends and family, the right place to do this?


    No. Probably not.


    But his refusal to answer her phone calls, his blatant brush-offs, and pretending she was invisible ended here. Cornered, he would have to listen to her.


    He just had to.


    Raine’s heart drummed violently against her ribcage and sickness rolled in her stomach as she approached the tight group. A well-dressed older couple, she assumed to be his parents, were laughing and smiling, so proud of their son, and there he was, a shining beacon among them, the center of attention.


    If only she could say the same for herself. Thanks to Camron, her parents had cast her out of their lives, too ashamed of her to look at or speak to her. She was utterly alone, and a selfish, vindictive part of her wanted that for Camron, too. She wanted to take him down a peg, to see the light in his eyes wither and die, just as hers had.


    Stepping into their intimate circle, Raine cleared her throat, doing her best not to back down from the curious looks all aimed in her direction. Camron’s fierce, cold gaze collided with hers and a tremor of fear and doubt dropped like stones in her belly.


    “Camron, dear, is this a friend of yours?” The way his mother said friend, while looking her up and down as if she’d suddenly smelled something foul in the air, confirmed Raine’s knowledge of just how poorly she’d fit into his world little more than a month ago.


    “Not likely,” Cam muttered as he marched up to her. His blue eyes burned into hers as he loomed over her. “What the hell are you doing here? Can’t you see I’m busy?”


    Raine cast an unsure look around the group, her eyes landing on one set in particular she hadn’t noticed before. Jarret was here, and he was staring right at her, curiosity narrowing his eyes and an almost imperceptible frown pulling at his lips. In a dark suit and tie, his black hair tucked behind his ears, he was jaw-dropping amazing to look at.


    Tearing her eyes away, Raine forced herself to focus. “We need to talk.”


    Looking as if he’d like to murder her on the spot, Camron said through gritted teeth, “There’s nothing to talk about.”


    “Just because you say so, doesn’t make it true,” Raine whispered harshly. “Five minutes, Cam. After what you put me through, I think you owe me that much.” She let the silent threat speak for itself. Clearly, he didn’t want anyone in his tight little group to know that they’d dated or what he’d done, so how would he react if she aired all their dirty laundry right there and now? Her guess was not well.


    Camron’s glare was enough to instill fear, but Raine held her ground, refusing to back down. Even though just looking at him made her break out in a cold sweat, she had to be strong and get through this. Finally, he hissed, “Five minutes.” His mother called after him as he marched off.


    “Sorry I interrupted,” Raine apologized to his parents, purposefully avoiding Jarret’s gaze. “This will only take a minute.” She sped off through the crowd, searching for Camron. Spotting him just beyond the students in a quiet corner of the campus, she headed in his direction.


    “You have some nerve,” Camron spat the moment she was within hearing range.


    “I could say the same for you.” Raine’s teeth gnashed together as her anger threatened to burn her up inside. She had to get control of herself. Nothing good would come of them arguing now. “Look, I didn’t come here to fight with you. I just need to say my piece, and then I’ll let you get back to your family.”


    Camron flipped his hand in the air in an impatient bid for her to continue.


    Drawing in a deep breath, Raine steeled herself for the worst while praying for the best. “I’m pregnant.”


    Dead silence met her. Camron’s head drooped down, his hands coming up to hide his face. Raine watched and waited for any reaction—fear, anger, irritation, disbelief. For the longest time, there was no indication that he had even heard her, until he lifted his head.


    A droll smile played on his perfect features, and Raine instantly went on guard. “I should have known you’d play that card. What, you couldn’t keep me, so you thought you would try and trap me?”


    “This isn’t a trap, Cam.”


    Fury burned in his eyes as Camron leapt forward, placing them almost nose to nose. Through bared teeth he said, “Fuck you and fuck your lies.”


    “It’s not a lie!” Angry tears burned the back of her throat as Raine held her ground. It was hard to do, considering the amount of hatred bearing down on her. How could he act this way? Had she ever meant anything to him at all? Of course, she knew the answer to that question, didn’t she? She’d never been more than a play thing to him. The truth was a hard, bitter pill to swallow.


    “Girls like you lie all the time. Everyone knows it. You saw the house and the car and started fantasizing about what your life would be like to be a Moss. You’re just pissed that I dumped you and took that all away.”


    Affronted, Raine reared back. She’d been in love with him, for crying out loud. “Girls like me? I was a virgin before you—you…” The word she was looking for stuck in her throat. She’d never said it out loud, not even to herself. She didn’t want to be that girl.


    “I what?” Camron taunted. “Popped your cherry? Newsflash, sweetheart, it had to happen sometime. Just because you’re having second thoughts now doesn’t mean you get to start throwing around accusations. I don’t even know why you’re complaining. You know you liked it.” He spit on the ground next to her feet, the look on his face filled with irritation. “Go whine to your daddy about your problems, Raine. I don’t have time for this bullshit.”


    She grabbed his arm as he turned to walk away. “Say whatever you want about me, but it’s thanks to you that my parents won’t have anything to do with me. As soon as I told them, they kicked me out.”


    “And I care why?”


    “Are you serious? This is your baby, Cam. Don’t you even care that I’m homeless? That I’ve been living in my car for the last week?” The blank look on his face said everything. Frustrated, she tried a different tactic. “You don’t have to care about me, but don’t you want better for your child?” As much as she hated to admit it, her circumstances were such that she needed him. She needed whatever she could get from Camron if she was going to survive this.


    A cruel smile tipped his lips and Camron stepped up close to her, bending his head down so his mouth grazed her ear as he spoke. “You were nothing more to me than a bet, Raine. Thanks to you, I’m a thousand bucks richer. So, no, I don’t give a shit about you or your kid.” He stepped back, staring her in the eyes as he backed away. “You’re a smart girl. Figure it out yourself.”


    Raine blanched, all the color washing out of her as what was left of her world dropped out from beneath her feet. What was she going to do now? She’d been abandoned by everyone. She was living out of her car. The only thing she had to fall back on was a seven-dollar-an-hour job, without benefits. Desperation clawed at her. “Camron,” she called to him, her voice so weak it barely made it past her lips.


    She watched as Camron returned to his family, his carefree smile back in place. There he was, acting as if she hadn’t just dropped a bomb on his world. He had effectively washed his hands of her, of their child. He wasn’t father material, not by a long shot, but he was damn well going to pay for it. She’d be damned if he just walked away while she struggled to keep her head above water.


    Adjusting her glasses, she squared her shoulders and marched back across the wide, green lawn, her thoughts single-minded. Camron wasn’t getting out of this. If she had to make sacrifices, then so did he.


    Conversation halted and everyone looked at her as she reentered the circle and stood in front of Camron. His blue eyes blazed and his hands fisted at his sides as if he’d like nothing more than to strike her down. What he wanted to do with his hands, she was prepared to do with words.


    “You’re not getting out of this that easy,” she told him.


    “Shut your mouth and walk away,” Camron warned her.


    “Camron,” his mother gasped from behind her.


    “Is something wrong, son?” his father asked, his black eyes darting between them.


    “No, there’s nothing wrong,” Camron assured his parents. To Raine he said, “We’ll talk later.” Turning his focus to an older gentleman standing to his left, he resumed his conversation, but Raine wasn’t taking the brush-off that easily.


    “No, we’ll talk now.”


    Sighing, Camron apologized to the man. Wearing a tight smile, he clasped her elbow and hauled her away from the group. When they were a few feet away, he rounded on her, getting into her face. “I’m done with you, get it. Done! Don’t call me, don’t write me. Don’t even look in my direction. If I see you hanging around again, I’ll have you arrested.”


    “You can’t do that.” But with the kind of money his family had, Raine feared he might.


    “Did you miss who my family is? I can and I will.”


    “I’d like to see you try. Money can’t buy everything,” Raine hissed with false bravado. “I didn’t think it was possible, but you just got uglier. What’s sad is that I’m going to have to live with a constant reminder of your ugliness for the rest of my life.”


    Camron’s answering smile was chilling. “There’s one thing I’m not, and that’s ugly. But if you’re ever curious to find out what ugly really is, take a look in the mirror. A thousand dollars wasn’t worth having to stick my dick in you. That’s something I’ll have to live with for the rest of my life.”


    His hurtful words struck a chord so deep, Raine rocked back on her heels.


    From behind her, someone cleared their throat. Camron’s head snapped up and his smile vanished. “Dad. How long have you been standing there?”


    Raine turned around to find Mr. Moss’s stern frown and hard demeanor focused on them. He was quickly joined by Mrs. Moss and Jarret. “Long enough to ask what the hell is going on here. Drake Cole didn’t come all the way here to be ignored, so you’d better have a good explanation why I had to apologize for my son’s rude behavior.” He gave Raine a pointed look, clearly labeling her as the problem.


    “It’s nothing to worry about,” Camron said coolly. “She was just leaving, weren’t you, Raine?”


    Stuck in the middle, that’s what Raine felt like. Everyone’s eyes were on her. Mr. and Mrs. Moss watched her in a way that made her shift uneasily, as if she were so far beneath them they could hardly be bothered by anything she had to say. And Cam, well, he was itching to be done with her. The only face that felt remotely friendly was Jarret’s. But with his hands stuffed into his pants pockets and those blue eyes identical to Camron’s staring back at her, she was well aware she was an island in the midst of a storm.


    “I think the most important question here is who is this young lady and why is she crying?”


    Raine swiped at her cheek and when her fingers came back moist, she stared at them in confusion. A Kleenex was pushed at her, and she took it from the bony fingers, giving Mrs. Moss a grateful smile as she lifted her glasses and wiped beneath her eyes. As if she needed to add another layer to her embarrassment.


    “Camron?” His father gave him a stern look, demanding he answer his mother’s question.


    “Fine, whatever. Mom, Dad, this is Raine Forester. Raine Forester, these are my parents. Can we go now?”


    “No,” his father barked. Then he turned the whole of his focus on Raine. “Tell me what’s going on between you and my son.”


    Raine looked between the four of them, from Camron’s parent’s questioning gazes, to his fury-filled one, but the only set that really mattered, the only one that gave her any indication of how best to proceed belonged to Jarret, and they were telling her that this wasn’t something that could be swept under a rug. When Mr. Moss demanded answers, he got them.


    Raine pushed her shoulders back and cleared her throat. It was now or never.
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    The cat was out of the bag, so to speak. The moment Raine revealed that she was pregnant, Camron’s mom did the only thing a woman of her wealth and power would be expected to do: she fainted.


    Once the ambulance arrived to make sure she was okay, and Mr. Moss declined a trip to the hospital, they dismissed their guests and told everyone to meet in an hour.


    And that’s how she ended up in one of the most expensive restaurants in town, sitting at a table with four sets of eyes focused like lasers on her, with a buttered lobster on her plate that she was never going to eat. If she hadn’t lost her appetite from the never ending bouts of morning sickness, then being in the mere presence of Camron had certainly taken care of it.


    If Camron hated her before, he damn sure despised her now. She’d held him accountable, and now he couldn’t escape the judging stares and comments spilling out one after another.


    “How could you be so stupid?” That was the fourth time Mr. Moss had spoken those words, and each time Camron flinched.


    Raine would feel bad but… well, she didn’t. He deserved whatever was coming to him.


    “Don’t you know what condoms are? And you, don’t you use birth control?”


    Raine jerked her head up. “I was a virgin,” she breathed, unsure if she should be offended or embarrassed. It wasn’t as if it was her choice.


    “Plenty of women get pregnant the first time,” Mrs. Moss stated, condescension ringing in her voice. She cut into her chicken masala and slid a dime-sized piece between her pale pink lips.


    “That’s all water under the bridge now,” Mr. Moss said as he sawed into his steak. Blood oozed out into a puddle on his plate, making Raine’s stomach turn. “The question now is what are you planning to do about it?” He looked directly at her, one eyebrow raised.


    “I—I’m not sure. Keep it?” She hadn’t meant it to come out as a question. Of course, she planned to keep it. It was her child. The decision had been made the instant the test came back positive, and it was the reason her parents told her to leave. Even without a plan, she’d complied easily, confident in her choice, but when leveled with one of Mr. Moss’s no nonsense looks, she’d temporarily lost her wits.


    Their mother was shaking her head before Raine spoke the last word. “No, that’s not an option. You’re both too young to be raising a child. Camron is going to State in the fall. He can’t be strapped down with a baby. No. Abortion or adoption is the only option I can see here. Although, adoption would be the best decision. What if someone found out we aborted our own grandchild?” She shuddered, as if the very idea of a political backlash was too deplorable to think about.


    “Yes, that would be the best option. People tend to look more favorably on adoption. Camron,” his father asked, “what would you like to see happen here?”


    “I don’t care either way, as long as it’s gone. I’m not dealing with a kid.”


    “Of course not. We’d never expect you to.”


    Raine’s mouth gaped open as they continued to talk about her as if she weren’t even in the room, as if she had no say over what she did with her body.


    “You’ll pay for it, right?” Camron asked his parents.


    “Of course, dear.”


    His mother’s demure smile enraged Raine. “Wait a minute. I never agreed to anything.”


    Mrs. Moss paused, her fork hovering midair. “Of course, you don’t want to raise this child. You’re just a child yourself.”


    “I’m eighteen. A legal adult,” Raine informed her.


    Mrs. Moss’s icy gaze narrowed. “This is about money, isn’t it?” Reaching out, she covered her husband’s hand with hers. “Honey, give her the check.”


    Mr. Moss reached into his breast pocket and slid an envelope across the table before Raine could protest. “I’m sure you’ll find the amount is more than generous.”


    With a shaking hand, Raine picked it up and opened the flap. Inside was a check that held more zeroes than she had ever seen in her life.


    “There’s enough there to take care of the problem, whichever route you choose”—meaning abortion or adoption, Raine noted angrily—“including medical costs and a little extra for the trouble.”


    Raine couldn’t believe their audacity. Paying her off? She didn’t think anyone could ever be as cold or unforgiving as Camron, but she’d just realized where he learned it from. “I don’t want your money,” she stated as calmly as she could manage. If this was what a little financial help came with, no thanks. She’d rather rough it. “All I want is for Camron to be a father to this baby.”


    Beside her, Camron snorted. “Not gonna happen.”


    Across the table, Jarret’s lip curled and he leaned over his dinner plate, saying something to his brother that was too low for Raine to hear, but if the look on his face was any indication, it wasn’t anything good.


    “You can’t be serious,” their mother was saying, her bejeweled hand pressed over her heart. “You’d ruin yours and my son’s life? Is it the money? Is that not enough?” She pointed to the envelope Raine continued to hold in her hands.


    “I already told you, it has nothing to do with money. I don’t want your money,” she said in earnest, pushing the envelope back across the table with a shaky hand.


    “Of course you want the money,” Mrs. Moss snapped. “William, do something.”


    Sighing, Mr. Moss—William—pulled out his wallet and flipped through a thick stack of bills. “How much will it take?”


    “I said I don’t want your money.”


    At the end of the table, Jarret and Camron were engaging in a heated discussion. She caught a couple of curses and some insults to Camron’s intelligence, but with their parents shoving money in her face and questioning her morals, she couldn’t concentrate on what was going on between the brothers.


    “What is it with boys?” Mrs. Moss muttered as she sipped her red wine. “Is it just the excitement? Does sleeping with trash have some benefit I don’t know about?” To Camron she said louder, “Why couldn’t you have dated that one girl. What was her name? Marylyn. Now that was a nice girl. She never would have strapped you down like this. Not like this… this… whore.”


    Jarret’s head snapped up and he turned to his mother. “If anyone at this table is a whore, it’s him,” he said, jerking his chin at Camron.


    “Jarret, don’t talk about your brother that way!”


    “Why not? He’s the one getting girls pregnant. Do you have any idea how many people he’s had sex with?”


    “Dammit, Jarret, this is not the time or place for this conversation,” their father chimed in. “Least of all from you.”


    Raine gathered her purse from the floor. She was not going to sit here and listen to any more of this.


    “It wasn’t my bright idea to discuss family business in a public place,” Jarret retorted.


    “And just where do you think you’re going?” Mrs. Moss’s sharp voice forced Raine back into her seat. “We’re not finished here. Now, what is it going to take to get you to make the smart choice?”


    Every pair of eyes landed on her, and Raine felt her spine stiffen. She refused to be bullied by these people, and she refused to let them decide what she did with her body and her life. Maintaining a stiff upper lip she said defiantly, “I don’t want a penny from any of you.” Standing she looped her purse strap over her shoulder. Looking at each of them, she stopped at Camron.


    “You all act like you’re so perfect, so put together, as if you’re better than everyone else. The only thing that makes you different from me is you have more money to hide behind. Well, let me tell you something. I might be eighteen, I might be a single mother, and I might not have a penny to my name, but the one thing that will always bring a smile to my face is knowing that my child won’t ever have to be around any of you disgraceful people.” Squaring her shoulders, she lifted her chin. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to take my whore ass out of here and find a real dinner.”


    Raine burst out of the restaurant near tears, but filled with pride. She’d just made the second toughest decision in her life by turning down that money, the first being the decision to become a mother. Walking away from that restaurant meant that everything was about to get ten times harder, but at least her conscience was clear.


    A part of her had held out hope that Camron cared about her in some way, however little, and would step up to help her. At the very least, his family would make him do it. He was her last hope, her last resource. Any hope she had of that happening was now shattered. She had nowhere to go, no one to lean on, and no one to help her.


    She was truly alone now.


    The truth of that knowledge slammed her back into reality like a wrecking ball to the face. The fight sucked right out of her as she realized just how much trouble she was in, and her tears fell in earnest as her feet picked up pace until she was sprinting for her car. Once inside, tucked safely behind the wheel, she tore off her glasses and let it all out. Resting her head against the steering wheel, she gave in and had a good cry. She’d held them back this long, but there was no reason to fight it any longer.


    The knock on her window startled her. Jerking her head up, Raine wiped her swollen, wet eyes and peered up at the dark figure standing outside. Everything was a blur, until she slipped her glasses back on. She groaned when she realized who it was. Well, she’d already been humiliated once today. Might as well go for broke. Opening the door, she stepped out of the car and tried to smile but it just wouldn’t come. “Hi, Jarret.”


    “Uh, hey. Raine, right?”


    “Uh, yeah.” Raine looked away, searching for an escape. Standing here with him, talking to him, a month ago would have been amazing, but now he was one of them. He wasn’t her friend. He wasn’t anything but Cam’s brother, a stark reminder of what she’d never had, never would have, and didn’t want.


    “Listen,” Jarret said, licking his lips and looking as uncomfortable as Raine felt. He ruffled his fingers through his shaggy black hair. “What happened in there was… I want to apologize. My family is…” He looked down, words escaping him. More specifically, he stared at her flat stomach, and Raine’s hands covered it reflexively. His expression turned pained. “I’m sorry, but I have to know. Is the kid really Camron’s? Is he the father?”


    Certain she was in for another confrontation Raine said fiercely, “Yes. I wouldn’t lie about that.”


    “No, I never thought you would. I mean, you don’t really strike me as that kind of girl.”


    “Well, your family seems to think I am.”


    “I’m not my family. They said things they shouldn’t have said, things I don’t agree with. I just wanted to make sure that you’re okay. Are you? Okay, I mean.”


    His question and the sincerity behind it caught Raine off guard. She wanted to call him a liar. She wanted to shout at him the way she wished she had shouted at Camron, but when she looked at Jarret, she couldn’t deny that she saw something different in him. Something softer, maybe. But she didn’t really trust her judgment, not after…


    “I’m fine,” she lied, because her ego, or what was left of it, had taken a serious hit in there.


    He nodded, staring down at his shoes as if searching for something more to say. But what was there left to say? He’d already apologized for something that wasn’t his fault, and she’d said everything she had to say. Nothing either of them could do would change the situation.


    Searching the parking lot, she saw Cam and his parents heading their way. Time to clear out.


    “I appreciate what you’re trying to do here, I really do, but I need to go.” She opened her door to get in.


    “Are you living out of your car?” Jarret’s observant crystal blue eyes inspected her interior, noting the garbage bags filled with clothes, shoes scattered on the floorboards, and trash from this morning’s breakfast.


    Pausing with one foot in the door, she sighed. “That’s really none of your business.”


    “It is if you’re carrying my niece or nephew.”


    “Oh, please. Don’t try to pretend like you’re interested in any of my problems,” Raine snapped. “If your own brother couldn’t care less, then why should you?”


    “Like I said, I’m not my family. I’m not my brother. Look, come with me. We’ll talk to my parents. I’ll talk to my parents,” he amended when she gave him a stern frown. “Camron might not want to step up to the plate, but our parents will give you that check. If you need money, take it.”


    Dropping into her seat, Raine closed her eyes, seeing the snooty look his mother gave her, her nose turned in the air as she fingered the pearls around her neck. Yeah, she was sure they’d be eager to help her out, just not the way she wanted them to. “I’m sure you mean well, but you saw the way they treated me back there. I’m not asking them for anything. And I never said I needed it,” she added. “I really need to go now.”


    “Where are you going?”


    That was the million dollar question, wasn’t it? Since she didn’t know how to answer without confirming or denying her plight, she stuck her keys in the ignition and twisted until the engine purred to life. “Maybe I’ll see you around, Jarret.”


    “Wait.” Grabbing her door, Jarret prevented her from closing it. “If you ever need a place to stay, or someone to talk to, whatever, you know where I live.”


    “Thanks, I appreciate it,” Raine returned. Jarret seemed like a nice guy. Too bad she hadn’t met him first.


    “Listen, do you need any money? For food or… a hotel…” He glanced into the backseat again, the muscles in his jaw popping.


    She watched as he pulled out his wallet and began thumbing through a wad of cash. Just like his father. Embarrassment flooded her cheeks anew and she turned the emotion into anger. “I don’t want your money.”


    “Come on,” he said, pushing it at her. It was tempting, but Raine shook her head adamantly. “Take it. I want you to have it.”


    Her empty stomach growled at her, which only heightened her anger—at herself, at the unfairness of the world, at Jarret’s unexpected kindness. “So you can sleep better tonight?” she snarled, ignoring the stunned look on his face. “No, thanks. I won’t be your charity case.”


    “Raine, wait. That’s not what I meant.”


    Desperation digging its claws in deep, Raine knew she had to get out of there before she did something stupid, like accepting his offer. Slamming her door, she glared into her rearview mirror as she backed out of her parking spot and left him standing there. She only looked back once, but it was enough to know that she would never forget the vision of Jarret Moss standing there, wallet in one hand, cash in the other, watching her with the deepest look of pity in his eyes she’d ever seen.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    SIX


    


    


    “Everything looks great, Raine. Just keep doing what you’re doing, and we’ll see you back in a month.” Dr. Sheridan patted her on the shoulder and left the room.


    Stripping out of the oversized paper gown, Raine dressed, scheduled her next appointment, and jumped in her car. The blurry black and white photograph demanded every ounce of her attention as she traveled across town, hardly able to recall if the lights she’d passed through had been green or not.


    It was really happening.


    She couldn’t believe it. Out of all the shitty things that had happened to her over the last few months, this was what it all came down to. Her baby.


    Suddenly, all the struggles, all the heartache, the worry, the depression was worth it. For a brief moment in time, Raine felt happy again.


    Pulling into the Walmart parking lot¸ she took out her wallet and counted her cash—twenty-seven dollars and thirty-eight cents. Government assistance didn’t help much. She still hardly made ends meet, but she was surviving. If she was careful, she could get enough ingredients to have spaghetti dinner tonight and the rest of the week, and still have enough left over to put gas in the car.


    It would be tight, but it was workable.


    At five months pregnant, entering the supermarket was dangerous for her mental health. Raine focused on the aisle she needed and not on all the delicious food that made her mouth water. Even a simple bag of apples was out of her budget. Being poor sucked, but she’d been getting a lot of practice.


    She still didn’t know how this would all work once she added a baby to the mix, but she’d cross that bridge another time.


    Two boxes of dried noodles, four cans of the cheapest sauce she could find, a can of peaches because she’d been craving them like crazy, and a gallon of milk later, Raine was standing in the express lane, carefully keeping her eyes away from the shelves of candy. She wanted chocolate so bad her palms itched.


    Chocolate wasn’t in the budget.


    But she hadn’t had any for so long.


    You can’t afford it.


    The lady in front of her smiled at her as if she knew she were waging an internal battle.


    Biting the inside of her cheek, Raine performed a quick tally of the items in her basket, and decided that sixty-eighty cents was doable. Grabbing a caramel filled candy bar, she tossed it on the belt along with her other items, feeling at once guilty and relieved.


    “Good afternoon.” The middle-aged cashier greeted her with a pleasant smile as she began scanning her items. “Did you find everything you needed today?”


    No. “Yes.” Raine watched the numbers on the screen creep up. Her breathing quickened as she realized she wasn’t going to have enough money for everything. Needing to watch every penny, she allotted fifteen dollars for this trip, and she’d gone over by forty-two cents. To most people, that wouldn’t be a big deal, but, to her, that was forty-two cents less in the gas tank, and she needed every drop to get her to her job and back for the week.


    She considered her options: either a can of sauce or the candy would have to go, because she wasn’t about to give up her peaches. She really didn’t want to give up the candy, but she needed to eat and candy wasn’t technically food.


    “Umm… I need to put the candy bar back,” she said in a small voice.


    The lady gave her a look, as if she just realized what type of person Raine was and the strain of removing an item from her bag was a real chore. Raine lowered her head, on the verge of apologizing, when a familiar voice stopped her.


    “I got that.” Raine looked up to find Jarret standing beside her, his wallet already out.


    Hell, no. She wasn’t about to let him pay for her food. “You don’t have to do that,” she said urgently, putting her hand up and motioning for the cashier to ignore his money.


    “It’s fine. I got it,” he insisted, holding a crisp twenty out.


    Raine tore another dollar from her purse and shoved the sixteen dollars at the lady. Screw it, she’d coast the damn car down every hill to save on gas if she had to. “I don’t need you to pay for my stuff.”


    Jarret gave her an indulgent smile. “I know. I want to.”


    Raine waved her money at the cashier, urging her to take it. “That’s kind of you, but no thanks.”


    Gently pushing her arm away, Jarret handed the cashier his money. Raine fumed as the lady chose his bill over hers, put it in her drawer, and began counting his change. What, suddenly her money wasn’t good enough? Ripping her bag from the spinner, she marched away. Screw him. Screw them all.


    Even as upset as she was, she knew it was only because her pride had taken a hit. Raine hadn’t depended on anyone in over four months. She was a nineteen-year-old woman with a kid on the way with barely two dimes to rub together, but she was making it. She didn’t take handouts.


    Even so, she couldn’t deny that she was relieved. Jarret paying for her bill meant she had a little extra cash to fall back on. She could buy two dinners, and if she got creative, she might even have enough to make up a little birthday cake to celebrate the one she’d missed.


    She was thinking of what kind of frosting she’d put on it, when a hand grasped her arm and spun her around.


    Jarret stood over her in all his dark and brooding glory, a fire building in his light eyes.


    God, those eyes.


    “A thank you would have been nice.”


    “I didn’t ask you to do that,” Raine volleyed back. “I told you no, but did you listen? No.” Just like Camron didn’t listen. The perfect reminder that they were cut from the same cloth.


    Combing his fingers through his hair, Jarret eyed her cautiously. “I was kidding, Raine. I didn’t pay for any other reason than I wanted to. I’m sorry I upset you.”


    Raine looked away, feeling like an ass. “I’m sorry, too. Hormones, you know?” she said, waving at the small bump showing through her too small t-shirt.


    “Oh, sure. Blame it on the kid,” Jarret said with a teasing smile. “How’re you doing, by the way? Everything is good I hope.”


    “Oh, yeah. We’re doing great,” Raine said, petting her belly lovingly. A thought occurred to her, and she reached inside her purse. “I just went to the doctor this morning.” She handed him the sonogram, hoping the small gesture would help smooth things over.


    Jarret studied it, his brows pulling down as he turned it and tipped his head side to side. “Oh, yeah, okay. I see it now.”


    By the look on his face, she could tell he didn’t see a thing. Chuckling, she shifted to his side and leaned over his arm. “There he is.” She pointed to the head and limbs proudly. She realized her mistake right away.


    “So a boy huh?” Jarret asked, returning the photo. “Camron would love that.”


    Raine’s good mood evaporated at the mention of his brother. Tucking the photo back in her purse, she opened her car door and tossed it into the passenger seat. “Look,” she said, her voice hard. “I know he’s your brother, and you probably feel some kind of duty to him, but I’d prefer it if this, today, stayed between you and me. Camron doesn’t want anything to do with this pregnancy, and I’d just as soon not give him any reason to rethink it. He made his choice.”


    Jarret’s heavy brows pulled down, crinkling his forehead. “He made his choice? And what if he changes his mind? Do you plan to keep the kid away from his father?”


    Raine could sense the deterioration of their conversation moving in quickly and knew she was in for a fight. “I don’t expect you to understand, Jarret. He’s your brother and you don’t have all the pieces to the puzzle, and I can guess what you would say if you did.” The confusion on his face was expected, but Raine had no intention of explaining herself. “He walked away, okay? I don’t owe him anything. Least of all access to my child.”


    She moved to get into the car, but Jarret grabbed hold of it, forcing her to remain in place. “That child has a right to know both of his parents. You don’t have the right to keep him from knowing who his father is. If Camron wants to know his kid, you can’t stop him.”


    Raine seethed inside. “I have every right!” she shouted into his face. “Damn you, I have every right. You don’t know what he put me through. You don’t know anything.” Her voice broke, and before she started crying, she swatted his hands away and launched herself into the driver’s seat.


    


    ***


    Jarret stood in disbelief as he watched this girl crumble before him. She could blame it on the hormones, but he knew better. No one broke down like that unless there was something deeper going on.


    He watched as she fumbled with her keys, her hands shaking with the force of her sobs. What the hell was going on with this girl? What did she mean, what Camron put her through? Before he could explore his thoughts further, the engine gave a series of clicks as it struggled to turn over.


    Even as Raine battered the wheel with her little fists and unleashed a cry of frustration, Jarret could hardly contain the sick sense of satisfaction of the opportunity that presented itself.


    Opening the door, Jarret crouched down. He pulled her hands from her face and gripped her chin, urging her to look at him. The sight of her tear-stained cheeks and red, swollen eyes behind a pair of smeared glasses made his chest ache, and he couldn’t resist. He’d never been able to resist a woman’s tears. Grabbing her by the shoulders, Jarret pulled Raine from the seat and into his arms.


    He cradled her against his chest, rocking her gently as he whispered reassurances in her ear. “It’s okay, baby. Everything will be okay.” He didn’t know if he could keep that promise, but at least he had a place to start.


    Standing, he brought her with him, her thin frame stretching out until she stood on her feet. Small hiccups made her breaths jerk from her chest as she tried to regain control of herself. Placing her glasses on top of her head, Jarret cupped her face in his hands, assessed the damage, and then cleaned the smudges of black liner from beneath her eyes with his thumbs.


    Her brown eyes, golden in the mid-afternoon sunlight, held his. “My car broke,” she croaked.


    Chuckling, Jarret embraced her in a firm hug, enjoying the feel of her body pressed against him. “It sounds like the starter.”


    “Is that bad?” she asked, her face buried in his chest, muffling her voice.


    “Nothing I can’t fix.”


    Lifting her head, the pained look in her eyes spoke for her. “I don’t have any money to fix it. I had just enough for gas.” Her chin quivered and Jarret pressed a kiss to her forehead.


    “You let me worry about that. For now, get what you need out of the car and I’ll take you home.”


    After a moment’s hesitation, she put her glasses back on, spun around, and gathered her things. Once she was ready, Jarret took one look at her flushed face, fresh with emotion, and slung an arm around her shoulders. As he led her toward his SUV, he tried his best to ignore the warmth of her skin burning through his clothes, how right it felt to have her at his side.


    Falling for his brother’s ex-girlfriend was wrong on so many levels… but what if he did?


    Even as the warning bells rang in his head, urging him to keep his distance, Jarret helped her into the passenger side, and when he spotted that soft, alluring smile on her gracefully pouted lips, he knew he wouldn’t listen.


    Was he really considering going for it? Damn him to hell and back, he was.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    SEVEN


    


    


    Raine cringed as they pulled up to her apartment complex. Never before had she been embarrassed by where she lived, too relieved to have an actual roof over her head to worry about what it looked like or where it was located. Anything was better than living in a car, which she’d done for far too long. But sitting next to Jarret, knowing the kind of wealth he came from made her see it through fresh eyes.


    Dozens of apartments joined together to form a U-shape of decaying white boxes decorated with dingy grass green shutters. The grass itself was sunburned brown, crispy with death, and littered with broken toys. The low thump of heavy bass could be heard through several closed doors, as well as a domestic squabble she’d long grown used to hearing throughout all hours of the day and night.


    From his profile, Raine could see Jarret’s eyes narrowed, his jaw set, and his fingers gripping the wheel until his knuckles turned white. “You live here?” His voice was low, holding a dangerous edge.


    Raine dropped her gaze to her lap. Would the embarrassment never end? “It’s what I can afford,” she said meekly.


    Making a huffing sound in the back of his throat, he spared her his commentary, but she heard it all the same. He didn’t approve of her living conditions. Hell, now that she was viewing it through his eyes, she didn’t approve either. But what choice did she have? Government housing didn’t exactly come at a premium.


    “Thank you for the ride,” Raine told him, reaching for the door handle.


    At that moment, the couple who had been fighting erupted from their apartment. A wiry lady with sunken cheekbones and dark, scraggly hair tumbled to her knees as she tripped over her own feet onto the dried lawn. Behind her, a man in similar condition followed, shouting obscenities. Raine watched in horror as the couple tangled together, trading punches and screaming like lunatics.


    Jarret was out of the car before she saw him move and was across the yard just as fast. Ripping the man away from the woman was no effort at all—the guy probably weighed a hundred pounds soaking wet. Raine watched nervously as Jarret shook the man, his face mere inches away from his as he yelled at him. This man, Raine thought as she watched Jarret in action, was something to admire. She got the feeling that he was the kind of guy who stuck up for those who couldn’t stand up for themselves. He had heart—and it was beautiful.


    Raine’s breath sucked in as the woman who’d fallen to the ground moments before leaped to her feet and launched herself onto Jarret’s back. Dropping her boyfriend… husband… whatever he was, Jarret reached over his shoulder and yanked her off him. The woman flung her arms wildly, trying to hit him, and Jarret held her back easily. Until the other guy decided to even the odds.


    Raine jumped out of the car without a second thought and rushed into the fray. Jarret was struggling with the wild woman, while the guy tried to strangle Jarret from behind. Grabbing a fistful of the woman’s hair, Raine wrenched her head back, eliciting a shrill scream of surprise.


    While Jarret focused his energy on subduing the man, she took care of the woman, throwing her to the ground. Sprawled on her back, the woman appeared stunned before rolling back onto her feet. She was preparing to spring back at her when the sound of police sirens approached.


    Giving her a dirty look, the woman collected her boyfriend and darted back into their apartment.


    “Are you okay?” Breathing heavily from the adrenaline rush, Raine looked Jarret over, seeing a few scuffs of dirt on his clothes, but no obvious damage. “I’m sorry that happened,” she apologized. She wanted to lie and tell him that this kind of thing never happened, that the whole scene was a fluke, but it did happen—more often than she wanted to admit.


    “Don’t.” The hard tone of his voice made her flinch, and she was surprised to find his furious glare directed at her. “Which one is yours?” She pointed to the apartment directly behind her, and he marched forward, grabbing her by the elbow and steering her toward it.


    Inside, Raine paused to catch her breath, her heart pounding in her chest as Jarret strode into the kitchen, his heavy footfalls like claps of thunder that filled her with worry, and the slamming of cabinet doors adding slivers of fear. “Where do you keep the garbage bags?”


    “Under the sink,” she called back, twisting her fingers together nervously. He emerged a moment later with the opened box and ripped several free, thrusting them at her.


    “You have five minutes. Pack what you need. Leave the rest.”


    Raine blinked several times before his meaning set in. “Jarret, I’m not leaving. This is my home.” She was backed against the closed front door in a heartbeat, Jarret’s body pinning her in place.


    “What the fuck were you thinking, jumping into the fight like that?”


    A tremor ran through her as Raine looked into his hard, pale blue eyes. “They were a-attacking you,” she stammered. Feeling cornered, she placed her hands against his chest, holding him away. Raw power rippled through the hard muscles hidden beneath his shirt and she knew that there would be nothing she could do if he decided to get violent with her.


    “I was handling it,” he growled. “You’re pregnant, Raine. What if that crazy bitch had hit you in the stomach. Did you ever think of that?”


    She hadn’t. She’d seen Jarret in trouble and she’d reacted. Shame washed over her as the reality that she’d just placed her baby in danger hit her. She swallowed hard, fighting back a rush of tears.


    “Your job is to protect that kid,” Jarret snapped, his eyes level with hers. He was so angry with her, that it caused a lump to form in Raine’s throat. “Now go pack your things. You’re not staying in this shithole another second.” Shoving away from the door, Jarret crossed his arms over his chest and stared her down, challenging her to disobey him.


    With the foul mood he was in, Raine had no intentions of crossing him.


    Clutching the bags to her chest, Raine took a shuddering breath and headed for the bedroom. As she crossed through the doorway, she paused. “Jarret?”


    “Yeah.”


    Looking down, she smoothed a hand over her rounded abdomen, feeling a tiny flutter in response. “I’m sorry.” She didn’t know whether the apology was meant for him, or the baby. Maybe both. No, definitely both. She’d been stupid to jump into that fight, and Jarret was right to be upset with her. If her actions had hurt her baby, she wouldn’t be able to live with herself.


    His voice gruff, Jarret said, “Four minutes, then we’re outta here.”


    


    ***


    She’d never packed so fast in her life. Being poor hadn’t afforded Raine many material possessions, but she was still surprised when she’d been able to fit everything she owned into three large garbage bags.


    Refusing to let her help, Jarret carried them all inside and set them on the floor of her new bedroom.


    He’d given her the largest of the rooms located at the front of the house. The gold tones weren’t what she would have chosen had she decorated it, but Raine wasn’t about to complain. It had an enormous bed, luxury linens, a massive television, a walk-in closet that would look empty even after she hung up all her clothes, and an en suite with a Jacuzzi tub. Compared to her apartment, this was pure luxury.


    “Are you sure you want me to stay here?” she asked for the tenth time since Jarret tossed her bags into the backseat of his SUV. This really was too much. Far more than she could have hoped or asked for since leaving her parents.


    Standing in the doorway, Jarret smirked. “If you try to leave, I’ll chain you to the bed.”


    “I guess that answers the question, then,” Raine laughed.


    “Are you hungry?”


    “No, I’m fine,” she said. He’d already given her too much and she was used to looking out for herself. To have someone like Jarret step in and take control felt, not wrong, but strange. Feeding her would just add to the weirdness, but despite her denial, her body had other ideas. Her stomach chose that moment to wake up and snarl. “Well, maybe a little.”


    “Settle in, and I’ll put something together.”


    After he left the room, Raine took a look around in wonderment. The room screamed money. Hell, who was she kidding? The entire property screamed money. She had to remind herself that this was only temporary. She couldn’t allow herself to get too comfortable. It would make it that much harder when it came time for her to return home where wealth and comfort didn’t exist.


    With a resigned sigh, she hefted the garbage bags and waddled them over, one by one, to the closet where she dumped them inside. She refused to hang up her clothes, refused to give in to the illusion of belonging here, in Jarret’s home.


    Closing the door, she made her way back downstairs.


    Jarret stood at the kitchen counter with the makings of sandwiches spread out around him. Music played from an iPod dock near the sink, and she smiled as she watched him bob his head and mouth the words to Yellowcard’s “Ocean Avenue.”


    Leaning her shoulder into the doorjamb, she tried to stay invisible while she enjoyed the show he put on. Jarret’s hands moved competently as he stacked meat and cheese onto the slices of bread and covered them with mustard in the shape of smiley faces. She couldn’t help her own smile as she observed him. Jarret was huge compared to her, all wide shoulders, thick build and hard attitude. But seeing him like this, so carefree, made him somehow more approachable.


    As he returned the items to the fridge, she ventured into the kitchen, biting her lip in amusement as the song changed to Hawthorn Heights’ “Ohio Is for Lovers” and his hips did a shimmy, shake deal.


    He’s too damn cute.


    “Holy shit!” Jarret’s hand flew to his chest, covering his heart when he turned to find her standing there on the opposite side of the counter. A grin split across her face, and his eyes narrowed in suspicion. “How long have you been standing there?” he asked as he walked over and turned the music down.


    She looked up at the ceiling, pretending to think. “Oh, somewhere around Yellowcard.”


    His eyes squeezed closed briefly and he shook his head, realizing how much she had witnessed. “Oh, Godddddd,” he moaned.


    Raine’s smile widened until her cheeks ached. “I have to say, Jarett, I didn’t know you were a dancer.” His blue eyes glinted in warning as she picked up her sandwich and lifted one corner to peek inside. Turkey and cheddar. “You’ll have to show me how you do that wiggly hip thing.”


    “I’m going to regret bringing you here, aren’t I?”


    Fluttering her eyelashes, Raine bit into her sandwich and closed her eyes at the delicious flavors. Just one more thing to add to the list of things she’d been missing out on. “Keep making me lunches like this, and I promise your secret is safe with me.”


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    EIGHT


    


    


    Raine’s car occupied the single space where his SUV normally sat in the garage, looking like a sparkling lump of useless silver metal and leaking oil onto the pristine concrete beneath it.


    Jarret had it towed in less than an hour ago, right after forcing the keys to his SUV into Raine’s hand and all but shoving her out the door so she’d make it to work on time. The girl didn’t know how to accept help. She resisted him at every turn, wanting to do everything herself, as if she had something to prove. He thought about earlier that morning, when he’d found her scaling the kitchen counter in order to reach a bowl to dump a can of peaches in. Apparently, it was her favorite meal. She’d scowled at him when he lifted her away and set her on her feet, handing her one with ease.


    Even now, the memory brought a smile to his lips.


    Maybe she did have something to prove, he conceded. What kind of parents kicked their pregnant daughter to the curb? Well, as long as she was under his roof, he was damned sure going to make sure she had all her needs met, and if she refused to accept what he had to offer? Well, he could out stubborn a mule every day of the week.


    “Playing grease monkey again, I see.” Jarret’s head jerked up and his brows furrowed at seeing his brother’s approach. Camron looked the car over, his mind working hard behind those blue eyes. “Isn’t this Raine’s car?”


    Wiping his grease-stained hands on a rag, Jarret folded his arms over his chest, bracing for an altercation. Two brothers, one girl. Sounded like the makings of a romance novel if you asked him. “It stopped running,” he told him, figuring there was no point lying. “I told her I would take a look at it.”


    Joining him, Camron peered into the open hood, careful to maintain a safe distance so he wouldn’t dirty his crisp white polo. “What’s wrong with it?”


    “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. I just pulled it in, so I haven’t had much time to look it over.” He pointed to the ground beneath the car. “The oil plug is shot to shit, but that’s as far as I got. Figure I’ll start with that and work up from there.” Without the car running, and lacking the proper equipment, it was going to be a bit of trial and error until he got the thing running again, then the real fun could begin. Jarret loved working on cars—loved getting his hands dirty—something his pristine family had never understood.


    “Why didn’t you just have it dropped off at the garage?” Camron asked predictably, turning and leading the way into the kitchen. Digging in the fridge, he brought out two cans of diet soda and handed Jarret one.


    Because then he would have had to fix it right away. This way, he could take as much time as he wanted. But did Camron need to know that? Hell, no. Jarret shrugged. “Side project,” he said evasively, then took a healthy drink from the can, draining half its contents.


    Camron gave him a knowing look. “You trying to hit that, bro? I didn’t know you were into sloppy seconds.”


    Jarret bristled. “It’s not like that, and you need to watch your mouth. Have some respect for the mother of your kid.”


    Camron swallowed hard and pointed at him. “Alleged. And you can deny it all you want, but I’ve seen the way you look at her. It’s cool, bro,” he said as he crossed the room and dropped his now empty can into the trash. “You want to tap that, go for it. Maybe she’s into doing brothers.”


    Jarret’s vision mottled with red and he slammed his can onto the counter. Pop leaped from the open top and splattered over his hand and the surrounding granite. He didn’t even know why he was so angry, but he wasn’t in the mood to question it. “Damn it, Cam. How about a little decency. What did the girl ever do to you?”


    “What did she do to me?” Camron asked incredulously. “Let’s see. Aside from public humiliation and entrapment, I’d say accusing me of stealing her virginity is pretty damn reprehensible.”


    Jarret’s head jerked back in surprise. He couldn’t have heard that right. “What do you mean, accused you of stealing her virginity? Are you talking about rape? Did you rape her, Cam?”


    Camron’s eyes shuttered. “Hell. No. You weren’t there, bro. She was all over me. Yeah, I was her first, but she wasn’t complaining until she realized that I wasn’t coming back for seconds.” He took a seat at the bar, resting his elbows on the counter. “You know how girls are. She wanted more, and she got mad when she realized that I didn’t. She turned all fatal attraction on me after that. When I didn’t return any of her calls and avoided her at school, she showed up with the pregnancy thing.”


    Jarret’s head swirled, trying to make sense of this new information. Camron was his brother, and he couldn’t imagine him forcing himself on anyone. Not the guy who had girls falling at his feet at every turn. But he also had a hard time seeing Raine as some irrational, delusional person who would try to trap a guy because he didn’t return her affections. If anything, she struck him as a strong, independent type hell bent on carving her own path through life, even at her own peril.


    The truth lay somewhere between the two, but Jarret wouldn’t know what that was until he had a sit-down with Raine and heard her side of the story. Unsure what to say next, Jarret stared at his hands fisted in front of him. Thankfully, Camron’s phone buzzed and saved him the effort.


    “It’s Mom,” Camron said as he typed a reply. “She wants to know if you’ll be coming to dinner this weekend.” His gaze swept up to meet Jarret’s and a blonde brow arched up.


    “I don’t know…” Jarret hedged. Family dinners were a stuffy affair filled with prying questions and disapproving looks. He loved his parents, but he’d rather have a root canal than spend an hour at the dinner table with them.


    “You blew it off last month,” Camron reminded him. “If you do it again, Dad will have a fit and Mom will get another one of her headaches. You’d seriously leave your little brother to deal with that craziness alone?”


    Jarret’s head fell back on his shoulders and he stared up at the ceiling. “Always gotta play the little brother card.” He sighed. “Fine. You play dirty, but fine. Tell her I’ll be there.”


    Camron’s fingers danced over the screen once more, and then he tucked the phone away. Standing, he clapped Jarret on the back. “Thanks, bro. I owe you.”


    “Right. Mom and Dad won’t even know I exist,” Jarret insisted. “Not with their golden child sitting across from them.” Jarret may have been the first born, but Camron was the prized son. He did everything that was expected of him, following the path laid out before him without pause. Jarret was the black sheep in everything from his career choice to the hair on his head, and they never let him forget it.


    “You act like they don’t love you or something.” Camron shot him a pitying look.


    “Mom does, but the jury is still out on Dad,” Jarret muttered. Glancing at the clock, a jolt went through him when he saw the time. It was almost five o’clock and Raine said she was off at four. She would be back any minute. What would she do if she walked in to find Camron still there? Moreover, what would Camron do?


    The answer to that was easy. The Camron he’d seen at the graduation and again at the restaurant—the one he hardly recognized—would come out again. The last thing Jarret wanted to do was play referee or spend the rest of the night trying to soothe hurt feelings.


    He already wanted to touch Raine far more than was healthy. The night they first met, he’d been instantly attracted to her. If she hadn’t crossed his boundaries of personal space that night, pushing his panic button and setting him off kilter, he knew he would have kissed her—at the very least.


    But then he’d found out she was Camron’s. That still hadn’t stopped him from wanting her, but Camron’s ties to her were enough reason for him to maintain a modicum of distance, and he thought he could do it. But now that he’d given him the green light?


    Resistance would be damn near impossible.


    It wasn’t as if he planned to seduce her, but the thought was far more tempting than ever before. Already his lips tingled in anticipation of what it would be like to kiss her. Would she be soft and sweet, or aggressive?


    Sweet, he decided. Everything about Raine was sweet, from her soft, silky hair to the gentle tone of her voice and, hell, even the way she smiled screamed gentle. But if Camron was still around when she got back, it would ruin everything.


    “I hate to rush you,” Jarret started, giving Camron an apologetic look.


    “No, it’s cool. I’m headed out anyway. Just make sure you’re on time to dinner Saturday. You know how Mom is—”


    “I’m home!” Raine’s voice froze them both in place, followed by the thump of the front door closing.


    “Dude, you really need to remember how to lock your doors.”


    Jarret’s expression pinched. “She has a key.”


    Camron’s head whipped around, his blue eyes wide. “A key?”


    Scrubbing his hand down his face, Jarret sighed. “It’s complicated, Cam.” He didn’t get to say any more before Raine appeared in the doorway.


    “Sorry I’m late. I hope I didn’t hold you up if you had any plans, but I made a pit stop and found the cutest—” Her words broke off and she stopped in her tracks when she lifted her head from the plastic bag and caught sight of Camron standing there, his hands planted on his hips, his hardened gazed focused like a laser on her. “I... I…” Raine stuttered for a moment, before drawing in a deep breath and recovering herself. “I didn’t realize you had company. I’ll just head up to my room and put these away.”


    She was gone in an instant, but it was enough time for Jarret to catch the fear in her eyes when she looked into Camron’s, and Jarret wasn’t sure whether to attribute it to fear of the lies Camron claimed she’d spoken, or fear of him specifically for what he claimed he hadn’t done.


    “What the fuck, man. You moved her in?” Camron’s voice was shrill and piercing to his ears, and Jarret winced.


    “Just cool it, man.”


    “Do Mom and Dad know about this?”


    “No, and it’s none of their fucking business,” Jarret growled. Just because they bought the house didn’t change the fact that it was his. Hell, the title was in his name, but that didn’t stop them from thinking they still owned the place.


    “Oh, I think they might want to know that their son moved a whore into their home.”


    Jarret was in his face before either of them could blink. “This is my home. I say who lives here and who doesn’t, and it’s no one else’s goddamn business.”


    A flicker of shock and fear flashed in Camron’s eyes before he stepped back, sizing Jarret up. A slow smile crept across his face, revealing a full set of shiny, perfectly even, bleached white teeth. “Shit, she already got to you, didn’t she? I was right, wasn’t I? You played right into her game.” He chuckled. “I guess she figured if she was going to tap one brother, she might as well tap the other.”


    Jarret heard a tiny gasp, and looked over his shoulder to see Raine watching from the base of the stairs. Her hand covered her mouth, her eyes glistening. As he watched, she fell back against the wall and her knees gave out as she slid down to the floor.


    An instant bolt of protectiveness came over him. “Watch it,” Jarret warned his brother, his hands balling into fists at his side. As far as threats went, his wasn’t a very good one, but this was his brother. He’d never approved of his behavior, but he’d always turned a blind eye, choosing their relationship over drama. But now… He just couldn’t stand by and let him talk about Raine like that, especially when she was right there to hear it.


    “No, you watch it,” Camron shot back. “Take it from someone who knows. You turn your back, and before you know it, she’ll be pinning her bastard on you. Let me save you the trouble of wondering. She was a lousy lay and not worth…”


    Jarret’s fist was flying before he knew he’d made the decision. The hit landed square in the middle of Camron’s face, and Jarret was pretty sure he’d felt bone crack.


    “Son of a bitch—you broke my nose!” Camron shouted, cupping his hands over his nose as blood leaked between his fingers.


    He’d guess that Saturday dinner was off now. Punching his kid brother in the face was something that his parents would certainly take offense to, and he’d likely be banned from the dinner table until, at least, the next month came around. He’d consider it a reprieve.


    Snatching Camron up by the front of his shirt, Jarret ignored the mess he was making all over his kitchen floor. “You will not, I repeat, not talk to the woman who is carrying my niece or nephew like that again, you hear me? Now get the fuck out of my house before I kick your ass.” Shoving him away, Jarret stood stock still, absorbing Camron’s hatred-filled look like a shot to the heart, and watched as his brother turned and fled through the open garage door. He didn’t move from his spot until he heard the sound of Camron’s car peeling away, and then he rushed to Raine’s side, dropping down onto the cold tiles and wrapping his arms around her.


    She surprised him, turning into his embrace and burying her face in his chest. A sob tore loose, ripping his heart out in the process. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered into her hair as he rocked her back and forth in his arms. “You didn’t deserve any of that.”


    “Take me home,” Raine said brokenly. “I don’t belong here. Just take me home.”


    Some raw emotion he couldn’t name lanced through him, making Jarret suck in air. “This is your home now.”


    Lifting her face from his chest, Raine’s bloodshot, watery eyes peered into his. “No, it’s not, and I want to go home.”


    “I don’t want to take you home, Raine. Stay and I’ll take care of you.”


    Her gaze flitted away, and Jarret could feel that he was losing her. He had to say something that would make her want to stick around, but what?


    “Jarret…”


    “Until the car is fixed.” Raine looked up at him, a question in her eyes. “Stay until the car is fixed, and then if you still want to go, I won’t stop you.” But he was going to make it harder than hell for her to want to leave.


    Biting her bottom lip, she weighed his words. Finally, after too much time had passed and Jarret was on the verge of begging, she nodded. “Okay.”


    Relief flooded him. “You’ll stay?”


    “I’ll stay.” She smiled, and it was the most radiant, sexy smile Jarret had ever seen. It made him want to kiss her, but instead, he released her.


    Climbing to his feet, Jarret held out his hands. “I think this calls for ice cream.”


    “With sprinkles?”


    “It wouldn’t be ice cream without them.”


    Grinning, Raine slipped her hands into his and he pulled her to her feet. “You certainly know the way to girl’s heart.”


    No, but he aimed to find out.
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    Waking in a bed surrounded by fluffy down and bathing in a tub big enough for three was a dream Raine didn’t mind never waking up from. A week had passed since Jarret talked her into staying, and in that time he’d been a pretty fantastic roommate.


    Jarret had taken her shopping a few times, and despite her refusal to purchase anything, he’d forced items on her. He’d bought so many outfits and diapers for the baby that she didn’t know where she’d put it all once she returned home. Not only that, but he’d snuck in a few items she’d admired along the way, and now she had a few new outfits that fit her expanding waistline and would get her through the week.


    It was a relief to have his help, but it made her feel awkward at the same time. Accepting help had never been her strong suit, but it was even harder now that she was forced to find her own way in the world. Jarret’s insistence on helping her wasn’t something she was used to, but she was grateful for it.


    Living with Jarret was like a vacation from reality. Returning to the real world was going to be a shock, but she planned to spend her time absorbing every little detail of this experience so when she did go back, she’d have fond memories to look back on. She’d be able to say, “I had that once.” It didn’t matter if it was a fantasy. Sometimes a person didn’t have anything else to make the dark days brighter.


    Draping a fluffy white robe over her shoulders, Raine left the bedroom in search of something to eat. Despite her continued struggle with morning sickness, she was constantly hungry. Noting her increased appetite, Jarret made sure to keep the kitchen fully stocked with more food than she had seen in months, taking special care to keep the pantry and refrigerator well stocked with her favorite peaches, which prompted his new nickname for her: Peach. He really was a great guy, she thought to herself as she stopped to peek into the second bedroom closest to hers.


    That was another thing Jarret insisted on. He was redecorating. Creating a space for the baby. Already painters had come in to put a fresh coat of sunny yellow over the walls, and all the furniture had been removed to make way for a crib and dresser.


    Raine tried to explain once more that she wouldn’t be there to enjoy making use of it, but Jarret just gave her a little smile, as if he thought she was cute to think that. He’d explained to her that he planned to change her mind, but if it came down to it and she left, the room would still be there for his niece or nephew to use.


    How could she deny him that?


    At the bottom of the stairs, Raine’s bare feet padded lightly across the cool tile. She admired the artwork, all colorful swirls twisting and turning in opposing directions and returning to tangle together in wondrous fashion, wondering if any of them had been painted by Jarret. Most likely not, she decided, considering his reaction when she’d peeked at one of his paintings the first time they met.


    Embarrassment colored her cheeks at the memory, and she moved on.


    Jarret was a private person. The biggest detail she had learned about him so far—aside from him being the most generous and attentive person she’d ever met—was that he was an early riser. He explained that he liked to get moving and knock out the day’s responsibilities so he could spend the evening doing whatever he wanted.


    He pulled part-time hours at a garage working on cars, which she thought was an unusual job choice, considering his parents’ affluence and presence in the community. Even Camron was reaching for loftier goals. But Jarret struck her as a person who enjoyed working with his hands, and while he hid his art on the third floor of his home, he displayed it to the world in the work he performed on people’s cars.


    At the rate he was going with her car, however, it’d be classified as an antique by the time he finished with it. If Raine didn’t know any better, she might think that he was dragging out the repairs so she would have to stay longer.


    She’d never admit it to him, but she was relieved. The thought of returning to her apartment was growing more and more distasteful with each day she spent under his roof. How could she raise a child in a home where addicts and violent criminals surrounded them when she had the choice to stay someplace safe and warm and comfortable?


    Shaking off the dangerous line of thinking, Raine entered the kitchen. There was half a cheesecake left over from last night’s dinner with her name on it.


    Pulling it down from the top shelf of the fridge, she carried the entire box over to the counter, poured a glass of milk, and grabbed a fork before sitting down to eat. “Oh my God,” she moaned as the first bite hit her tongue, her eyes rolling back in ecstasy. Never had she enjoyed a more luscious breakfast. Digging in, she’d eaten the equivalent of two whole slices before she told herself she needed to slow down.


    Pregnancy and stuffed bellies didn’t always mix. Not if she planned to keep it down. Sipping her milk, she gasped when she felt the baby stir.


    She’d felt tiny flutters before, some subtle shifting, but never anything this pronounced. Setting her glass down, Raine tore open the robe, uncaring that she was completely nude underneath. She probed her stomach with excited fingers. “Is that you in there?” she asked, her lips twitching into a hopeful smile. There was a rapid double tap beneath her fingertips and Raine erupted into surprised laughter.


    A strangled sound cut off her excitement, and when Raine lifted her head, she screamed. “Jarret!” Yanking the sides of the robe closed, she gripped the collar around her neck with trembling hands.


    Infinite blue eyes burned as Jarret took her in, his gaze so intent Raine felt stripped bare despite the soft material she held snug against her body. “The last time a woman cried my name like that,” he said, his voice low and husky, “she was naked and writhing in my bed.”


    Raine’s jaw dropped and her heart hammered in her chest at the mental image. “Wow, um…”


    Blinking, as if he just realized what he’d said and wanted to stick his head in the oven, Jarret quickly apologized. “I’m sorry, Raine. I don’t know why I said that. You surprised me,” he rambled. “I got off early and the last thing I expected was to come in and see your tits hanging out and—shit, sorry. Oh, fuck.” Raking his hands through his disheveled hair, Jarret’s expression turned pained. “I’m sorry. It’s been a long day. I’m going to go shower and if I’m lucky, maybe I’ll drown.”


    Stunned, Raine sat silently, watching Jarret’s retreating figure as he rushed from the room and up the stairs. A moment later, she heard the low whine of the pipes overhead as he started the shower.


    Well, that was awkward.


    


    ***


    He’d taken two showers and was working on the third, aiming the frigid water directly on his cock. The bastard got hard every time he laid eyes on Raine, but after seeing her tits—full, round globes of silky flesh that tightened every muscle in his body to painful heights—it refused to go down.


    No girl had ever gotten him so hard with so little motivation.


    He’d been at work all morning, repairing a cracked bumper on a minivan. According to his schedule, he was supposed to be on the clock another few hours, but he just didn’t have it in him today.


    Thanks to the dreams dogging him every night for the past week, his mind was filled with pictures of Raine. All kinds of dirty, inappropriate thoughts, like what would she taste like if he licked her between her thighs? What would she sound like in the throes of an orgasm? The sound of his name, high and keening, when he walked into the kitchen and caught her by surprise had him hard all over again.


    If she knew the kind of thoughts that ran through his head every time he looked at her, no doubt it would get him slapped in the face. Or worse. He needed to come home for another Raine fix.


    She was becoming an addiction. One that he needed to kick before it spun out of control, but he just couldn’t seem to help himself.


    Imagine his shock when he’d walked through the door, expecting… well, he didn’t know what he was expecting exactly, but it wasn’t that.


    What the hell was she doing, sitting in the middle of the kitchen with her robe gaping open? Was it on purpose? Did she hear him pull in and decide to give him an eyeful?


    Camron’s warning rose up in his head, giving him pause.


    Could Raine really be the kind of girl his brother claimed she was? Was she playing him?


    The thought angered him. He wasn’t someone to be played, and he’d be damned if he walked blindly into a trap. If she was up to something, he planned to get to the bottom of it.


    Shutting off the water, Jarret snapped the towel off the rack and wrapped it around his waist. His focus was no longer on what he couldn’t have, but what he would have. If Raine was playing, then she was about to get beat at her own game.


    He found her in the kitchen in the exact spot he’d left her. She had her head bent down and her hands in her lap. Hearing him approach, she jerked her head up, her brows furrowing as he marched toward her. Her eyes skated over him, taking in the towel tied around his hips and the water still clinging to his skin.


    It was a quick appraisal that filled those brown eyes of hers with heat and him with satisfaction.


    She likes what she sees, does she?


    “Why are you here, really?” he asked, his tone brooking no argument. He wanted answers, and he was going to get them.


    “What?” Confusion laced her tone, adding to the air of innocence that clung to her, but it could just be another layer to her game. “You brought me here. You made me come.”


    “Not yet I haven’t.” His eyes narrowed as he stopped in front of her, her knees pressing into the fronts of his thighs. Looking uncomfortable, she tried to scoot back, but he refused to give her an inch. Leaning over her, Jarret held her gaze captive. “You argued about living with me. An hour ago, you asked me to take you home. I’m wondering why you don’t fight harder. If you really didn’t want to be here, you wouldn’t be. So, I’ll ask you again, why are you really here?”


    Lips parting, Raine choked on her words. “I…don’t know what to say,” she said finally.


    “How about the truth.”


    She studied him for one long, silent moment. “No one’s ever helped me before. I don’t know how to take it, but I…” She looked away briefly, and when her eyes came back to his, they were wide and pleading. “I need it. And I like being with you.” Those last words were spoken in a whisper, almost as if she didn’t want him to hear them.


    But he did.


    And they gave him so much pleasure, he couldn’t help himself. Despite their connection to each other, he’d made up his mind. Not allowing himself time to think, Jarret grabbed ahold of her face and kissed her.
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    He’s kissing me.


    Raine’s thoughts were a swirl of sensation and emotion, all threatening to consume her. Jarret was kissing her. The act was so sudden, so unexpected, it wrenched a startled moan of pleasure from somewhere deep inside. Unbidden, her body leaned into his, and her fingers dug into the hard flesh of his solid triceps.


    The man was built.


    She knew Jarret must take good care of himself just by the perfect way in which his clothes hugged his body, as if they wanted to get closer and never let him go. Pretty much what she suspected most girls felt like when they set eyes on him.


    Then he’d come down the stairs soaking wet from his shower and wrapped only in a towel, and he’d blown whatever lame ass fantasy she might have had about him right out the window.


    Jarret was absolute perfection. He was all honed muscle that a man his age shouldn’t be able to have, and that only came with years of hard work and dedication.


    Not that she was an expert in bodybuilding, but she’d seen the kind of constant, strenuous activity Camron and his teammates performed in order to get and stay in shape for the season.


    Having her hands wrapped around all that muscle made her stomach flutter, and when Jarret tilted her head to the side and deepened the kiss, her legs threatened to give out. It was a good thing she was already sitting down.


    Snaking one arm around her, Jarret crushed Raine against his chest. His other hand still cupping her face moved to the back of her head, closing in a fist around her hair, and held her tight as he plunged his tongue inside her mouth.


    Holy crap, the man could kiss, too.


    Raine wasn’t new to kissing. Camron had taught her much, but Jarret’s mouth felt like a once-in-a-lifetime experience. Good Lord, she hoped it wasn’t.


    His lips were a contradiction—soft but firm, hard but forgiving, demanding but cautious. The longer it went on, the more her body craved. Raine let out a whimper as he nipped her bottom lip with his teeth, and gripped him tighter, wanting more, wanting everything.


    He’d turned something on inside of her, like a switch. Something she didn’t know she wanted, but now had to have. Desperately.


    Instead of giving her body what it craved, Jarret pulled away. Her head still spinning from the amazing kiss, Raine fell forward. Grabbing her shoulders, Jarret steadied her.


    His lips glistened from her kiss, and Raine couldn’t seem to take her eyes off them. Never taking his eyes from hers, Jarret wiped his lips dry with his fingertips. Taking a deep breath, he motioned to the living room.


    “I’m going to get dressed then order a movie.”


    The abrupt change of behavior, so closed off now, caught Raine off guard, and she frowned. He’d just kissed her like she was his next breath, and he was acting like nothing had happened. A shiver of disappointment ran down her spine, but Raine couldn’t just let him walk away. If he did, she’d lose the only friend and ally she had. “Can I come?”


    Already walking away, he shrugged. “Suit yourself.”


    


    ***


    She didn’t know what movie was playing. After following him into the living room, Jarret had waited for her to sit down on the couch before taking the chair.


    On the opposite side of the room.


    He didn’t have to tell her that he regretted kissing her. The distance, the utter silence and refusal to so much as glance in her direction, was a dead giveaway that he thought it was a giant mistake.


    Maybe he was right. She was pregnant with his brother’s child. If that didn’t scream daytime television drama, she didn’t know what did. Next she’d find out she had an evil twin who was secretly pregnant with Jarret’s kid and they could all have a good laugh.


    The only problem was she didn’t regret it. Not at all.


    She could still feel his mouth pressed against hers, taste the hint of coffee spiced with vanilla he’d had earlier that day, and the smell of his cologne—a clean, spicy fragrance that made her mouth water. She was right back in his arms again, wrapped up tight and enveloped in the warmest sensation she’d ever experienced. No one had ever made her feel so desirable.


    She wanted more of that.


    But she would have to be content with the fact that that part of her life was forfeit. At least for a while. Her baby deserved her undivided attention, not a mother who was busy lusting after someone she couldn’t have and had no business looking twice at. Not to mention, it wasn’t until Jarret forced her to move in with him that she realized she could even have lustful feelings toward anyone again. She thought that part of her had died after Camron. That her body was responding to him so strongly was at once a relief and terrifying, because she wasn’t sure she was ready for any of it.


    No, she definitely was not ready to move forward into another relationship, especially not with her ex-boyfriend’s older brother.


    The baby chose that moment to perform tricks, and the feeling of movement was so strong and so new, Raine covered her stomach with both hands and closed her eyes. If she concentrated hard enough, she could almost see her little one in there, rolling, twisting, turning, and bouncing around, and suddenly all other thoughts vanished. She couldn’t wait for the moment when she could finally look at her baby—really look at it—face-to-face and say hello.


    When she opened her eyes, she found Jarret watching her, a look of puzzlement and curiosity playing on his handsome face.


    “The baby’s playing,” she informed him, and his eyes fell to her abdomen. She saw her chance to bridge the gap that had formed between them, and she pounced on it. “You want to feel?” She waved him over, only half expecting him to comply.


    The movie forgotten, Jarret left the chair and sat down beside her. Leaning forward, his elbows resting on his knees, his fingers woven and palms sealed together, he looked back at her over his shoulder.


    He’s nervous. This big, tough guy who’d punched his own brother in the face without hesitation for her, was nervous about feeling a baby move for the first time.


    How adorable.


    “Give me your hand,” Raine said, already reaching for it. He didn’t argue or resist as she took one hand and placed it on her stomach, holding it there with her own. Moments passed as they waited for something—anything—to happen.


    Then, it did.


    A quick jab in the center of his palm, and by the way his blue eyes shot to hers, wide with amazement, she knew he’d felt it too.


    Twisting around, Jarret added his other hand, applying gentle pressure the same as she had. “What does it feel like?”


    Raine pursed her lips, thinking. “Like…gas maybe. Or a really strong pulse, like if you squeeze your finger really tight and you can feel your heartbeat in it.” That didn’t seem quite right either. Something like that was so difficult to explain. What compared to a tiny person moving around inside your body?


    Feeling a familiar stir on one side of her belly, she readjusted his hand over it and pressed his fingers in with hers. “He’s over here now.”


    “He?”


    “I don’t know what I’m having yet, but it seems better than calling it it all the time,” she explained, and he nodded.


    “Does it hurt,” Jarret asked, “when he kicks you?”


    Raine chuckled. “No, it’s just strange, but cool. It makes it more real, you know? Now there’s proof that there’s someone in there.”


    Jarret grunted in agreement, and then went back to focusing on her stomach, on the little person inside. His hands shifted every so often, his fingers pressing like she’d shown him, and every time he got a response, his eyes lit up.


    Damn, those eyes. They were stunningly beautiful. Full of warmth and caring. How she ever thought they were like Camron’s were beyond her. They were nothing alike.


    Feeling the weight of the day catching up with her, Raine laid her head back and watched through heavy lids as Jarret played with his niece or nephew until she couldn’t hold her eyes open any longer.


    


    ***


    Jarret couldn’t stop staring. After Raine fell asleep sitting up on the couch, he’d scooped her up and carried her to her room. She hadn’t even stirred.


    After laying her down, he’d meant to walk away, but only made it as far as the door before turning back around. He’d lost track of how long he’d been watching her, but it was long enough to know that he was in trouble.


    This thing with Raine, whatever it was, was getting deeper than he intended. He’d only meant for her to have a safe place to sleep. Of course he wanted to take care of her, considering a part of his family was growing inside of her. He even told himself that he was doing it so he could keep her close, in case Camron had a change of heart or something.


    That’s what he told himself.


    But every time he looked at her and his heart sped up and his stomach dropped as if he were riding a roller coaster, he knew it was all a lie. When he’d kissed her, it just confirmed how attracted he was to her, how much he wanted her—as more than a friend.


    And it scared the living shit out of him.


    What kind of man took his brother’s girl, even if they were broken up? Worse, what kind of man wanted to be the lover of his niece or nephew’s mother? Christ, the whole thing reeked of incest.


    Except that it wasn’t.


    Which was why he was about to tear his hair out. What a fucking mess.


    If he were smart, he’d tell Raine to pack her bags and take her back home. But her home wasn’t a home. It was a cesspool for criminal activity and no child, blood or not, deserved to be raised in that environment.


    He could rent her a new place. Something clean, with enough space to accommodate both her and the baby, and in a good neighborhood.


    That thought barely left him when he dismissed it. Raine belonged in his home, and whether she considered it hers or not was of no consequence. The house was too big for just one person, and her presence helped fill it up nicely.


    He’d even started having the second bedroom transformed into a nursery.


    If he could find a way to make her hold out until the baby was born, she would see how perfect it was. There was no way she could walk away from everything he was willing to give her.


    But what if she was only in it for what he could give her?


    If Camron was right about her, Jarret might be a fool playing right into her hands. Was that something he could live with?


    A tortured cry pierced the dark room startling him, and Jarret rushed back inside. Climbing onto the bed, he cupped Raine’s face. “Raine?” She was breathing heavily, tears leaking from her closed eyes. When he repeated her name, she began to fight back.


    “Raine, wake up,” Jarret barked, trying to avoid a hand aiming for his face. Pinning both of her wrists to the bed, he was horrified at the terror-filled cries that ripped from her gaping mouth. “Wake up, Raine! Wake up!”


    He didn’t know if it was the yelling or the way he shook her that finally got her to open her eyes for him, but when she did, everything got worse.


    Brown eyes wide, Raine thrashed beneath him, screaming so loud Jarret was thankful he didn’t have neighbors. Otherwise, they’d be calling the police right now.


    “No! Stop! Stop! Stoooooppp!”


    Releasing her, Jarret moved to kneel at the foot of the bed, his hands in the air. In an instant, Raine flattened her back against the headboard, her hands thrust out in front of her warding him off. The room pulsed with tension. Jarret listened, waiting until Raine’s breaths began to even out and the wild look in her eyes began to fade.


    “That was some nightmare, huh?” he remarked, risking another freak-out but needing to say something. His heart felt like it was going to leap out of his chest, he was so on edge.


    She stared at him for an extended moment before blinking several times. “Jarret?” she whispered, as if seeing him for the first time.


    Dropping his hands, Jarret offered her a sympathetic smile. “Hey, Peach.”


    An unexpected sob burst out of her, and Jarret scrambled to Raine’s side, pulling her into his chest. “I’m sorry,” Raine cried, choking on her tears.


    “It’s okay, Peach. It’s over now.” Jarret was so confused. Why was she apologizing over a bad dream? Was she afraid she woke him up? She’d probably be pissed if he told her he’d been there all along, watching her like a creepy stalker while she slept. Or, more likely, she’d be embarrassed, and her cheeks would turn that dark shade of rose they usually did. It was almost worth it to embarrass her just to see it again.


    Once she calmed down enough to take deep breaths again, Jarret moved back so he could look at her. “Do you want to tell me about it?”


    Her tears continued to flow steadily, telling him just how badly the dream had affected her, but at least she wasn’t pushing him away. Honey-brown eyes, filled with pain and sorrow that cramped Jarret’s insides with concern, stared up at him. “I—I don’t want to.”


    His brows furrowed. “You don’t want to tell anyone, or just me?”


    Dropping her head, Raine pressed her wet cheek to his chest. “Anyone.”


    Maybe he was imaging it, but Jarret sensed there was more to it than that. That when she said anyone, she meant especially not him. And, shit, that stung. She didn’t trust him, and he had to remind himself that he didn’t trust her either. Not completely. He had some unanswered questions, and despite living under the same roof, they really didn’t know each other.


    Well, that was going to change.


    She could keep her secrets—for now—but soon, Jarret intended to know everything there was to know about Raine Forester.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    ELEVEN


    


    


    “What do you think of Garret?”


    Raine lifted her head from the magazine she was reading. Jarret, who’d offered to drive her to her six-month checkup, sat in the chair beside hers with an expectant look on his face. “For what?” Because she didn’t have the money for a subscription, she tried to soak in as much information from the women’s health magazines as possible whenever at the doctor’s office. She’d learned a lot about her body and what changes to expect leading up to delivery, so she hadn’t been listening. How long had he been speaking to her?


    “I was just thinking of baby names. Garret sounds good, right?”


    Studying him, Raine realized he was serious. Tilting her head, she smirked. “Really?”


    “What, you don’t like it?”


    “Sure, it’s a good name,” Raine said, closing the magazine on her lap. “If you’re an egoist.”


    Jarret shook his head. “Are you calling me an egoist?”


    “Jarret. Garret? Out of curiosity, what would you suggest if it was a girl?”


    Seeing where she was going with this, Jarret ran his fingers through his hair. “Scarlett,” he muttered.


    Raine spluttered then burst out laughing, raising a few eyebrows in the quiet waiting room. Jarret closed his eyes and his head fell back as he sighed. “Sorry,” Raine apologized quietly as she tried to calm down. Even though she suspected, he’d still caught her off-guard with his response.


    “No, no. Don’t apologize,” Jarret insisted, although his tone made it clear that his feelings were hurt. “If you don’t like the names, you don’t like the names.” He gave an uncaring shrug, but Raine wasn’t convinced.


    Before she had a chance to press him, a nurse opened the door and called her inside. Standing, Raine was halfway across the room when she turned back around. “Do you want to come in with me?”


    One eyebrow arching up, Jarret asked, “You want me to come back with you?”


    Reading the concern in his eyes, Raine hid an amused smile. “Sure, come on.”


    Once she was weighed in and the nurse ran through all the routine questions, she instructed Raine to hold tight while they waited for the doctor to come in.


    Sitting in a plastic chair nestled into the corner of the room, Jarret couldn’t look more uncomfortable, one knee bobbing up and down and his arms crossed tight over his chest. His jaw flexed as he took a look around, his eyes flicking away when they landed on the plastic uterus on the counter.


    “So, this is where the magic happens. I thought about becoming a gynecologist once.”


    Astonished, Raine’s jaw dropped. “You did?”


    “Of course. What fifteen-year-old boy doesn’t consider a job that lets him stare at pussy all day at least once?”


    Raine’s cheeks flamed and she looked away.


    “Sorry. You’re so easy to talk to. Sometimes I forget you’re not one of the guys.”


    Raine’s expression turned murderous. “Thanks a lot.”


    “I’m kidding! But seriously, you do have that I-could-kick-your-ass vibe going on. If it weren’t for those humongous tits and the kid, I might get confused.”


    He was teasing, Raine knew, and as insulting as she should have found his words, she couldn’t help laughing. “You have a lock on your bedroom door, don’t you?”


    “Sure, why?” Jarret questioned curiously.


    Raine schooled her expression, and raised her head from her hands just enough that she was looking at him from under her long lashes. “Because it’s the only thing that’ll keep you safe tonight.”


    “Ah, but what will keep you safe from me—” Jarret’s words were interrupted by a rapid knock on the door as it swung open to admit the fresh-faced older woman who reminded Raine of a younger version of Betty White.


    Taking one look at Jarret, she paused with her hand still on the knob. Her sharp gaze appraised him openly, and Raine grinned in amusement as Jarret shifted in his seat. “Well, young lady, I can see now why you’re on my table,” Dr. Sheridan said while closing the door behind her. Peeking at her chart, she pulled a tape measure from her pocket and smiled as she approached. “If they made them like that,” she said, tilting her head at Jarret, “when I was your age, I’d have a lot more than one child to show for it.”


    Both Jarret and Raine flushed as the doctor raised Raine’s shirt and began her examination. By the time a technician rolled the ultrasound equipment into the room, she had them both in stitches.


    “All right, boys and girls,” she said, slathering cold gel on Raine’s belly, “who wants to know what we’re having today?”


    


    ***


    “What’s wrong with you?” Raine sipped her juice, watching Jarret over her glass. He’d been unusually quiet since they left the doctor’s office that morning, seemingly caught in his thoughts. She’d given him hours, but he hadn’t perked up yet, so she was taking matters into her own hands. “You’re all mopey. It’s annoying.”


    Jarret’s blue eyes flashed to hers, and even from across the room, she knew it was the wrong thing to say. “You know what’s annoying? I can’t stop thinking about how Camron should have been the one sitting in that room with you, not me.” Raine blinked, stunned at the level of anger coming off him, but Jarret wasn’t finished. “That’s not how we were raised, and you shouldn’t have to do any of this alone. But if you really want to know what’s got me all ‘mopey,’ it’s not knowing if I’m going to have a niece or a nephew. Now that’s annoying.” Yanking a bowl down from the cabinet, he selected a box of kid cereal and filled it to the top.


    Okay, Jarret had just laid some heavy information on her, but because she wasn’t ready to tackle some of it, Raine chose to focus on one part in particular—that he was upset that she decided against finding out the sex of the baby. She set her glass aside. Stepping up behind him, Raine wrapped her arms around Jarret’s waist, hugging him from behind. Jarret froze in place, his stomach muscles contracting under her fingers as she pressed her cheek into his back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it meant that much to you. I just wanted it to be a surprise. If you really want to know, though, you can open the envelope.”


    Even though she’d turned the offer down flat, her doctor gave her a knowing look. She’d printed off a couple of pictures—one she’d given to Raine, and the other she’d slipped into an envelope. Handing it to her, she’d informed her that if she changed her mind, the answer would be in there waiting for her. Talk about temptation, but Raine liked the idea of not knowing. It gave her something to look forward to.


    Turning, Jarret’s hands spread around her back. As his cerulean blue eyes met hers, she wasn’t sure how to read them. He hid his moods well when he wanted to.


    “I’m terrible at keeping secrets,” he sighed. “As a matter of fact, you should probably burn that thing now before my control snaps and I tear your purse apart looking for it.”


    “I’ll hide it in my underwear drawer so you won’t be tempted to go looking for it then.”


    Shaking his head, Jarret’s eyes danced with mischievous fire. “Oh, Peach. The idea of getting my hands on your panties will only tempt me more.”


    Raine’s mouth dropped open, and Jarret took full advantage, swooping in to steal a kiss. His mouth crushed hers, his tongue darting in, and teeth nipping playfully on her bottom lip. When he was finished, Raine’s breathing was labored and her nails were embedded in his shirt. He’d probably have marks on his shoulders from them, but he’d wear them with pride, a reminder of how easily and deeply he affected her with just his kiss.


    Releasing her, Jarret returned to his late night breakfast, added milk, and headed for the living room. “Property Brothers is on in five minutes. Grab a snack and get your ass in here before all the seats are taken.”


    As if there was anyone else besides them in the house. Just like that, his dour mood was forgotten.


    Refilling her glass with ice water to help cool the fire burning inside of her, Raine rushed after him. Tonight, she would learn how to turn a house into a piece of art.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    TWELVE


    


    


    The television clicked off, plunging the room into silence. Outside, the wind kicked up, and the house braced itself for the chilly December air. Jarrett turned to Raine, studying her. “What do you want to do now?”


    He’d spent the last hour lost in thought, responding to Raine’s comments on the show with little consideration to what he was saying. The truth of the matter was he had been thinking a lot. Camron had given him reason to, and it was all Jarrett could do not to confront Raine about his concerns. He didn’t want to be a dick about it. If it could be helped, he wanted to find a way to draw the answers from her, avoid a fight if at all possible. The last thing he wanted was for Raine to see him as the bad guy, and that would be all too easy to do if he put her on the defensive.


    So he came up with a plan.


    Raine shrugged at his question. “I don’t know. What do you want to do?”


    He pretended to think about it, but it was just a formality. The speed of his answer revealed that he already had something in mind. “Truth or dare. You go first.”


    Pursing her lips, Raine appeared unsure, but she was a good sport about it, despite her obvious doubts. “Okay, truth or dare?”


    “Dare.” Jarret enjoyed having fun, and he never shied away from a challenge.


    “I dare you to… tell me a secret.”


    Jarret looked at her in disbelief. “Lame. Okay, a secret.” He thought it over, and then grinned. “I’ve wanted to touch you since the moment I laid eyes on you.”


    “You touch me all the time.” Raine rolled her eyes.


    Jarret’s expression darkened. “Not that kind of touch, Peach.” Her gaze turned shy and dropped to her lap and Jarret decided to let her off the hook. “Truth or dare?”


    “Truth.” Jarret’s brow arched up and Raine mirrored his expression. “What?”


    “Nothing,” he said, shaking his head. “Okay, truth. How many boyfriends have you had?”


    “One.”


    “Ever?”


    “Yes. My turn. Truth or dare?”


    So she didn’t want to elaborate. That was fine. Jarret smirked. He’d just have to choose his words wisely. “Dare.”


    She rolled her eyes again. “You’re so predictable.”


    “Fine,” Jarret said, growing serious, “truth.”


    “Why don’t you hang up any of your paintings?”


    “Because they’re garbage. Truth or dare?”


    “That’s not true. They’re wonderful. You have a real talent, Jarret—”


    “I answered the question, now it’s your turn. Truth or dare?” He didn’t intend to be rude, but his paintings were the last thing he wanted to talk about.


    “Okay, dare.”


    “I dare you to kiss me.”


    “I’m too fat to get up. You’ll have to come to me.”


    Narrowing his eyes, Jarret crawled across the floor and knelt in front of her. “Lay it on me, baby.” Leaning in, Raine held his face in her hands…and kissed the tip of his nose.


    “Truth or dare?” she asked, smiling cheekily.


    “You’re such a tease. Truth.”


    Suddenly, the mood in the room changed. “Why did you really want me to live with you? Was it just so you could keep tabs on me for your brother?”


    Hearing the attitude in her tone, and surprised by the sudden and unexpected attack, Jarret frowned. What was up with that? “That’s two questions,” he observed.


    “Then pick one.”


    Maybe she saw the same opportunity he did and planned to use the game as a way to get answers from him? Fine, two could play. “Alright, why did I want you here? One, because it gets damn lonely living in this huge ass house with no one to talk to. Two, because that dump you call an apartment isn’t fit even for the cockroaches. And three, because every time I think about you I see you naked and in my bed. Is that what you wanted to hear?” His breathing was labored, his blood simmering. He hadn’t expected to say the last part, but it was the truth, and he’d be a liar if he said he wasn’t curious to see her reaction.


    Brown eyes burning, Raine glared at him. She didn’t wait for him to ask her the question. “Truth. I can’t stop thinking about you either.”


    Oh, shit. She hadn’t just said that. Jarret gripped the arm of the sofa to keep from pouncing on her. “Truth. I’m not keeping tabs. Camron has nothing to do with you being here.” Except that wasn’t true and they both knew it. If his brother hadn’t knocked her up, they wouldn’t be sitting here now.


    She tipped her head in acknowledgement. “Truth. This is the first time I can honestly say I’m glad I’ve been dealt these cards. These have been the best weeks I’ve had in a long time.”


    Her eyes sparkled and Jarret’s body twitched in response, wanting to grab her up and hold her close. But he needed to get back on track. He needed answers. “Truth. How close were you and my brother? Did you love him?” That was two questions, but screw it, he didn’t care, and she didn’t seem to notice anyway.


    “We dated for almost three months. I was in love with him, but I guess he didn’t feel the same way about me.” She snorted and petted her hands over her small, round bump. “That’s a bit of an understatement. Once he got what he wanted, he couldn’t get away from me fast enough.” She looked up at him, her cheeks flushed. “What about you? Have you ever been in love?”


    “No,” he replied, and it was the truth. “I’ve never found anyone worth giving that part of myself to.” He allowed a moment of silence while they both reflected on their confessions, then directed another question at her. “Truth. Camron is the only boyfriend you’ve had,” he surmised. “So he was also your first?”


    Her face growing a deeper shade of crimson, Raine nodded. “Yes, he was my first everything.”


    Jealously gripped him. Jarret hated the idea that his brother, or anyone, had touched her the way he wanted to touch her. “Did you like it?” What kind of question was that? The way Raine’s head snapped up told him she was asking herself the same question, but whatever, he’d said it and there was no taking it back. He raised his eyebrow, waiting.


    “Yes,” she snapped, “I liked it. At first.”


    “What do you mean, at first?”


    Avoiding his eyes, she brushed her hands over her clothes. “Nothing. It’s getting late. I’m tired.” She started to stand.


    Reaching out, Jarret snagged her arm and pulled her back down. “Don’t run away from me. I need to know what you meant.” Camron claimed she was a whore and tricked him into getting her pregnant, but he just couldn’t see that side of her, and her words sparked a sense of foreboding in him that demanded answers.


    “Did you just grow apart? Did you have a fight? Please, Raine, I have to know. What did you mean by at first?”


    “Why do you have to know? Why is knowing so damn important?” she snarled at him.


    Jarret’s grip on her arm tightened. His eyes held hers, pleading. Why was this so important to him? He wasn’t sure. It just… was. “Please.”


    Glaring at him, Raine looked as if she wanted to spit in his face. Or slap him. Instead, she bit out, “He treated me like I was the only person in the world that mattered to him. He took me everywhere, introduced me to all his friends, and then he…” Her breath hitched and her brows drew together. She looked like she might hyperventilate. “I can’t. Jarret,” she begged, “I can’t. Don’t ask me to.”


    Don’t ask him to what? Panic rose up in him, as if his body knew the answer his mind refused to provide. Stroking his knuckles over her cheek, Jarret cursed himself. “Camron said you’re trying to trap him. That it’s not his baby.” And that she would use her situation to trap Jarret too, but he wasn’t about to voice those words, not when it looked like she was on the verge of shattering into pieces.


    Her eyes gleamed, but the sudden hardening of her expression kept her tears from falling. “Camron is a liar, and if you knew the half of it, you wouldn’t have even asked.”


    “Then tell me your half,” Jarret urged. “Tell me what I don’t know so I can understand.”


    Her expression stricken, Raine shook her head and tore away from him, leaving him alone on the couch. “I’m sorry, but I—I can’t do this.” Then she ran up the stairs, slamming her bedroom door so hard the pictures lining the stairs rattled.


    Lying back, Jarret stared up at the ceiling feeling drained. He shouldn’t have pushed her. Now she didn’t want to talk to him either. Would she even want to stay with him anymore? The idea of her leaving twisted his insides into knots. She couldn’t leave him.


    The desperation of his thoughts caught Jarret off guard. Where the hell had that come from? Why should he care if she left? Because she would be putting his niece or nephew in danger, that’s why. But a little voice in the back of his mind whispered that he was lying to himself if he really thought that was the reason he wanted to keep her around.


    If she left, he’d be devastated because… he wanted to keep her for himself. Only, she wasn’t his to keep. Grabbing a pillow from the couch, he whipped it at the wall. “Fuck!”


    


    ***


    It was late in the evening when Raine finally gathered up enough courage to venture from her room. The strong smell of paint fumes still clinging to the air in the hallway led her toward the nursery. In just a few short months, she would be meeting her child for the first time, and most likely, he or she would never see the room Jarret was creating for them.


    With sadness in her heart, she stepped into the room and froze in place. Jarret sat on the far side of the room, his legs crossed beneath him. In his hand he held a standard pencil, his concentration absolute as he sketched something on the light yellow wall that was struck just right by the failing light coming in through the window that it obstructed her view.


    Whatever he was drawing, she could tell that it was important. And it would be beautiful, she was sure of it.


    She wasn’t sure how long she stood there watching him, but it was long enough that by the time he finished, her feet and back were killing her. Standing, Jarret stretched his arms over his head. Raine admired him from where she stood in the door, watching his long, lithe form lengthen and the muscles beneath his tanned flesh flex with each movement.


    Stepping back to appraise his work, Jarret tilted his head from side to side. Raine, unable to stay quiet any longer, broke the silence. “What is it going to be?”


    “Fuck!” Jarret just about hit the ceiling fan, he jumped so high. “Damn it, woman,” he cursed again, throwing the pencil at the floor. It clattered against the hardwood then rolled to a stop beside a bucket of paint. “Make some noise before you give a man a heart attack, would ya?”


    She couldn’t help herself. She laughed. “I’m sorry. I had no idea you were so skittish.”


    “I’m not skittish.” Jarret glowered at her. Taking a deep breath to calm himself, Jarret retrieved the pencil and tucked it behind his ear. “I thought you went to bed.”


    “I took a nap,” Raine said sheepishly. “But then I got hungry.”


    Jarret snorted and pushed past her, heading down the stairs to the first floor. “When are you ever not hungry?” She followed him into the kitchen and waited while he washed the lead smudges from his hands in the sink. Drying his hands on a towel, he turned to face her. “It’s going to be zoo animals,” he explained quickly, “but I really don’t know where I’m going with it right now. What are you in the mood for?”


    A cow. A horse. A little piggy or two. She wasn’t picky, just starving. “I could go for just about anything,” Raine said vaguely.


    “So you’re good with deep fried octopus tentacles. It’s good to know you’re so adventurous.”


    Raine scrunched her nose at him. “That’s disgusting.” And absolutely not what she considered being part of the five food groups.


    “How do you know if you’ve never tried it?”


    “Have you?” Raine challenged.


    “Hell no! What kind of sicko do you take me for? I’m a burgers and beer kind of guy.”


    “Okay, Mr. Burgers and Beer.” Raine chuckled. “Then how about a steak house? My treat.”


    “Go Dutch?” Jarret looked offended. “Again, what kind of man do you take me for? No woman who eats with me pays for me. You can leave your wallet in your room.”


    “That is such an antiquated thing to say,” Raine remarked, even though she didn’t plan on arguing the point any further. The fact was that she needed to save up as much money as possible before going back home, so if he insisted on paying for dinner, then she wasn’t going to say no.


    “But,” she added, just to be contrary, “if you get to pay for dinner, I get to pick the place. And I get to drive.” His SUV, of course, since he had yet to finished the repairs on her car.


    One black brow arched high. “So not only do I get to pay,” he said, with some amusement, “but depending on what you consider to be good food, I get to risk my health along with my life?”


    “Was that a knock at my driving skills?”


    Ignoring her question, Jarret continued. “Let me pose another option. I pay, you can choose where we eat within a given radius, and I drive.”


    “No deal.” Raine’s hair whipped across her shoulders as she shook her head. “You pay, I choose the place, and you will be blindfolded and mute the whole way there while I drive.”


    “That’s not reasonable at all,” Jarret complained.


    Slipping into her ballet flats, Raine pulled on her coat and looped her purse over her shoulder and lead the way outside, continuing their debate. “What would you consider reasonable then?”


    Sliding into the passenger seat, Jarret clicked on his seat belt. “I pay, you give me a choice of three places and I decide where we go, and I’ll let you drive.”


    “I’m already driving,” Raine pointed out as she backed down the drive. “But since you are being so nice about it, I’ll let you choose.”


    Giving him the choice of three well-known steak houses in the area, Jarret was effectively pigeonholed, and his wide, heart-stopping grin said he knew it, too.


    Reaching out, Jarret scooped up her hand in his and kissed the back of it. “I know you still have your heart set on leaving me when this is all done and over, but, Raine, this is just the beginning. After tonight, you’ll be asking yourself how you ever lived without me.”


    

    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    THIRTEEN


    


    


    Jarret’s arms felt amazing wrapped around her from behind. His cheek pressed against the side of her neck, his chin resting on her shoulder as they swayed to the music, uncaring of the beat. Even at almost six months pregnant and retaining water like the Hoover Dam, Raine felt pretty, sensual. Sexy even.


    It could have something to do with R. Kelly seeing nothing wrong with a little bump and grind. Combine his less-than-poetic lyrics with Jarret’s playful, yet erotic moves, and Raine was lost.


    Jarret was right. The night had ended hours ago, and she was asking herself how she’d gone this long without him in her life.


    He was incredible. More than she ever could have expected or hope for. He wasn’t hers, but he acted as if she belonged to him. The way he looked at her, touched her, spoke to her told her that she was more than just his brother’s ex-girlfriend. In fact, most days, that didn’t seem to be a second thought in his head. He never brought it up, unless his brother came around to remind him, but thankfully, since Jarret clocked Camron in the face, he hadn’t dared try.


    So, Raine was living the dream. A carefully manufactured dream where Jarret was her man, they were a family, and most importantly, they were happy.


    And they were happy.


    Even steel wool wouldn’t be strong enough to scrub the smile from her face. It felt permanently etched there, and it was a wonderful feeling.


    Splaying his hands over her stomach, Jarret quietly sang the song in her ear, his hot breath whispering across her flesh. The lyrics made her flush, but not from embarrassment. The naughty, forbidden, intimate words said from one lover to another made Jarret’s desires painfully clear. He wanted her, was telling her what he wanted to do with her, to her… and she wasn’t saying no.


    Her body was responding to his words, every cell lighting on fire with a craving for him, and him alone. She shouldn’t want him the way she did. Not after Camron. Not just because of whom he was to Jarret, but also because of what he had done to her. He’d tarnished her—body, mind, and soul—and she’d never thought she’d be able to put that kind of trust in another man again. Especially not so soon.


    But Jarret was different. He was unexpected. She thought she’d put up boundaries, fortifying them with hated memories, but her walls were no match for someone like him. Jarret was the exception to the rule…


    …and she was perilously close to falling for him.


    Nuzzling her cheek against his, Raine closed her eyes and inhaled the clean scent of Jarret’s aftershave mixed with the bitter smell of beer on his breath. She’d never thought she’d think the smell of beer was sexy, but Jarret could make anything sexy, and it made her want to tear his clothes off and do bad things to him.


    Yep, this pregnancy thing was seriously jacking with her hormones. Down, girl.


    “You’re so sexy, Raine. So round and beautiful.”


    Round? Raine was sure there was a compliment in there somewhere. The edges of her dress brushed the backs of her stocking-covered knees as they swayed and Raine listened closely to his words.


    “If you’d let me, I’d take you right here, right now.”


    Eyes snapping open, Raine glanced around. Here, in the middle of a trendy sports bar slash restaurant? “The floors are covered in peanut shells.”


    “Then we’d do it on a table. They’re sturdy,” he said, turning his face toward hers and skimming his lips up her jawline.


    A shiver tracked through her. She shouldn’t like the sound of that, being taken on a tabletop, so rough and crude and dirty, but she did. It was far too easy to picture it, and that’s why she had to make him see reason. “There are people everywhere,” she argued. “They’d see everything.”


    “Let them watch. Let them see how to take care of a woman. How she moans like she’s going to die when her man knows how to play her body like an instrument.”


    Oh, God. Clenching her thighs together, Raine had no doubt that Jarret could make good on his promises. Something told her that he knew his way around a woman very well, and she longed to be under his expert thumb, to experience sex the way it was meant to be experienced.


    “You’re drunk,” she said, a low moan escaping her as Jarret ran his tongue up the side of her throat. Unbidden, her head lolled to the side, allowing him fuller access.


    Chuckling, Jarret kissed the sensitive flesh just below her nape, stroking it with the tip of his tongue. “Come home with me, Peach. Let me taste how sweet you are.”


    Raine wanted to say yes. Her body screamed to let him take her, show her everything she was missing, but the hard evidence of his arousal poking into her spine shocked Raine right out of her lustful thoughts better than a bucket of icy water could have.


    Jolting out of his arms, Raine rounded on him. “Stop.”


    Confusion pinched Jarret’s brows together, and he took a step toward her. “What’s the matter, Peach?”


    Raising her palms up, Raine warded him off. “Just don’t, okay? Don’t.” Suddenly, the thought of being touched made her want to throw up. It didn’t matter that she trusted Jarret—she did, more than anyone else in her life—and it didn’t matter that she was attracted to him, yearned for him most days, because she was ruined—a fact that kept coming back to haunt her.


    Jarret would never believe her if she told him what Camron did to her—no one did. Not even her parents. It was her word against his, and the fact was, she hadn’t said no. Her father was right, she practically asked for it. She’d been so desperate for attention that she’d thrown herself into Camron’s arms without a second thought. He’d never wanted her, and if she’d paid attention at all, she would have seen that. Instead of parading around in too tight clothes, making out in the backseat of his car, and giving him access to her body, she should have been studying, making real friends, concentrating on creating a good future for herself.


    What had she done instead? She’d unwittingly teased the wolf, and now she was paying for her mistakes.


    No, if she told Jarret how she’d really come to be pregnant, he’d kick her to the curb so fast she’d get whiplash. And even if he didn’t, if by some chance he believed her, why would he want her anyway? She’d been with his brother, for crying out loud.


    The whole thing was just too much to deal with right now. “I want to go home now,” she informed him. Pushing her way through the dancers, Raine gathered her purse and coat from the table and headed for the door. She didn’t have to look to know that Jarret would follow. Something told her that he would always be there.


    By the time Raine fell into bed, the sun was only a couple hours way from making its appearance. Flopping onto her pillow, she groaned at the prospect of having to work later. What must it be like to be rich and worry free?


    She’d have to remember to ask Jarret the next time she saw him.


    


    ***


    “Cars don’t fix themselves, ladies,” Jarret said as he passed by the break room where two of the three apprentices sat around chatting. Muttering to themselves, they got up and headed back to work.


    Closing the door to his office, Jarret took a seat behind the desk and shuffled some papers around searching for the invoice he’d laid there when he’d first arrived. The day had been passing by at a snail’s pace, and he couldn’t wait to get home. Raine promised to make him dinner tonight, and he promised to be on time for it. Never in his twenty-three years of life had anyone cooked him a meal. His parents had always been big on hired help. So, even if she burnt the shit out of the meal, he looked forward to eating every bite.


    A knock on the door brought Jarret’s head up, and when it opened a moment later, he scowled, his good mood gone in an instant. “What the hell are you doing here?”


    Marylyn flounced into the room, her blonde locks bouncing on her narrow shoulders, and sat down across from him. “How’s it hanging, Jarret?” she asked with a flirty smile.


    Unmoved by her presence, Jarret leaned back in his chair. “Again, what are you doing here?”


    “Um, car repair? I was hoping to have someone take a look under my hood. Cam pointed me in your direction.” Her eyelashes fluttered, and Jarret sighed.


    “What’s wrong with the car?”


    “The little sticker thingy on the window says that it’s past due for another checkup.”


    “You mean you need an oil change.”


    Grinning, Marylyn crossed her legs, her short skirt inching up her thighs. It was completely inappropriate, especially considering it was cold enough outside to freeze his nuts off. “Yes, that.”


    Jarret pulled up the computer screen, entered her information, and printed it up in a hurry to get her out of there. “All right,” he said, once she’d signed off on the work, “just leave your keys and I’ll have a tech get right on it. It should be ready in about an hour.”


    Peeling the car key from her key ring, she handed it to him, making sure their fingers connected on the pass off, and Jarret hung it on the bulletin board beside her paperwork. Pointing her toward the waiting room, Jarret clocked out and let the assistant manager know he was heading home for the evening.


    He was almost to his truck when he heard the clack of women’s shoes rushing up from behind. A familiar voice called out to him and Jarret groaned. “Lord help me,” he prayed as he turned his head.


    Marylyn’s heavily glossed lips peeled back in a wide smile. “Hey, are you heading out? I could really use a ride. It’s freezing out here!” She made a show of shivering in her little jacket.


    “Uh…” Jarret rubbed the back of his neck, wondering what to say to get out of it. He didn’t want to be rude, especially since she wasn’t doing anything outright to warrant it, but damn. This was uncomfortable, especially considering their history. He never should have slept with her.


    “And since we live so close, it’s not even out of your way. Thanks, Jarret. You’re such a sweetheart.” And just like that, Marylyn was climbing into his passenger seat.


    Fucking hell, this was not going to end well. Jarret knew it like he knew the sky was blue and WWE was nothing but a soap opera, which was fitting, considering Marylyn was a walking, talking drama queen.


    She chattered nonstop the whole drive, thanking the gods that the snow hadn’t fallen yet because at the rate he’d been driving, they’d have ended up in a ditch for sure. Jarret pulled up to a grand estate that had its own name, and left the car running.


    Marylyn continued to talk, and he noted that her voice was nothing like Raine’s. Rather, it was the kind of girly voice that said a lot about the person: high-maintenance, Barbie doll, cheerleader, and gold digger. Maybe not all girls with the high-pitched incessant giggle were like that, but Marylyn was exactly that type. He knew firsthand there wasn’t much going on below the surface, and he hated that he knew that.


    “Would you like to come in? I’m sure my mom would love to meet you. You can even stay for dinner. I bet you’ve worked up an appetite, working so hard all day.” She reached out and trailed a long fingernail over his forearm. “And after dinner, you can take me by the shop to pick up my car.”


    Hell. No. Never gonna happen. Just a few months ago, he might have taken her up on it out of pure boredom, but not now when he had Raine to go home to. Giving her a tight smile, Jarret shook his head. “Sorry, Mare, I already have plans for tonight.”


    “Dang, Jarret. I haven’t seen you since prom and you’re already trying to get rid of me?”


    “It’s nothing personal, Mare.”


    She pouted, but didn’t complain. “Okay, then. If you say so,” she said, not bothering to hide her disappointment. “I’ll see you around then.”


    Thankfully, she got the hell out of his SUV without making a scene. Jarret sped away, eager to get home and scrub down in a blazing hot shower. When he kissed Raine again, he didn’t want any trace of Marylyn hanging on him. He would never taint what they had building up between them with the likes of another woman, much less that one.


    It took him mere minutes to get home. His smile was instant, until he found the front door standing wide open. Not bothering to kick his dirty boots off at the door, Jarret stormed into the kitchen, assuming Raine would be there, but she wasn’t.


    Incensed, he combed the first floor, and then bound up the stairs to the second. He found her in the nursery, her back to him as she organized baby clothes into the new armoire that’d been delivered that morning. “What the hell were you thinking?” he said, by way of greeting. Raine spun around, startled by his presence, which just deepened his anger. “You left the front door standing open for anyone to walk in.”


    “In this neighborhood,” she said with a smirk, “not likely. Besides, I knew you would be home soon. You’re late, by the way. Isn’t this the cutest thing you’ve ever seen?” she asked, changing the subject.


    Looking down at the pair of yellow and white striped booties she held up, Jarret sighed. He just couldn’t stay mad when he was looking at something so tiny it would hug his pinkie. And that wasn’t even the half of it. Standing there in a little floral dress, her soft golden hair tied back with her slim, sexy legs and bare feet showing, Raine looked sweet as hell and destroyed any self-control he might have had. Even six months pregnant, she stole his breath. A man would have to be blind not to be attracted to her.


    Entering the room fully, Jarret walked right up to her, grabbed her by the back of the neck, and kissed her hard. Kissed her until everything in the world was set right again. His heart continued hammering in his chest, but this time, it wasn’t out of fear, but need. Leaning his forehead against hers, Jarret pulled in a deep breath. “They’re very cute. How was your day?” Releasing her, Jarret took the booties from her and placed them in the armoire, closing it before taking her hand and leading her back downstairs.


    The rich smell of beef filled the entire first floor, something he hadn’t noticed in his haste to find her during his initial pass through the house. But now that he was calmer, more focused, it dominated his senses. “Dinner smells fantastic,” he complimented as they entered the kitchen.


    Breaking away, Raine retrieved two bowls and ladled stew into both—a perfect dinner for a cold winter’s day—while he washed up. “Thanks, it’s my mother’s recipe.” Jarret noted the sadness on her face as she set his bowl in front of him. Her instant smile when she noticed him studying her told him that whatever she was reflecting on, she wasn’t ready to discuss it. But Jarret had an inkling that it had something to do with missing her parents. And could he really blame her? They were the two people in the world who should have stood behind her, only to abandon her when she needed them most. She should be fucking pissed. Hell, he was pissed for her. Instead, she just looked sad.


    She must feel completely alone.


    Unable to stomach the thought, Jarret reached for her. “Come here, Peach.” Raine smiled, unsure, but allowed him to draw her into his lap. Taking a moment to just look at her, Jarret got lost in her amber eyes. Cupping her neck in one large hand, Jarret traced his calloused thumb over the delicate column of her throat, marveling in the softness of her pale skin. “Thank you for making me dinner,” he said softly, staring into the hollow at the base of her throat, avoiding her eyes. For some reason, of all the moments they had shared together, this one felt the most intimate. Something inside told him that if he looked into those chocolate depths now, there would be no turning back.


    “It’s just dinner,” Raine remarked, playing it off as something so simple and ordinary it didn’t even warrant a response.


    But it did. It absolutely did. “It’s not just dinner,” he replied, feeling his throat constrict. He swallowed past the lump and forced the words out. “No one has ever done anything like this for me.”


    Raine’s head jerked back in disbelief. “You’re telling me that no one has ever made you dinner before? I find that difficult to believe. How did you eat when you were a kid? A body like yours doesn’t come from malnutrition.” A furious blush worked its way up her throat, coloring her cheeks. Shifting, she looked away, uncomfortable now, and Jarret let her go so she could return to her seat.


    Picking up his spoon, he toyed with the dark red broth, debating on how much he should say. Too much, and she’d think he was playing on her sympathies. Too little, and she would think he was a liar. “We had someone who prepared all our meals growing up. But I’ve never had a meal that was made with me in mind.” Lifting his eyes to hers, his heart pounded as he waited for her reaction.


    Raine frowned into her bowl. “That’s unfortunate, since some of the best meals are made with someone in mind. But it’s going to take a lot more than that sad story to get into these panties,” she quipped.


    Throwing his head back, Jarret burst out laughing, relieved to escape the heaviness that had settled over him. “Damn. I could have sworn I had that in the bag.”


    “Oh, you were close, but try dialing up the puppy eyes next time. Girls are suckers for puppy eyes.”


    “I’ll keep that in mind.” Shaking his head, Jarret dug into his dinner—and he was right. It was the best he’d ever tasted.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    FOURTEEN


    


    


    Raine finished jotting down her last order of the day and smiled at the young couple. “I’ll get that right in for you.”


    On her way back to the kitchen, she had to fight to keep her gaze straight ahead and ignore the snide comments being directed at her.


    The day had gone smoothly up until twenty minutes ago when Marylyn and her bitch crew strolled in. She’d been delivering lunch to one of her tables when she’d seen them pull in through the wall of windows and immediately told Becky, the hostess for the night, to make sure they didn’t get seated in her area. Unfortunately, the diner wasn’t very large, and even though she didn’t have to wait on them, she couldn’t escape them. Damn them, why did they have to decide to go to the local college?


    They’d fastened their attention on her from the moment they walked through the door, and she’d pointedly ignored them. She didn’t want any trouble, but it was getting pretty damn hard to ignore their comments. So far she’d heard what a whore she was, how several guys couldn’t wait to get their turn with her. Apparently, she was also a liar and a gold digger, which wasn’t news to her. She was sure Camron and his parents were behind a good portion of the rumors, considering she’d refused their help to cover up their son’s little mishap.


    But what she wouldn’t and couldn’t ignore was Marylyn’s whispered attempts to make her jealous. Dropping off her table’s order with the cook, Raine saw Jenna’s drink order sitting on the counter. Jenna had been working hard all afternoon, racing back and forth, picking up slack for Raine’s slower pace. “Is this table twelve’s order?” Raine asked her as she buzzed by.


    Pausing to scoop ice into two more glasses, Jenna glanced at her, then at the tray of watered down sodas. “Damn it. Yes. I forgot all about them.”


    “No problem,” Raine said cheerily. “I can take them for you.”


    Relief washed over her and Jenna grabbed her newly filled cups. “Would you? That’d be great. Thanks!” Then she was off again.


    I shouldn’t do it, Raine thought as she hoisted the tray onto her shoulder. I could get fired for this. But do I really care? Stopping at table twelve, Raine kept her expression neutral as she began unloading the drinks.


    “Who had the Dr. Pepper?” The brunette by the window wiggled a finger in the air and Raine slid her drink across the table. She did the same with the rest of the drinks—a Sprite to the lady with the pigtails and pink ribbons, a root beer to the girl dressed all in purple. She saved the best for last.


    Giving Marylyn her friendliest smile, Raine picked up the last glass from her tray. “And you must be the milkshake with a cherry on top.”


    She was still talking herself out of it, but then Marylyn, predictable as she was, opened her mouth. “Speaking of cherries, I gave Camron mine last weekend, and it was amazing. I can see why someone like you” –she eyed Raine up and down, lingering on her protruding belly—“would do anything to keep him in your bed.” The other girls giggled openly, taking pleasure in Marylyn’s attempt to humiliate her, and Raine hated that it was working.


    Gripping the glass tighter, Raine felt her blood begin to boil. Looking into those fake-lashed eyes, Raine clenched her teeth so hard it was a wonder she didn’t chip a tooth. “Oh, Marylyn, I’m sure you already have. At least, that’s what I heard when Ryan Gordon walked in on you bent over for half the football team at Alex Riley’s party last summer.”


    Marylyn’s face reddened, and seeing how hot she’d become, Raine decided it was best to help her cool down. Lifting the glass, she took complete satisfaction in Marylyn’s shocked expression as chocolate milk shake poured over her silky blonde hair and all over her designer clothes.


    The collective gasp created a hiss loud enough to carry over the smooth jazz her boss insisted on playing during all hours of operation, and if that wasn’t enough to call everyone’s attention, Marylyn’s shriek of outrage as she shot out of her seat certainly did.


    “Raine, what is going on here?” Margot, her manager, rushed over with a towel and began frantically wiping up the spill. “I’m so sorry,” she apologized profusely. Glancing behind her and realizing that Raine had yet to move, she shouted at her. “Don’t just stand there, get some damn towels!”


    


    ***


    Fired. What the hell was she going to do now? Raine sunk deeper into the cooling bathwater, her mind in a fog. It took nearly an hour to calm Marylyn down enough to get her to stop screaming, and when she did, she’d set her vindictive eyes on Raine and demanded her head on a platter.


    Well, not on a platter so much as her to be fired on the spot.


    Thankfully, Margot had enough professional grace to deny Marylyn’s request, but as soon as she’d left, spitting mad and issuing threats of both physical violence and legal recompense, Raine was ushered into the back office and issued her last paycheck.


    Too humiliated to call Jarret and ask him to pick her up, Raine walked the two and a half miles back to his house and climbed straight into a tub of hot bathwater to try and get some feeling back into her numb limbs. At least she still had a roof over her head for the time being.


    How in the world was she going to keep her apartment now that she didn’t have any income to pay rent? Jarret’s generosity was the only thing that allowed her to both put away money and keep up with her bills to ensure she still had a place to return to once she left.


    She could already predict Jarret’s answer: to stay with him. That was his answer to everything. But Raine couldn’t continue to freeload off him just because he had more money than her. Could she? No, she couldn’t take advantage of his giving nature. Even if he was living in a mansion and had more money than God.


    To be fair, she didn’t really think he was richer than the Almighty, but the comparison between their drastically different lifestyles was glaring. This was the classic case of poor girl meets rich boy and rich boy saves poor girl from total ruin. Frankly, she was already a statistic, but she refused to compound the situation.


    Slipping beneath the water, Raine held her eyes open against the uncomfortable shrinking sensation in her eyeballs as she peered at the ceiling through the ripples coating the surface. She’d kept a diary most of her life, faithfully writing down her daily thoughts, experiences, hopes, and dreams, as mundane as they were. Never once had she imagined this was how her life would turn out. If she had anymore tears to cry, now would be the perfect time to shed them, but she was all cried out. Now, Raine just felt numb.


    She’d lost her job? Fine. She’d start searching for a new one tomorrow. She was six months pregnant? Okay. That was a hurdle she would have to leap when she came to it, and she would clear every one of them. She didn’t have a home or family to fall back on? Well, that was a tough pill to swallow, but she’d choke it down and move on.


    Something Raine had learned in her short nineteen years of life on earth was that nothing was permanent. Everything in the world, from the weather to life itself, was in a constant state of flux. The trick was to ride out the waves, no matter how high or hard or far they traveled.


    The shadow that passed through the halo of light scared the tar right out of her. Bolting up, Raine breeched the surface already screaming. Scrubbing water from her eyes, she hurried to put her glasses on. Her screams died off the moment she laid eyes on Jarret standing in the middle of the bathroom floor. He was still dressed in dirty coveralls, grease smudging his left cheek and a deadly look in his eyes.


    “What are you doing in here? Get out! Getoutgetoutgetout!” Frantically, Raine covered her bits and pieces the best she could, hunching over her knees to keep the worst of it from view, but her round stomach made that nearly impossible to accomplish. Nearly.


    “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me why the hell I just broke every speed law in the county to see if you made it home okay. And why the hell did your friend Becky say you got fired?”


    Becky? The hostess? “She’s not my friend,” Raine muttered.


    “I don’t care if she’s your fucking friend or not,” Jarret snapped, causing Raine to flinch. “Why didn’t you call me? I would have come. Damn it, Raine, I would have fucking come.”


    The strain in his voice prevented Raine from lifting her head. The sudden shame that came over her was a powerful force, and she couldn’t bear to see the way he must be looking at her. “Will you please leave me alone? I want to get out now.” Avoiding his questions? Damn straight, but in Raine’s book of ethics, engaging in heavy talks required a modicum of clothing.


    “Get out then. Nobody’s stopping you.”


    Unable to believe what she just heard, Raine’s head flew up. He was serious? The look he pinned her with said he was, and Raine glared back at him. Did he intend to humiliate her? Was he getting a kick out of seeing her squirm? Well, she had news for him. She wasn’t going to allow him to intimidate her. He’d already seen everything there was to see, she reasoned with herself, and by the look he’d had on his face that evening, he liked it.


    Working up enough nerve to do what she did next, Raine placed her hands on the sides of the tub and stood. Water dripped off her naked body as she turned and held out her hand. “Hand me a towel.”


    Jarret’s eyes were fastened to her breasts, lips slightly parted as if he hadn’t really believed she would do it. But she had, and now she was reveling in his reaction.


    “The towel, Jarret?” she repeated, snapping him from his daze—a daze that bolstered her confidence just enough for her to lift her chin a little higher.


    “Oh. Yeah, sure. Here you go.” Handing her the fluffy white towel, Jarret watched her every move closely as Raine wrapped it around her body and walked from the room.


    “Tell me why you didn’t call. Did they deny you a phone call? The shop is closer to the diner than the house. Why didn’t you come there? It’s too damn cold out to walk.”


    Firing off one question after another, Jarret followed behind her, leaving Raine no room for privacy. She may have shown him her body, but that didn’t mean she intended to become a nudist. With no other choice, Raine entered the closet and riffled through one of the garbage bags for a fresh set of clothes.


    “I didn’t feel like talking to anyone then,” she called from inside the closet as she dropped her towel.


    “But you felt like walking two miles?” His question, holding a curious note, came from a distance, though growing closer by the second. “You’re living out of garbage bags?” She was stepping into a pair of old lounge pants when Jarret appeared in the doorway, the look on his face one of utter disbelief.


    “Jesus, Jarret! Privacy!” Losing her balance, Raine grabbed for the wall with one hand, while trying to tug her pants up with the other. She wasn’t very successful, but thankfully, Jarret was there to keep her from making a bigger ass out of herself.


    Oh wait. Nope, he hadn’t.


    Setting her back on her feet, Jarret’s eyes blazed as they fell to her bare breasts.


    “Look away,” Raine growled, shoving his shoulder and covering herself with her arm.


    Rolling his eyes, Jarret turned around. Slowly. “I don’t know what you’re getting your panties in a twist for, Forester. You have nothing to be ashamed of.”


    “Men,” Raine huffed. Collecting the first shirt she saw, she ripped it over her head. “You see a boob and you drool all over yourself.”


    Jarret just shrugged, as if this were a simple truth. “So are you going to tell me why you’re living out of a garbage bag? Do you have something against hangers?” He moved out of the way as Raine pushed past him.


    Standing in front of the vanity that perfectly matched the rest of the bedroom outfit, Raine selected a pair of drop earrings with sea green beads at the ends, and tilted her head to put them on. “Yes, as a matter of fact, I’ve always had an aversion to silk lined hangers,” she said, giving him a sarcastic roll of her eyes through the mirror.


    “Then I’ll order wooden. Unless you prefer wire?” He cocked a dark, mocking brow.


    Raine’s shoulders dropped. “Silk is fine, Jarret. More than fine.”


    “Then why aren’t you using them?”


    “Because I don’t intend to.” Busying herself with her hair, Raine brushed through the long strands for far longer than was necessary, desperate to avoid a confrontation.


    Frowning, Jarret walked up behind her, so close that she could feel the heat from his chest against her back. He stared at her reflection, puzzling her out. “You still intend to leave, don’t you?” he asked, almost as if he had seen straight into her thoughts and plucked them out.


    “I never said I was going to stay.”


    “No, you didn’t.” One step closer and Jarret’s hard chest pressed against her back. Raine felt every nerve ending in her body sizzle to life as Jarret lowered his head to her ear, his eyes never leaving hers. In a deep, gravel voice he said softly, “But now you don’t have a choice.”


    Raine stiffened instantly. “What did you say?”


    Smirking, Jarret backed off, and headed for the door. “Get used to it, Peach. This is your home now. And in this home, we have rules. Meet me downstairs in five.”


    Raine glared at the empty doorway. How dare he assume that she would just bow to his will! Just because she didn’t have a job didn’t mean she was going to give up. And what the hell had he meant by ‘rules’ anyway? And who could forget that he’d given her an order? Meet him downstairs in five minutes? Make it ten.


    Gathering her hair into a loose bun, Raine strolled into the bathroom and took her time brushing her teeth and apply a touch of makeup before ever so slowly making her way to the first floor.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    FIFTEEN


    


    


    Apparently, ‘rules’ meant game night. Tonight would be the first of many according to Jarret, and because she’d been late meeting him, he’d taken the liberty of choosing which one they’d play: Monopoly. As part of her punishment, he’d chosen her piece, too—the boot.


    But that wasn’t what had Raine’s face burning.


    Jarret had seen her boobs. Twice. Hell, he’d seen everything. That was all Raine could think about as they sat on the floor of the sunroom. And from the way he kept glancing up at her from beneath that thick fringe of dark lashes, those gem-colored eyes skating over her form each time, told her he wasn’t thinking about football.


    The carnal way Jarret watched her made Raine’s insides squirm in the most delicious way. She could hardly sit still.


    “Straight to jail,” Jarret pouted as he trotted his little metal dog to the far corner of the board. “Do not pass go, do not collect two-hundred.”


    “You can buy my Get Out of Jail Free card,” Raine offered, holding it up to her face, hiding the devious smirk playing about her lips, “for a price.”


    “What’s the going rate on freedom these days?”


    “Oh, I’d say…one-thousand should do it.”


    Glancing down at the slim stack of paper money in front of him, Jarret’s eyes narrowed. “How does forty-three dollars sound?”


    “Oh, Mr. Moss. It sounds like you over-invested.” Raine looked at the impressive amount of real estate cluttering the board pointedly. “I suggest you use this time wisely and consider your actions.” Rolling the dice, Raine happily skipped around the board, cackling gleefully as Jarret used up his next two turns to escape confinement.


    “You’re enjoying this far too much,” Jarret remarked as he rolled to his feet. “I’m going to get a beer. You want me to bring you back anything?”


    She requested a bottle of water, and then leaned back on her elbows to stretch her aching back. Letting her head fall back on her shoulders, Raine gazed up at the glittering night sky through the three walls of surrounding windows. She hadn’t looked at the stars since she was a kid. The last time she had, she must have been around twelve or thirteen. She remembered it because it was the first night she’d slept away from home.


    Okay, it was in the back yard. But in her defense, being given permission to break away from the heavy press of a parental thumb, even if only for something as simple as pitching a tent in the backyard, was akin to hiking in the wilderness without a guide. It was dark and daring and felt just dangerous enough to give her a thrill. And that was what life was all about, right? The thrill?


    There were far too few of those once adulthood entered the picture.


    A shock of cold stung the side of Raine’s neck, and she yelped. “Hey!”


    Chuckling, Jarret handed her the water she requested. Pushing aside the game board, he filled the space beside her and leaned back, adopting the same pose as he drank his beer and looked up at the stars. “There’s something about wintertime that makes everything seem more still. I used to stare at the stars all the time when I went camping with the boys.”


    “The boys?”


    “Yeah, my friends.” Jarret shrugged, tipping his bottle back and drinking deep.


    “What friends?” Raine had been living with him for nearly a month, and she had yet to meet these so-called friends. Maybe they were imaginary. Or maybe Jarret was too ashamed to introduce her to them, concerned more with keeping up the perfect Moss image.


    But that didn’t sound like the Jarret she’d come to know.


    “You say that like it’s impossible for me to have friends,” Jarret remarked tersely. “Yes, friends. We used to hang out all the time. We spent half our teen years camped out in the middle of the woods. Roughing it, that’s what we called it, but we never even learned how to build a proper fire.” He shook his head, reliving those moments with a fond smile.


    “What happened to those friends?”


    A dark look passed over him, and Jarret finished off his drink. Lying back, he tucked his arms beneath his head, his shirt inching up to allow a peek of his taut abdomen. Raine struggled to keep her focus, the draw to look, touch, feel almost too powerful to ignore. Somehow, she managed to keep her fingers to herself.


    “What happens with everything? We grew apart.”


    We grew apart. He said it so casually, as if talking about a change in the weather, but Raine knew better. Connection like he described, as concise as it was, wouldn’t just grow apart. Would it? Having had no close friends of her own, she couldn’t say for sure, but it didn’t settle well.


    “Did they go off to school or something? Or did you have a fight?” she prodded, allowing the curiosity to win out.


    “Something like that,” Jarret said evasively. Raine stared at him until Jarret felt her eyes on him and met her gaze. She lifted her eyebrows. Care to elaborate? He huffed, muttering something unintelligible under his breath. “Let’s just say that being a member of one of the most influential families in town has a way of destroying relationships. My father can be a little overwhelming,” he explained, but it was no explanation at all.


    Raine had met his father, and she found Mr. Moss intimidating as much as he was infuriating. He was definitely an imposing figure, but what could he have possibly done to come between such a close-knit group of friends? If they could break ties so easily, it must have either been something pretty bad, or they were never very good friends to begin with.


    The tight set of Jarret’s jaw convinced Raine to save any lingering questions for another time. As far as nights went, it was a peaceful one, and she wanted to enjoy it. In the city, that kind of thing was hard to find. The endless noise of life drowned out those quiet moments, creating a chaotic backdrop to everything, making something as simple as sitting on a deck in the middle of rural countryside almost deafening in its silence.


    “How did you get this place?” Raine wondered aloud. The house, hell the land, had to have cost a fortune. How did a young twenty-something mechanic afford something this nice?


    “My parents bought it for me. Kind of a graduation present,” he said unapologetically.


    Holy shit. She’d heard of kids getting cars, or a nice check handed to them, but a house? Even for people like the Mosses, it seemed extravagant. “That’s a hell of a present.”


    Jarret just nodded, his gaze fixed on the sky. Shifting, Raine eased down beside him, lying out fully and feeling the hard floor dig into her back and hips. “Where do you see yourself in five years?” Jarret asked, breaking the easy silence.


    Raine snorted, finding the question funny. “Working in a diner, or maybe fast food, making minimum wage, living in a one bedroom apartment, and if I’m lucky, having just enough money to feed my kid.” As futures went, hers was bleak, and it wasn’t something she wanted to look at too closely.


    Jarret rolled his head sideways. She could feel his penetrating gaze burning into the side of her face, but Raine continued to watch the stars instead. “Do you really think that?”


    “I don’t think it,” Raine replied, her voice strong despite the urge to weep with pity for herself, “I know it.” Someone in her position had little recourse. Once the baby arrived, she’d have to make even more sacrifices than she already had. Money and time would be tight, and she’d have to choose work or school. For obvious reasons, work would win out, and without a degree, she’d end up working crap jobs that forced her to rely on government subsidies to make ends meet. So to say she was looking at hard times ahead was a massive understatement.


    “Sometimes,” she whispered, her voice fading in and out with emotion, “I wonder if I shouldn’t have taken your dad up on his offer.” The admission forced a lump of guilt to form in her throat, and Raine swallowed hard, attempting to dislodge it.


    “You’d give the baby to strangers?” Jarret asked, his voice filled with horrified disbelief. Raine couldn’t answer. It wasn’t that she wanted to, or even that she was really considering it an option, but what if she did? What if she allowed another couple to give her child everything she couldn’t? Would that be so bad?


    Turning on his side, Jarret’s blue eyes blazed. Placing his hand over her stomach, he said, “You might think that’s a solution now, but I promise, you’d regret it. Every time you saw another woman with her kid, you’d wonder where yours was, what he looked like, how he was being treated. And every time you looked at yourself in the mirror, you’d hate yourself just a little more. Trust me, money isn’t everything, Raine. It can’t buy happiness. That’s something you have to make happen all on your own.”


    Struggling to control her breathing, Raine covered his hand with hers. “Tell me what to do,” she pleaded. She didn’t want to give her baby away. She didn’t. But the alternative was so much worse, and her job as a mother was to put her child’s needs ahead of her own. What her child needed was a warm, safe home, and that wasn’t something she was in a position to provide.


    “Oh, Peach,” Jarret said, shifting his weight so it fell over her like a warm, heavy blanket. Framing her face in his hands, their gazes locked. “You already know what to do. Stay here. Stay with me.”


    His fingers toyed with her hair, a soft smile playing on his full lips as if he already knew what her answer would be. And maybe he did, because it was screaming in her head so loud he had to have heard it. He was right, though. Whether she accepted his father’s money or not, it’d only be a temporary relief, and she would regret it. Just considering adoption tore at her insides. Jarret was offering her an out, a way to have it all. Where he learned that kind of generosity, she had no idea. A part of her even wondered if this was some kind of elaborate prank to get her to drop her guard long enough to rip her world apart. But her world wasn’t all that nice to begin with, so what did it really matter?


    Pulling in a steadying breath, Raine nodded once. “Okay. I’ll stay.”


    Beaming, Jarret snatched a kiss so quick, Raine almost didn’t feel it happen, and then he was standing, holding his hands out to lift her to her feet. “Smart girl,” he praised her. “We’ll start by throwing those garbage bags out and getting you settled in properly.”


    Raine laughed as Jarret grabbed her hand and dragged her inside, all but running up the stairs. She had a feeling she’d made the right choice.


    


    

  


  
    

    SIXTEEN


    


    


    “There you are.” Jarret smiled at his mother as he leaned over and briefly hugged her narrow shoulders before taking a seat opposite her. His mother was a beautiful woman with her glossy black hair pulled back in a delicate gold clip at the base of her neck, her makeup flawless, and the stark white formfitting dress revealing her feminine curves. She’d aged well thanks to Dr. Parson’s professional touch, and only looked forty of her fifty-one years.


    “I hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of ordering for both of us.” He didn’t mind, since this was their usual fair when they met for lunch and he always ordered the same dish. Taking the sight of him in, his mother tsked. “Don’t you think a long sleeve shirt would have been more appropriate?”


    Jarret had skipped work that morning in order to meet her for an early lunch, and due to how high Raine kept the temperature in the house, he was always hot. So, he’d chosen a light-weight navy blue polo and compromised on the pants, choosing a pair of fitted slacks in place of cargo shorts. Perfectly respectable for this establishment, but it showed a good portion of the tattoos running down both arms, which was what she was really objecting to. She’d always frowned on his choices of self-expression.


    Ignoring her remark, Jarret looked over the drink menu, deciding that this luncheon clearly called for something hard. “It’s good to see you, too, Mother,” he greeted her formally, setting the menu aside. The waiter, a slim man with a slight curve in his shoulders, came around and took his drink order, then disappeared again. “How have you been?”


    “Not as good as I could be,” she replied with a tight frown. Here we go. Slinging his arm over the back of the chair next to him, Jarret adopted a casual appearance and settled in, giving nothing of his sudden irritation away. “Your brother told us that you’ve been seeing that girl. That she may even be living with you.”


    So Camron had been running his mouth. Not that he hadn’t expected it. He had punched him in the nose, after all. No sense in denying it, he supposed. “That’s correct.”


    “Jarret, no.” His mother’s deep disapproval wasn’t anything new, and Jarret met her tone with raised brows.


    “Is there a problem with me having friends?”


    “Friend?” She gasped, pressing her hand to her chest. “I’d hardly call that”—her shrewd, blue eyes skittered around the dining room as she leaned across the table—“whore a friend.”


    Jarret’s teeth bit into his cheek to quell the vicious retort that begged to be released. “Don’t call her that, Mother. You don’t even know her.”


    “And you do?” she scoffed. Raising her glass, she sipped at the rich red wine. “Look, Jarret. Your father and I have been talking about this, and we realize that your…sensitivity to certain types of people may…color your vision.” She seemed to be having trouble selecting the right words, but Jarret knew exactly what she was getting at. It was just her nice way of calling Raine a whore, and it set Jarret’s teeth on edge. “We feel it would be in your best interest if we took possession of the house for a while and you came back home, just until this whole thing gets sorted out and you’ve had some time to clear your head.”


    The wooden chair creaked in protest as Jarret’s fingers curled around its back. “Take possession? That’s my house. Why the hell would I give it up to stay with my parents?”


    “Jarret, sweetie, please keep your voice down.” As usual, Mrs. Moss, the wife of a politician, was more worried about maintaining her appearance than her family. Reaching out, Jarret allowed her to place her hand over his. “You make it sound so harsh. The house would still be yours, of course. We’d just be holding onto it for you, for safekeeping. It would only be for a short time, and besides, I miss you. Now that Cameron is off at school, the house is too quiet.”


    He had to give her credit. That was exactly something he would have liked to hear…if he were fifteen again. But he wasn’t, and her words couldn’t erase the fact that she’d just insulted Raine and issued him a thinly veiled threat: the girl or his freedom.


    Jarret didn’t take kindly to threats. No matter whom they came from.


    “Sorry, Mother, but it’s just not going to happen.” A tense silence ensued as their waiter returned to deliver their food. As soon as he was gone, his mother wasted no time delving back in.


    “While I’ve always enjoyed your spunk, your father was very clear on this. The girl needs to go or he’s selling the house. You have to know that this isn’t a good situation. We only want what’s best for you.”


    “This is what’s best for me. I’m happy where I’m at.”


    She gave him a disbelieving look. “Just because it feels good doesn’t always mean it’s what’s best for us. To be clear, we didn’t buy that house so you could move some hussy in there. Your father and I won’t support such bad decision making.”


    Ignoring his lunch, Jarret extended his hand out, his fingers toying with the glass of whiskey in front of him. When he’d agreed to come to lunch today, he hadn’t counted on a standoff. That he was going toe-to-toe with his own mother, a person half his size and a quarter his weight, was laughable. “Since we’re being very clear right now,” Jarret said, his voice strong and unwavering, “nothing is going to make me kick that girl out. She’s my guest and she’s welcome to stay as long as she wishes. That goes for your grandchild, too.” Her mouth gaped open, preparing to argue, but Jarret just raised his hand, silencing her the same way his father always had.


    “As for the house, that’s mine. In case you two forgot, it was signed over to me the day I moved in, so no, you and Dad won’t be taking it. Not even for safekeeping,” he said scathingly. “So that’s off the table, too. As far as I can see, that leaves you with zero bargaining chips, so you can either get used to the idea of her being around, or not. It really doesn’t matter to me, because it changes nothing.”


    The look of horror on his mother’s face would be comical if not for the pallid color of her skin that made him worry she might keel over any minute from a heart attack. His mother was used to being treated with kid gloves. If she’d ever had any fight in her, it’d been smashed out long before he entered the world by the hard-as-granite and just-as-pliable Mr. Moss.


    “The way you speak to me…This girl is already having a poor influence on you.”


    “No, Mother. If anything, she’s having a good influence.” Just thinking about Raine made Jarret long to get out of there. The restaurant was his mother’s favorite, and it was just as stuffy as she was. With Raine, everything was just…easier. Almost like being alone, but not having to.


    She made the average quiet of the day bearable to a degree that he, for lack of experience, couldn’t measure, but it felt damn good, and that was something worth holding onto.


    Decision made, Jarret downed his drink and stood.


    “Where are you going?”


    “Home.”


    “But the meals just got here. Aren’t you hungry?”


    “Funny, but I’ve lost my appetite.” Bending down, Jarret kissed the top of his mother’s head. Then, with a promise to talk to her later, he walked out.


    


    ***


    “Are you going to answer that?”


    Jarret glanced at the lit screen on his phone. Seeing his mother’s number, he went back to concentrating on the cards in his hand. “Blue, seven.”


    They were playing UNO tonight, and so far, he was kicking Raine’s perky little ass. It wasn’t her fault that she was a girl and sucked at cards. Most girls he’d met did. It didn’t matter the ease of the game. If numbers were involved, they always lost. Maybe it had something to do with men being better at math than women.


    Raine studied the fan of cards stretching her hands, her lips pursed. The way she used her stomach as an arm rest made him smile. His smile grew with the knowledge that she didn’t have anything to put down, just like she hadn’t had anything on her last five turns. Finally, she took from the pile, grumbling as that too was added to her personal collection.


    “Ah, turn that frown upside down, babe. It’s just a game. You should be used to sucking by now.”


    “Har. Har, asshole. Your turn.”


    His phone lit up again as Jarret laid down more cards, changing the colors three times. “Damn it,” he muttered, turning the phone off completely so they wouldn’t be bothered. Why wouldn’t she get the hint that he didn’t want to talk to her right now?


    “Who keeps calling?” Raine asked, pretending to plot her next move as she studied her cards. “Jilted ex-girlfriend? Stalker fuck buddy?”


    “Jealous?” Jarret asked, one side of his mouth lifting ruefully.


    “No,” she said quickly. Too quickly. “But I am right that it’s a girl, aren’t I?”


    “Yes,” Jarret hedged. “It’s my mother.”


    “Oh.” Looking down at her cards, Raine laid one down, using the matching numbers to plot her course. “Are you two fighting?”


    “What makes you ask that?” Jarret asked, taking a fresh card from the deck and waving for her to take her turn.


    “Um, the fact that you’ve ignored the last ten calls and just turned your phone off was kind of telling.”


    “Well, aren’t you a regular Columbo.”


    “Angela Lansbury is more my speed,” Raine retorted, then smiled gleefully as she unloaded half her stash, switching colors and numbers so fast Jarret had a hard time keeping track of what was going on. “Better watch your back, Moss. I’m coming for ya!”


    “Girl’s got claws,” Jarret teased, then laid down another card.


    “So what happened?”


    “We had a few words.” Jarret shrugged. “Nothing major.”


    “If it’s nothing major, then call her back.”


    “I would have thought you’d be happy that I was ignoring her, considering how things went the last time you talked.”


    Raine grimaced at the memory. “I won’t pretend to have warm feelings toward the woman, but she’s your mother and she loves you. If she’s blowing up your phone, it’s probably because she has something important to say. Maybe she wants to apologize.”


    Jarret took a moment to think about it. His mother could be a little high-strung sometimes, and she often said things she didn’t mean, or regretted later. The incessant way she kept calling him suggested that Raine was probably right. Running his hand through his hair, Jarret screwed up his face then pulled in a long breath. “So you think I should call her back?”


    “Definitely.”


    Fine. He would call her, but only because Raine said so. “Stay here,” he commanded, then got to dialing. The line picked up immediately.


    “Jarret?”


    “It’s me.”


    “I’m so happy you called. I was afraid I really stepped in it this time.” As his mother began a long, drawn out apology, Jarret continued to play his game with Raine. He had four cards left, all different colors. But if her track record was any indication of what to expect, he’d be able to take her down in no time flat.


    That wasn’t the case.


    The next chance Raine got, she dropped card after card, whittling her hand down until only one remained. Then she shouted the dreaded words. “UNO!” Only, she whisper-yelled it, her hands in the air, her body bouncing in her seat in a victory dance.


    Holding two thumbs up, Jarret smiled his happiness for her. “I totally let you win,” he whispered to her.


    “Jesus doesn’t like liars,” she replied with a smug smile.


    He’d bet Jesus wouldn’t like the things going on in his head right now either. The way Raine was smiling, her absolute radiance at such a minor victory, tightened his body with need. How long had it been since he’d last been inside a girl?


    Too long.


    But Raine wasn’t just any girl. He wanted her more than he’d wanted anyone, ever. What was it about her that made him react that way? Was it her plain beauty that drew him so completely? Was it because his brother had had her first? Or was it that she was pregnant that made him so damn hard?


    Was he one of those sick bastards that got hot off fucking pregnant women?


    “Jarret? Are you still there?”


    Shaking his head to clear away the disturbing thoughts, Jarret coughed into his hand. “Yes, yeah, I’m still here.”


    “Good, as I was saying. I’d like to make it up to you. Why don’t you come to dinner this weekend? Bring your friend. I think we could all use a chance at a fresh start.”


    “Uh…” Glancing at Raine, Jarret read the concern in her eyes. “Can you hold on a minute, Mom?” Covering the phone with his hand, Jarret relayed the conversation to her, taking care to keep his voice down. “She’s asking us to come to dinner.”


    “You mean you. She’s asking you to come to dinner,” Raine corrected him.


    “I mean us. She says she wants us all to start over.”


    Raine lifted a skeptical brow. He couldn’t really blame her for being suspicious. His father was a politician, for crying out loud. If that didn’t scream shady, then the sudden change of heart certainly did. On the other hand, how could they turn it down? A dinner with the family might be the perfect opportunity to air out grievances and make new connections. Maybe if his parents could see the evidence that Raine was pregnant with their own eyes, it would make everything more real for them. Maybe then they would be able to warm up to her and the idea of becoming grandparents.


    “Come on, Raine,” he said, surprising himself. Begging wasn’t something he’d ever done before, but he was uncovering a whole lot of firsts since she came into his life, starting with allowing her to invade his home. “This could be the perfect opportunity to smooth things over.”


    “Jarret…” She couldn’t look any more pained if someone were shoving hot pokers up her behind. “I don’t really feel comfortable with that idea.”


    “They want to make amends,” Jarret argued. Laying the phone down, he walked over to her and curled his hands around the back of her neck, forcing her to look at him. “My parents aren’t known for admitting they’re wrong. This chance won’t come around again, so if there’s any hope of them accepting you into the family, you need to do this. One dinner, Raine. It won’t kill you to eat one dinner with them.”


    “It almost did the first time,” she said, with a half-smile. Lowering her gaze, he gave her a moment to think it over. Finally, with a drawn sigh of resignation, she asked, “Will Camron be there?”


    With the bad blood running between her and his brother, Jarret picked up on the message between the lines. She wasn’t asking because she hoped he would be, but because she hoped he wouldn’t. And Jarret had a sense that if he said yes, it would be a deal breaker. “I don’t really know,” he said truthfully. “But whether he is or he isn’t, I will be, and I promise I won’t leave you alone for a second.”


    The torn look on her face made him feel like a total asshole, but Jarret felt this was important. Yes, she had dated his brother. Yes, she had feelings for him once. And yes, they had broken up. He didn’t expect them to be best buds after all of that, especially since Camron seemed to be struggling with his morals as of late, but family needed to stick together. That notion had been drilled into his head since he was a toddler. Theirs would be unconventional, and it would be a tough, uphill battle to work it all out, but the end result would be worth it.


    “All right.” Raine inhaled a shuddering breath and closed her eyes. “I know I’m going to regret this, but okay. Tell her we’ll be there. But,” she said, her brown eyes popping open wide. She jabbed a finger in the center of his chest. “You have to swear on a stack of Holy Bibles that you won’t leave me alone for a second. And if I say I want to leave, we’ll leave. I won’t be treated like the whore of Babylon again.”


    Jarret smiled in amusement. “Any other requests before I let her know to reserve an extra spot at the table?”


    “Yes,” Raine said gravely. “I want to be seated as far away from Camron as possible.”


    Leaning down, Jarret kissed her forehead. “You got it, Peach.”
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    Her dad always taught her that God wouldn’t give her more than she could handle. Well, Raine was beginning to wonder if God had overestimated her, because she felt as if she were approaching her breaking point. Rapidly.


    Dinner should be a simple affair, with good food, good talks, and good company. But this dinner was going to be anything but simple and far from anything good. Raine not only had to face Mr. and Mrs. Moss again, but she might have to endure time with Camron, and she just didn’t know if she had enough strength for that.


    Her dad’s words echoed in her head as Raine stepped into a flowing summer dress that stopped dead when it reached her hips.


    “If He sees fit, God will forgive you. Now go pray that he does.”


    Those words, spoken at a time when she needed her father’s caring embrace and loving words more than God’s interminable silence, looped through her mind on repeat. It was a month to the day when she discovered she was pregnant and her father took it as a sign that she had not earned forgiveness and forced her to leave the only home she’d ever known.


    Maybe she hadn’t. After all, why else would she be summoned into the demon’s lair? In less than twenty-four hours, she might have to sit across from the devil himself and pretend that all was well with the world. Her only saving grace was that Jarret would be there with her the whole time.


    Small blessings.


    It didn’t mean she felt any easier about it. Her stomach had been in a constant state of upset since the night before when she agreed to go, and every second that passed, she rethought her words, considered backing out, making an excuse. She could tell Jarret she was sick, and it wouldn’t be a total lie. She felt sick, the constant twisting, turning, and swaying in her belly making her feel as if she’d boarded a canoe headed down the rapids.


    Perhaps the most frustrating development of all was that she’d grown out of all her clothes seemingly overnight. Nothing, not even her dresses, would fit over her fat ass. Raine felt like tearing her hair out. What more could go wrong?


    Yanking the dress down her thighs, she kicked it away and threw herself down on the bed. Pulling the covers up to her neck—the only thing that would fit—she closed her eyes and breathed deep. It would do her no good to get upset. The baby wouldn’t like it and it didn’t solve anything anyway. The best thing to do would be to regroup.


    Then eat a bowl of ice cream.


    With chocolate sauce.


    Already she felt better. Maybe a nap would bring it all together. Everything looked better when viewed through fresh eyes. With a plan made up, Raine settled in and allowed herself to enjoy one of her last days of uninterrupted sleep.


    


    ***


    “Raine, wake up!”


    Someone was screaming. Raine’s heart thundered in her chest at the sound of the blood curdling screams in the distance. Whoever it was, they needed help. Raine shot upright, her eyes wide open. It took her a moment to get her bearings, and when she did, she realized she was safe in her bed. She reached for her glasses on the nightstand and put them on. Jarret knelt over her, his freshly showered hair dripping down her front as he continued to hold her shoulders in a bruising grip. Raine’s gaze skated over him, appreciating the tattoos covering his arms and the single line of script on his chest. It wasn’t until she looked into his eyes that she saw the lines of worry bracketing them.


    “What’s wrong?” she asked, instantly going on alert.


    “You were screaming. I was in the shower when I heard you screaming,” he said, his voice trembling. Even through the shadows, he appeared shell-shocked. “I thought someone was killing you.” Releasing her, he ran his hands over his face and through his hair wearily.


    The dreams. Realizing what had brought him to her room, Raine suddenly felt exposed, and pulled the blanket up to cover herself. The dreams had been coming less frequently since she’d moved into Jarret’s home, but it didn’t come without a trade-off. They came less, but they were also much, much worse. She could never recall the details, the memories too vague to hold onto once she opened her eyes, but they still left an impression. She knew they were about Camron and they always left her with a deep sense of fear.


    But thanks to Jarret, at least she felt safe when she woke up.


    “Why do you live in this house all alone?” she asked, hoping to relieve them both of the disturbing nightmare. “This place is too big for just one person. Why don’t you have roommates?”


    Jarret gave her a puzzled frown, his brows meeting in the middle. “Uh, I guess I just never saw the need for one. But you’re kind of my roommate now,” he said, his lips twitching up at one corner. “Does that count?”


    “I guess, but what will you do when I move out?” They’d talked about her staying, but there was nothing in their arrangement that said forever. Raine had to plan for the future, whatever that may be.


    “Well, I guess I’ll go back to being a flower in the attic.”


    “A flower in the attic?” Raine chuckled.


    “Yes a pretty one, with a great tan. Of course,” he said, holding up his arm and flexing the bicep, “without anyone to bring me nourishing meals, I’ll waste away and lose all this.”


    “Oh what a sad day that would be,” Raine mocked teasingly. “Imagine all the girls who’d be beside themselves with grief.” Raine’s laughter faded as Jarret reached out to curl his fingers under her chin, his focus intent on her lips as he dragged his thumb across the bottom one.


    “There’s only one girl I want to imagine.”


    Jarret’s mouth grazed over hers, his lips a gentle caress that steadily deepened, turning hungry with each teasing sweep of his tongue across the seam of her mouth. Raine stiffened. She didn’t understand why, since he had kissed her before and she always found it pleasant—or more accurately, a deep and abiding craving—but this time, sitting in a bed, alone, and with her in only a t-shirt and panties, she felt vulnerable.


    She shouldn’t feel that way, she reprimanded herself. Jarret had never tried to hide his intentions or his attraction to her, and he was nothing but kind and generous, so there was no reason why her heart should be trying to escape her chest. But it was. It felt as if he were sucking all the oxygen from her lungs, hollowing her out until nothing was left but a panic-stricken shell of flesh and bone.


    “Jarret, stop!” Tearing her mouth away, Raine shoved Jarret back. Her eyes widened as soon as she realized what she had done, and she cupped her hands over her mouth. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I did that.”


    Stunned was the only way to describe Jarret’s expression, but he reined it in quickly. Reaching out, he clasped her wrists in his big hands and tugged them down. Raine’s lips pressed into a firm line and she cast her gaze across the room, unsure what to say or how to explain her behavior.


    “Raine,” Jarret began, his voice low and measured. “If I ask you something, would you promise to tell me the truth?”


    That was a loaded question. Recognizing Jarret’s question as his way of gaining answers while still giving her control over the situation, Raine nodded reluctantly. “I’ll try.”


    He nodded, his eyes downcast as he traced the thin blue veins crisscrossing the back of her hand. “This is the second time you’ve screamed in your sleep, that I know of. The dark circles under your eyes tell me it happens a lot more than that, too.”


    Feeling a little uncomfortable, Raine tried to take her hand back, but Jarret held on tighter, forcing her to stay and listen. “Even though we’ve been living together for a couple months now, you’re afraid of me. Not completely, but there are times, like when I kissed you just now, that you don’t act right. You get this look in your eyes, like you’ve just witnessed your own death, and frankly, it scares the piss outta me.”


    He was closer to the truth than he realized. Sometimes, it felt like Raine was witnessing her death, watching a part of herself dying right in front of her, and no matter how hard she tried to fight back, she could never save it. “Jarret…” God, what could she say? She didn’t mean to scare him, but she also wasn’t ready to tell him anything.


    One look into his easygoing blue eyes, and Raine stopped talking, sensing Jarret’s need to say whatever it was he had to say.


    “I have so many questions I want to ask you, but I have a feeling if I do, there won’t be a force strong enough to keep you from running out that door,” Jarret stated. “So I’m only going to ask you this one thing, Raine, and I want you to tell me straight.” His hand on hers turned into an iron grip. “You would never do anything to hurt yourself, would you?”


    It didn’t matter how hard he tried to hold on, Jarret couldn’t keep Raine from jerking out of his grip. “Never,” she said fiercely, gathering the blankets up around her neck.


    “How can I be sure?”


    Raine narrowed her eyes in offence. “I understand that you don’t know a lot about me, Jarret, but one thing you should know is that I was raised in a very religious family. My father is big on God and if he taught me anything at all, it is that it’s a mortal sin to take one’s own life. Whether that’s true or not, I wouldn’t risk it, especially if it means risking an innocent child.”


    “Okay,” Jarret said, holding up both hands in surrender, “I believe you.” Raine’s shoulders gradually lowered as she registered the sincerity of his words. Jarret studied her, the light in his eyes slowly shifting from one of respect to a curious kind of amusement. “Can I ask one more question?”


    Suspicious, Raine pursed her lips. “Fine, but only one.”


    “Why are you still hal- naked and in bed in the middle of the afternoon?”


    Her cheeks flamed instantly and Raine kicked the side of Jarret’s hip from beneath the blankets. “You have a serious issue with privacy,” she said, chuckling. Huffing and rolling her eyes, she figured she might as well tell him. “If you must know, I can’t fit into any of my clothes.”


    “None of them?” Jarret asked speculatively.


    “Not a one. I’m too fat for everything in my closet.” And why the hell did that make her want to cry? It was as if someone had hooked her tear ducts up to a faucet and turned them on and off at will. Frankly, as much time as she spent crying since becoming pregnant, she was surprised she’d never been hospitalized for dehydration.


    “Nothing about you is fat,” Jarret assured her.


    Rolling her eyes a second time, Raine corrected him. “Have you seen my thighs? I’m fat.” Mirrors and waistbands didn’t lie.


    Jarret moved so fast he was a blur and the next thing Raine knew, he’d ripped the blankets right out of her hands. Standing at the side of the bed, Jarret wore a pleased smile as he visually inspected every inch of her while Raine frantically yanked and tugged at the too-short shirt that barely covered her swollen stomach.


    “I don’t see this fat you’re talking about,” he said, once he’d finished looking her over. “Show me where all this fat is because all I am seeing is an amazing set of curves and smooth skin that seriously, Raine, is making me harder than hell.”


    Her eyes immediately dropped to his crotch where she saw the hard evidence of his statement staring back at her through a loose pair of basketball shorts. Well, Raine thought, freezing in the middle of retrieving the blankets, he certainly doesn’t mince words.


    “That’s right, Peach,” Jarret continued. “There is absolutely not one part of you that I don’t find incredibly hot.”


    “But I have stretch marks,” Raine complained. She grimaced with every new line that emerged, her body slowly falling to ruin right before her eyes. And he was claiming he found that attractive?


    “I’d kiss every one of them if you let me.” Pressing his thighs into the side of the bed, Jarret bent at the waist and planted his fists into the mattress, putting his face directly in front of hers. The heat glowing like embers in his eyes created a tight, tingling sensation to grow between Raine’s thighs as she held his gaze. “Nothing about how I feel about you is right or conventional. In fact, I should send you away right now and spare us both the trouble this is going to cause, but I won’t because something inside me tells me there will never be a sweeter, softer, juicer fruit than you, Peach. I know you’re not ready for me yet, but when you are, there won’t be anything that can stop me from sinking every part of myself into your heat.”


    

    


    


    

  


  
    

    EIGHTEEN


    


    


    Jarret felt like a complete idiot. He’d said some things to girls before when he intended to make them squirm, but there’d always been one goal in mind and he’d never truly meant the words…until now. Being that she came from a religious family, for a moment after he’d let his confession slip, he half expected Raine to run screaming out the door. She surprised him when she’d instead leaned in and kissed him.


    It was the smallest, lightest kiss anyone had ever given him, but coming from her it was the most sensual, passionate experience of his life.


    And wow, didn’t that make him sound like a pussy. Then he’d gone and compounded it by suggesting they go clothes shopping.


    Seriously. Shopping. What guy in their right mind wanted to go shopping for clothes, let alone with a woman? A pregnant, hormonal woman. Twice. He must be insane.


    “I’m not coming out,” Raine said, the dressing room door muffling her voice.


    Jarret rolled his eyes and passed the sales clerk a knowing smirk. They’d been standing in the same spot for almost an hour and every outfit Raine tried on, it never failed that she refused to come out until he begged at least twice. “Come on, Peach, I’m sure you look beautiful.” Just as she had in everything else she’d tried on. In fact, he was having some pretty specific fantasies about the white and black daisy dress that dipped low enough in the front to flash her generous pale peeks, and crisscrossed in the back, finishing with a subtle, feminine black silk bow that rested just about her full, round ass.


    Goddamn, his mouth was watering so bad, he was surprised he wasn’t drooling on himself.


    “I look like Shamu!” she wailed, and Jarret was fairly certain he heard a sniffle.


    Sighing, he handed off the outfits she had settled on to the sales lady, and knocked gently on the dressing room door. “Can I come in a minute?”


    There was a moment of silence, and then a drawn out groan before the lock was flipped back and the door creaked open a crack. Jarret slipped inside, locking it behind him. Raine had chosen the handicap stall, claiming that she was, again, too fat to fit into a normal-sized one. Jarret thought she was being ridiculous at the time, but now that he was sharing the space with her, he was happy she’d chosen it. Gave him some elbow room.


    Raine stood in front of a low bench built into the wall, placing discarded clothes back on their hangers, her shoulders hunched and her hair shielding her face from view.


    But that wasn’t what had him standing like a complete dolt with his mouth gaping open. “Raine, where are your clothes?” For someone who had acted so shy earlier, when he’d seen her in underwear and a shirt, she certainly didn’t seem to have any qualms this time about being seen in only a bra and a pair of skimpy, thin lace underwear. The girl was a mystery.


    With a delicate sniff, she lifted her shoulders. “Why bother when you’ve already seen it all anyway? Besides, everything I put on looks likes crap. I might as well throw on a burlap bag and call it a day.”


    “If you’re into burlap, I know this place down by the pier that sells it at wholesale…” The killing look she shot over her shoulder at him shut Jarret right up. “Sorry, bad joke.” Edging closer, Jarret put his hands on her shoulders, ignored it when he felt her stiffen, and began applying gentle pressure to the tight muscles. It only took a minute before he felt her begin to relax. “You’ve got at least ten outfits waiting for you out there. What do you say we blow this place, pick up something to eat, and head home?”


    Shoulders slumping in what Jarret assumed was in relief, Raine sighed. “Yes, please. That sounds amazing.”


    Gathering the pile of discarded clothes, Jarret stepped out of the room to give Raine time to get dressed, but not before pausing long enough to hand her a slinky, stretchy dress a shade of purple the sales girl called eggplant, and instructed her to wear it out. Despite how much he enjoyed seeing her wear his oversized clothes, he knew she would feel more comfortable in her own things.


    They ended up in a drive-thru twenty minutes later ordering deep-fried seafood and ten minutes after that, they were in his bedroom, sitting cross-legged in the middle of his bed, with the projector pulled down and the surround sound blasting.


    While he had always objected to the idea of having other people in his private space, ever since that first night when Raine had ventured in, he couldn’t get the idea of having her there again out of his head. So, he’d been the one to suggest watching a movie while eating their dinner in his room.


    After very little argument, Raine had followed him up. Jarret remembered the look on her face as he stood back to see what she would do, giving her the opening to choose their destination. There was a spacious living area with a couch, chairs, and tables set up directly in front of the screen, but the way she grinned revealed her intentions and Jarret beamed with satisfaction as he watched her saunter to his bed and climb into the middle.


    Now not only had Raine been in his room, sharing his space, but she was officially the first girl to be in his bed. His real bed, not one from a guest room or one belonging to a stranger at a random party, and fuck him, she looked right sitting there.


    With a spread of artery-clogging food surrounding them, they dug in. As Jarret ate, he couldn’t keep his eyes off her. Raine was too damn hot for her own good in her little dress, her hair tied back in a sloppy bun, and making tiny, almost non-existent moaning sounds that he found incredibly sexy.


    “Stop looking at me,” Raine muttered around a mouthful of battered fish.


    Snapping his attention back to the screen where John Cusack was trying to win a girl over by holding a stereo over his head, Jarret pretended he didn’t know what she was talking about. “I wasn’t looking at you,” he scoffed.


    “Lies,” Raine singsonged, teasing him for having gotten caught. “You must be one sick pup to want to watch a pregnant girl eat.”


    “What? You’re cute,” he defended himself, his voice raising a full octave. A sick pup? What the hell was that?


    “I’m stuffing my face over here,” Raine protested. Waving her hand over her clothes, she said, “There are hush puppy crumbs all over me. How is that cute?”


    “I meant cute in an aww-you-eat-like-a-toddler way. Definitely not cute in a you-belong-in-a-nursing-home kind of way.”


    “Thank you so much!” Raine giggled behind her hand, trying to chew and swallow her food without making an even bigger mess of herself.


    Cute was definitely a good description for her, Jarret thought to himself. How could Camron ever walk away from someone as delicate and charming as this girl?


    Finders keepers as they used to say as children. But did Raine feel the same way about him? The more time he spent with her, the more Jarret found himself asking that question. Sometimes, she would look at him or behave toward him in such a way that he thought she must, but then other times she would shove him like she had when he’d kissed her earlier that afternoon, and then he was all kinds of screwed up in the head wondering did she, or didn’t she?


    While Jarret polished off the last of his coleslaw, he recalled his seventh grade English teacher’s favorite saying that the only stupid question was the one that wasn’t asked. So he figured, what harm could it do?


    Clearing his side of the bed and brushing a few crumbs onto the floor, Jarret leaned back against the pillows and stared at the side of Raine’s face until she finally turned to look at him over her shoulder.


    “Again with the staring,” she said with a chuckle.


    “How can you accuse me of staring? What if I looked at you because I saw you turning to look at me? For all you know, I could have been watching the movie the whole time.”


    She rolled her eyes, knowing better. “The burning hole in the side of my head says otherwise.”


    Snagging a hank of her hair, Jarret gave it a playful tug. “I want to ask you a question.”


    “Another one?” Despite her whine of protest, Raine scooped up her empty cartons, rolled onto her side and set them on the table beside the bed, then rolled onto her back. Looking up at him through her purple glasses with her hands clasped over the top of her stomach, she said, “Shoot.”


    Unable to resist, Jarret traced the swell of her stomach, watching in fascination as the skin beneath her dress rolled and undulated, reminding him of the movie Aliens.


    “What do you think about me?” he blurted out, figuring he might as well shoot straight. He’d never been shy around girls, and he wasn’t about to start now.


    “How do you mean?”


    “Like, do you like me? Do you find me attractive?”


    “Fishing for compliments?” she teased. He gave her a hard look that said he wasn’t in the mood to kid around, and she pressed her lips together. “Yes, I like you, and yes, I find you attractive.”


    “How attractive, on a scale of one to ten?”


    Her eyes lifted to the ceiling as she processed her thoughts. “One being the ugliest?”


    Oh, dear Lord in heaven… Jarret nudged her foot with his.


    “Around a nine, nine and a half.”


    “That’s all?” Jarret asked incredulously, although he secretly thought it was a fantastic number to be labeled with, but where was the fun in letting her off the hook that easily? “I’m at least an eleven.”


    “What? It’s not like you’re some Jared Leto. Now that guy. Whew! Now there’s an eleven.”


    They fell silent while Jarret collected his thoughts and, he suspected, she played out some Leto fantasies in her mind. “If I said I wanted to kiss you again, would you want me to?”


    “Sure.”


    Okay, not the level of enthusiasm he was looking for, but he could work with it. “And if I said that I wanted to touch you, would you want me to do that, too?”


    “Like…sexually?” Her brows knitted together, as if the idea wasn’t very pleasing.


    “It doesn’t have to be,” he stressed, “but someday, yeah, I’d like it to be.” Sliding down onto his side, Jarret faced her, propping himself up on his elbow so he could look her in the eyes. “I really like you Raine, and when we’re together, I feel like we have this…connection going on. I won’t lie and say I haven’t felt something like it before, because I have, but never this intense. It’s as if I’m hooked up to a car battery, and every time I look at you, someone turns the engine over and I get the shock of my life.”


    “I don’t know what to say,” Raine said, a look of horror flashing in her eyes. “That sounds horrible.”


    “But it’s not, Peach.” Grasping one of her hands, Jarret brought it to his mouth and kissed the back of it. “At first, it’s kind of terrifying, because, holy shit, someone just shocked the hell out of you, but then it starts to become kind of addicting. Every day I get out of bed hoping to get even a fraction of that shock just so I can start my day off on the right foot.”


    “Because the left one was fried?”


    “You know what I’m trying to say,” Jarret said, lifting an impatient brow. “I spend more time with you than I have with anyone, ever, and you’ve seen more of me than anyone else ever has. Hell,” he said, throwing his arm out, “you’re the first person I’ve allowed up here since the day I moved in.”


    “Are you kidding me?”


    “No, I’m not kidding,” Jarret told her. Taking a risk, he looped his arm around her waist and drew her closer until the side of her body was flush against his. “You already know I like you. I like that we share the same taste in movies, and that you laugh at my jokes. I like that you feed me, and that you aren’t afraid to sass off to me, even though we’re going to work on that soon,” he promised, grinning. “I like your competitive edge, and how your nose scrunches up when you think real hard, and I especially love that when I kiss you, you kiss me back.


    “So, Raine, when I ask if you’re attracted to me, what I mean to say is that I can’t stop looking at or thinking about you. I want you in every way a man can want a woman, and I just need to know if I’m wasting my time chasing my tail, or if you feel the same about me, because I’m literally losing my mind trying to figure you out.”


    Biting down on her bottom lip, Raine considered his words. Finally, in the smallest voice possible, she said, “I am attracted to you, Jarret, but…” She hesitated, drawing her hand out of his and rubbing the side of her face in a nervous gesture. “But I don’t know if I can go there with you.”


    “You don’t know if you can, or you don’t know if you want to?”


    “I don’t know if I can,” she clarified. “Jarret, I just—this is difficult for me. I mean, even if I said that I wanted us to be together right now, in all the ways you want, do you think that would even be right?” Blowing out a weighted breath, she looked up at him. “I dated your brother, Jarret. I’m carrying his kid. And here I am, living with you. Your parents think I’m a whore. Hell, the whole town probably thinks of me that way. Is that really what you want to associate yourself with?”


    “First of all, the small-minded few don’t constitute the whole town, and you are far from being a whore, so I don’t ever want to hear those words come out of your mouth again. Second of all, I don’t give a damn what people think or have to say about it. If I did, I never would have brought you here. So, since you’re into me, and I’m clearly into you, how about you shut up and let me kiss you and we can see where the wind takes us?”


    “Jarret,” Raine complained, pushing her hand against his chest when he leaned down to kiss her. He groaned in frustration. Never had he had to try so hard to get a girl to like him, to accept what he wanted to give them. “I want to, I really do, but I just don’t know if I can. Can’t you just try to understand?”


    “How can I understand anything when you won’t tell me anything?” he snapped. “You know what? Just forget I even asked. I’m going to bed. You can stay here tonight if you want.” Rolling onto his back, Jarret tossed an arm over his eyes and attempted to control his breathing. He was tired and this conversation wasn’t going anywhere but in circles. They had been over this line of questioning before, and Raine had dodged it even then. If she wanted to hold onto her secrets, fine, she could have them, but he was tired of running in circles. He wanted more from her that she obviously wasn’t willing to give, so he was done. From here on, if Raine wanted something, she would have to come to him.
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    Raine sat in stunned silence listening to the minutes tick by on the old-fashioned alarm clock complete with bells sitting beside the bed. Jarret had a point. She kept pushing him away, but she wasn’t willing to tell him why. If he knew her reasons, would he be so accepting of them? Would he believe her? Would he comfort her? Or would he get mad and call her a liar? That was what she was really afraid of.


    If she told Jarret what Camron had done, it would change everything. She wasn’t naïve enough to think that he would simply count to ten and put it behind him as she continued to try and do each day. But who would he direct his anger towards?


    She wasn’t concerned about herself. Was she past that night? Not at all. It haunted her every day, but she was learning to live with it. Camron had done wrong, but she had cared about him once—a small, stupid part of her still did. She couldn’t destroy every soft emotion she had for him and turn it all into hate, because that would mean she’d hate part of her child also, and she could never do that. Just like she could never see ruining Camron’s future by taking it to the authorities. What good would it even do? In the end, lives would be ruined, and Jarret’s would be among them.


    So she intended to stay quiet and press forward. The problem with her plan was that she wasn’t entirely sure how to do that. Being with Jarret, spending all this time with him, and connecting with him, had opened her eyes to the fact that she still had the ability to want a man.


    With Jarret, she felt good. She felt sexy, she felt sensual, and she felt attractive. Her body craved to be touched, teased, and tasted. She was familiar with those feelings from when she dated Camron, but even he hadn’t possessed the ability to turn her into a tingling mass of sensation with a single look, or made her nipples tighten with the sound of his voice. And each time Jarret used those powerful lips on her, all the blood in her body rushed south, causing her thighs to clench together against the painful pinch of need coursing through her.


    She’d never craved sex before, but when she thought of having it with Jarret she couldn’t deny that she wanted it. She wanted to feel his powerful body moving over her, inside her. She wanted to know if he’d be a gentle lover, if he’d be generous and attentive. She wanted to consume him, and to be consumed by him, but then she dreamed, and when she woke up, the doubts set in.


    Could she go through with it? Could she let him make love to her without panicking? Would the wires in her head cross, causing her to relive that nightmare and ruin everything? Up until now it was a risk she hadn’t been willing to take. But now that she was sitting in Jarret’s room, the only person—the only girl—to ever cross its threshold, she was reconsidering everything.


    Jarret wanted things from her she wasn’t certain she could give him. But she wanted to. She wanted to experience what it was like to have someone that truly cared about her, want her the way that she wanted them. She wanted to feel the culmination of their time together expressed in more than just words. She wanted to take a risk, to stop erring on the side of caution, and she wanted to do that with him.


    Looking over her shoulder, she studied Jarret’s still form. God, even resting he was beautiful. Gorgeous in a way she could never compare to, in a way that she knew she wasn’t worthy of. Could she really do this? Even as she asked herself the question, Raine knew the answer. Even if it turned out that she couldn’t, she had to at least try. Living in fear wasn’t how she wanted to live. That was no kind of life for anyone, and if she wanted to be the kind of mother and woman she was meant to be, she had to stop closing doors and start opening windows.


    Jarret was her window. Through him, she would know once and for all how deep her scars ran and if she would be able to overcome them. But if she was going to do this, it had to be done her way.


    With a little effort, Raine shifted onto her knees and twisted around to face him. Come on, Raine. You can do this. The pep talk helped about as much as imaging herself naked while reading a report in front of her classmates in grade school to overcome her nerves. It didn’t work. For the little sexual experience she did possess, Raine had no experience in the field of seduction.


    Getting on all fours, she edged closer, her heavy breasts and enormous stomach swaying, until the heat of Jarret’s thighs warmed hers, and tentatively began lifting his shirt, exposing inch by inch of tanned, hard flesh. Holy mother, but even lying down, she could count his abs, which simply couldn’t be human.


    “What are you doing?”


    With a cry of surprise, Raine dropped his shirt as if it had caught fire. Her heart thundered in her ears and her cheeks burned scarlet as Jarret rose onto his elbows and lifted a questioning brow. “I-I-thought you might be hot?”


    “You thought I might be hot,” he said slowly, lips twitching. “O-okay. And, just so we’re clear, this wasn’t you attempting to molest me while I was sleeping?”


    “What? I would never!”


    “Never?” he asked with a suspicious lilt in his voice.


    “Never. You weren’t even sleeping, for crying out loud.” Raine leveled him with a stern frown. He was just trying to embarrass her, and even though she wanted to crawl under a rock, she refused to give him the satisfaction. “I thought it was a little hot in here, and I’ve always heard that men tend to get hotter than women, so I was just trying to be considerate.”


    “Ah, a concerned citizen.” Jarret nodded, as if he understood perfectly. Then he crossed his arms over his middle and tore the shirt over his head.


    Raine’s mouth went dry as a desert and her body experienced a heat wave as she eyeballed every honed muscle God saw fit to grace him with. Of course, she’d seen it all before, in motion and still wet from a shower, but this time, she aimed to feel it under her fingertips, and that inspired a fresh wave of heat to lick at her skin.


    “You were right. I’m much cooler now. You’re turn, Peach. Tit for tat.” He made a circling motion with his finger at her dress, and Raine hesitated.


    Doubts ran like water from a tap through her head. Would he like what he saw? She was too fat. She was too soft. Her nipples were darker than they used to be. She didn’t shave her legs that morning. Her breath might stink from all that fish. But then Jarret reached out and brushed her hair over her shoulder, allowing his fingers to slide down her neck as he looked into her eyes with the most tender expression she’d ever witnessed from anyone. Raine remembered all the good things Jarret had said and realized one thing: He saw beyond her flaws and thought she was beautiful.


    It was enough to give Raine the boost of confidence she needed to make the next move. Taking his hand, she placed it at his side on the bed and, although she teetered a bit, got back on her knees, grasped his shoulders for support, and hitched one leg over his. She eased down onto his lap slowly, measuring his reaction even as her heart raced wildly, feeling as if she’d just stepped up to the edge of a cliff. Jarret seemed surprised by her brazen move, but as his hands found her ass and pulled her in tight, she could tell by the heated look in his eyes and the feel of his rock hard shaft pressing against her soft center, that he was pleased she had.


    Rocking her hips against him, Jarret hissed in a pained breath then groaned. “Are you sure you want to do this?”


    So far, so good. No warning signals were firing in her head, so Raine took that as a sign to press forward. “I’m sure, but Jarret,” she said, combing her fingers through his long hair, “let me take the lead on this one, okay?”


    Tilting his head back, those blue eyes of his reached somewhere deep inside her. He studied her for so long that she almost called the whole thing off, but finally, something in his eyes shifted. Whatever he saw in her, she sensed that he understood that she needed this from him. “Okay, Raine. You’ve got the floor. Just tell me what you want, and together we’ll make it happen.”


    With a deep breath, Raine begged her body and mind to behave, then took the first step off the ledge. Touching her mouth to his was like taking her first breath. As her mouth opened over his and his tongue swept inside, she felt as if her body was reawakening from a coma, coming alive as the world spun around her, at once familiar and foreign.


    Gripping his hair in her fists, Raine took control of the kiss, angling Jarret’s head back so she could taste him as he tasted her. Kissing had always been a favorite of hers, but there was nothing to compare to what kissing Jarret was like. There was a richness about him, decadent in the way that only a fine chocolate could be. She could spend forever lapping at his lips, but this man was a work of art, and it would be a shame not to explore every part of him.


    She left his mouth to kiss his neck, running her tongue over the thick, stubbled flesh, finding the wild pulse just under his jaw. She spent an inordinate amount of time there to just hear his low growl of approval over and over again, until Raine felt Jarret’s hot palms on her thighs as he pushed her dress back.


    For the briefest moment, she held her breath, afraid he would go for more and afraid of her own reaction, but he didn’t. Instead, Jarret played with her skin, caressing her legs with light strokes, his fingers inching higher and splaying wider, teasing the inside of her thighs, just outside the edge of her panties.


    Raine found her hips rocking the higher he crept, the heat in her core scorching, and she knew without having to check that her underwear were soaked.


    The thought thrilled her, and she allowed her hands to explore. Jarret’s shoulders were wide and heavy with muscle, as were his arms. His chest was also thick and wide, decorated with faded navy blue ink that she recognized as Latin even though she couldn’t read it. She moved lower, delighting in the deep grooves the muscles made as they came together. She counted six well-formed abs before her fingers encountered the hint of hair that formed a trail just below his navel, and tucked below his waistband.


    Not ready to move there just yet, she skimmed her hands around his sides, then up his back, pressing her belly to his chest as she took a firm hold of his shoulders and kissed him once again.


    Her body took on a mind of its own, and moved against Jarret’s with abandon, grinding down on the hard bulge riding her inner thigh, until both of them were breathing heavily. Jarret’s hands burrowed deeper beneath her dress until all that was left between them were her panties, and then he slid his hands beneath them, too, cupping her ass in both palms and pushing his hips up until she was panting with need.


    But they still weren’t close enough. Raine’s hormones were running amok, wanting to feel the heat of his skin against hers, everywhere.


    “Help me take my dress off,” she said against his mouth, and within seconds, Jarret was tossing it away, leaving her in a very unattractive black sports bra and a mismatched pair of stretchy lace underwear that covered the bottom half of her stomach.


    Raine had the sudden urge to grab the blankets and hide beneath them, but Jarret wasn’t paying any mind to the details. Already, his hands covered her ample breasts, palming the heavy mounds as he sucked the sensitive flesh between her neck and shoulder.


    Reclining her head back, Raine relinquished some of the control she’d requested; content to enjoy his talented mouth a little longer and curious to see where he would venture next.


    Jarret didn’t disappoint. Popping the clasp on the back of her bra, Jarret helped her out of the mess of fabric then set right in on her breasts. Taking a nipple into his mouth, he suckled her until the peak grew stiff and goose bumps broke out across her arms and legs. Then he nursed the other breast, pinching and squeezing her already moist nipple until she was writhing in his lap, holding his head against her as his name fell from her lips.


    It was as if his mouth had found a direct line from her nipples to her core, and each time he took a greedy pull, teasing the hardened nub between his teeth, she felt the muscles between her thighs contract and it was all she could do to not scream for more.


    Unable to wait any longer, Raine reached between them and tugged at the button on his pants, but the angle was all wrong, making it impossible to figure out. Relinquishing her breasts, Jarret leaned back to help. Raine felt her insides flutter when she caught sight of his glistening mouth, his lips fuller from suckling her.


    Then her breath caught as Jarret lifted his hips enough to shove his pants down and his cock sprang up between them.


    Time stilled as she stared at the plump dusky red crown, studying the thick shaft as it bobbed back and forth, tapping against her belly button.


    “It’s okay, you can touch it,” Jarret said, his voice gruff.


    Raine had touched Camron’s penis, but only in the dark, so she’d never gotten a chance to actually look at one before. Still, she didn’t think Camron was as big as Jarret. Jarret’s looked long for one thing, like she could wrap both fists around it and still not cover it all, and it was as wide as her wrist, which made her squirm a little.


    “I don’t think it’s going to fit.”


    “Oh, trust me, Peach, it’ll fit.”


    Shit, had she said that out loud?


    “Take me inside you, Raine,” Jarret begged, his voice muffled between her breasts as he cupped them in his hands once again, and alternated between licking and sucking each pillowy mound. “I need to feel you.” Dropping one hand between them, Jarret hooked his finger in the crotch of her underwear, and pulled them to the side. “Now, Peach. Do it now.”


    Lifting her hips, Raine felt his cock line up with her opening and a twinge of panic set in. One thought skipped through her head at a frantic pace: The last time this happened…


    She couldn’t even finish the thought, the sensations, the smells, all ingrained in her memory so deep she didn’t have to acknowledge them to recall their truth.


    “I… can’t. I’m sorry, I can’t.” Hovering over him, frozen by the past, Raine shook her head repeatedly, feeling the moisture bleeding down her cheeks unchecked. “I can’t. I can’t.”


    Grabbing hold of her face, Jarret stopped her panicked cries instantly. Bringing his face within an inch of hers, he looked her deep in the eyes, ensuring that he had her full attention before he spoke in low, soothing tones. “Raine, it’s okay. You don’t have to. Remember, I told you, you have the stage tonight. You run the show. Whatever you say goes. We can just lay here if you want to. We don’t have to do anything else.”


    She saw it again, that wary, teetering-on-fearful look in Jarret’s eyes as he watched her, trying his damnedest to figure her out. But he never would, unless she could find the strength to face her past. Raine would do just about anything to go back and erase that night, but she couldn’t. Her father may have been a harsh and unforgiving man, but he’d taught her a lot growing up and one thing that she’d taken away from her lessons was that the past may be set in stone, but the future was whatever she made it. The next best thing to forgetting the past was forging a new future.


    How many times had Jarret told her he wasn’t his family? She’d seen the signs firsthand that he wasn’t anything like his pretentious mother, or his domineering father, and Jarret would never force himself on anyone, least of all her, like his brother. He was showing her that now, in the way he was holding her, giving her the choice in which direction the night would lead them. Even naked, his cock straining, his body aching as much as hers for release, he was offering her an out.


    An out she decided not to take.


    This was her chance to take back her life, to spit in Camron’s face, to prove to herself that she wasn’t ruined. If anything, Raine was a survivor.


    Words weren’t enough to tell Jarret all of this, so Raine spoke through action. Cupping her hands around his wide jaw, she brought his face to hers, holding his pensive gaze as she placed a feather light kiss on his lips. When he didn’t pull away, she kissed him again, adding a little more pressure, taking his bottom lip between hers and sucking on it.


    “Raine,” Jarret muttered against her mouth, a question and a plea. Again, she deepened the kiss, slipping her tongue into his mouth and feeling his body shiver beneath her as he succumbed to her. She liked that, how he willingly ceded control to her, proving to her that she was making the right choice in trusting herself to him.


    As Raine took his cock in hand, she checked her fear at the door. There was no room for it in this moment. The only thing Raine wanted to focus on was how she and Jarret made each other feel. She wanted to experience it all, the right way this time.


    Lifting her hips, Jarret once again pulled her panties aside, and Raine lined the head of his cock up, sliding down just enough to take the tip in.


    Their breaths held as they gazed into each other’s eyes and Raine sank down a little more, feeling every inch of his thick member stretching her open.


    “It’s been a while,” Jarret commented, grimacing as she took another inch and he tried to hold onto his control. She didn’t know whether he was referring to himself or her, but she figured either way, it was true. As far as she knew, Jarret had been just as single as her for months.


    “Uh huh.” Raine panted, the stretching of her inner walls becoming almost too much for her to bear. Even as wet at she was, it wasn’t enough to make anything about this comfortable. In fact, it dredged up conflicting emotions that she was determined to keep buried. The sting of soft tissue giving way, his hard shaft invading her body. She closed her eyes, hoping to regain her focus, but it only caused her to remember more. Camron on top of her, holding her down. Crying.


    She opened her eyes again, and found Jarret’s waiting for her. They acted as a life preserver, catching her and hauling her back to safety.


    “You’re too tight,” Jarret told her, reading the tension in her eyes. “It won’t hurt as much if you lie down and let me do it.”


    Raine considered what it might be like to let Jarret take over, to have him above her, pushing into her. He was right, if she could be on the bottom, she could focus on relaxing her muscles so she could receive him better. As it was now, the more she focused on the discomfort, the more uncomfortable it seemed to get.


    Deciding to give it a shot, they traded positions, and as Jarret helped her out of her underwear, she reminded herself to keep her eyes open.


    


    

  


  
    

    TWENTY


    


    


    Jarret had sex before with a handful of girls, and the only time he’d known one to be this tight was the first time, and that girl happened to be a virgin. Had the evidence not been staring back at him in the form of an extremely round pregnant belly, Jarret might have thought this was Raine’s first time, which made him sickeningly happy, because it also meant that no one had been inside her except the one time.


    With her on the bottom, there was no way they’d be able to do missionary, his favorite style to be in so he could feel the girl gripping him to her, feel enveloped in her. But in Raine’s condition, they were going to have to improvise.


    Getting into position, Jarret opened Raine’s legs wide, and pulled her up until her ass rested on top of his thighs. His cock bobbed as he stared down at her full breasts, her curvy hips, her slick, pink folds, and knew it all belonged to him. And best of all, he didn’t have to worry about condoms because he’d never gone without one with anyone else. Camron’s sports career meant that he had regular checkups, and Raine was already pregnant, so he could come inside her all he wanted and neither of them had to worry about a thing. He’d never gone bareback before, and knowing he was about to had his dick weeping like a baby.


    “Are you ready for me, Peach?” Jarret asked, as he inserted a finger into her. She was wet, but with as tight as she was, he wanted more. Fingering her lightly, he waited until it was enough to coat his entire finger, and then added a second, opening them to stretch her a little more. She gasped in pleasure, her hips lifting, as he curled them inside her, hitting her G-spot. Jarret smiled wickedly, promising himself he’d return to stroke that sensitive spot some more later.


    She nodded, giving him the go-ahead, and Jarret lined himself up. As he pushed inside, rocking his hips slowly to open her up, he watched Raine closely, reading her expressions. He had the distinct impression that she wasn’t much different from a scared animal when cornered. Something had happened to her to make her this way, and he wanted to know what.


    There was only one thing that kept coming to mind, but it appalled him so much, he kept pushing it away. If Camron had done what he was thinking…? He’d kill him with his bare hands.


    But no parent in their right mind would kick their daughter out of the house for being a victim, and a girl like Raine? No way would she keep something like that quiet. No way. This girl was a fighter. The fear warring with pleasure he saw on her face as he dug a little deeper was his proof positive that whatever it was that she was hiding, she was determined to overcome it.


    And dammit, he was fucking delighted that she’d picked him to help her through it.


    She was right. He was a sick pup.


    “Jarret,” Raine moaned as he seated himself fully inside her. Her hands fisted in the blankets, her head kicked back, burrowing into the pillow as Jarret held himself still inside her, allowing her body to grow accustomed to his size, as he lazily circled his finger around her clit to help loosen her up.


    Girls loved that, and he loved doing it. A woman’s body was a playground, full of erogenous zones that liked to play hide and seek. It brought out the hunter in Jarret, making him wonder where Raine’s secret places were hidden. Already, her nipples had proven sensitive to his touch, and her clit was a given. Her skin, too. Light touches caused her to break out in goose bumps, and as Jarret ran his fingers down the backs of her legs to her ankles, applying pressure to the tiny indents there, her lips parted and her back arched.


    Add ankles to that list.


    “How’re we doing, Peach?”


    The sound of his voice even seemed to be a trigger for her, which made Jarret want to pound his fists on his chest. “I need you to move,” Raine said breathily.


    “Like this?” Jarret slid out slowly, and then pushed back in, all the way to the root. “Or like this?” he asked, withdrawing and circling his hips a couple times before giving a few quick, sharp pumps that had her mouth opening wide.


    She made a strangled sound in the back of her throat, and then nodded vigorously. “That. Do that again.”


    “You got it, Peach.” Taking a hold of her thighs, Jarret took her hard and fast, his fingers digging into her soft flesh so hard he knew he’d leave bruises, but the only sound coming from her was shouts of pleasure. He kept up the brutal pace, panting hard, sweat dripping down his chest and back, until he felt her muscles grow tight.


    “Jarret, I…” Her brows scrunched together, her straight, white teeth clamping down on her bottom lip.


    “Come for me, Peach,” Jarret coached as he felt his balls begin to tighten. “Let me hear how much you like it. Come, now.”


    She did. As if he were her master, she took his command and ran with it. Instantly, Raine’s pussy squeezed his cock, grabbing and releasing, dragging his own release from him. Jarret shouted as he came, emptying himself inside of her. Never in his life… The feeling of her hot flesh surrounding him, wet and soft, coupled with the knowledge that he’d just filled her with his come, was something that couldn’t be described.


    He truly was a sick bastard.


    Dropping down on his back beside her to avoid crushing her and the baby, Jarret stared at the ceiling, struggling to catch his breath. “Are you okay?”


    She laughed. “I’m great. That was… great.”


    “You already said that.”


    “I know.” They both chuckled a little. They lay in silence for a while, both of them staring at nothing as they got lost in their thoughts. With a sigh, Raine started to roll away. “I should probably head back to my room.”


    Jarret’s hand shot out before he could think, and he grabbed her wrist. “Stay here tonight.” She gave him a quizzical look over her shoulder. “I could use the company.”


    “Um, okay.” Sliding to her feet, she crouched down.


    “What are you doing?” Jarret asked curiously.


    Retrieving her dress, she shook it out. “Getting dressed.”


    “Why?”


    “I don’t like sleeping naked.”


    Jarret frowned. “Again, why?” She shrugged, and he asked suspiciously, “Have you ever slept in the buff before, Raine?”


    “Uh, no, and this doesn’t seem like the time to start.”


    Before she could pull the dress over her head, Jarret snatched it from her fingers. “This is the perfect time to start,” he insisted.


    “Give it back,” Raine said, holding out a demanding hand.


    “But if you’d rather sleep with clothes on,” Jarret continued, ignoring the angry vibe she was throwing at him, “then you should at least be comfortable.” Draping her dress over the footboard, Jarret crossed to his dresser, opened the top drawer, and took out one of his t-shirts. When he turned back around to hand it to her, he burst out laughing.


    “Why the hell are you covering your eyes?” Raine stood with half of the sheet hanging off the side of the bed and clutched to her chest in one hand, and her other hand shielding her eyes.


    “You’re naked!”


    “Yes, that usually happens when I have sex. And, I hate to point this out,” he said, walking up to her. He leaned in, putting his lips to her ear. “You’re naked, too.”


    “God, why am I so embarrassed around you all the time?” She groaned, tugging at the blankets some more.


    “No clue, Peach, because you’ve got absolutely nothing to be embarrassed about. Here.” Gathering the shirt in his hands, Jarret held it up. When Raine was finally brave enough to look at him, she tipped her head and allowed him to help her into his shirt.


    It was so big on her it would have reached her knees had her belly not stretched out the fabric.


    Jarret stepped back and licked his lips. “Damn, you should wear my clothes all the time.”


    “Oh, stop,” she said, her cheeks turning rosy. She climbed back into the bed, and Jarret followed in on the opposite side. They turned to face each other.


    “Why don’t you like me complimenting you?”


    “I do,” Raine said quickly.


    “But you don’t believe me,” Jarret stated, and by the way her gaze dropped from his, he figured he’d guessed right. “Raine, look at me.” When her brown eyes lifted to his, Jarret reached across the foot of space separating them, and laced his fingers with hers. “You are beautiful.” She started to look away again, but Jarret was having none of it. Dropping her hand, he pinched her chin between his thumb and forefinger, and forced her to keep eye contact.


    “You’re fucking hot, Raine. I’m not just trying to boost you up here, okay? From the second I first saw you, I thought you were amazing. The cutest girl I had seen in a while. Of course, I questioned your intelligence when I connected you to my brother, but seeing you stand up to my parents at dinner, I realized it was his mistake letting you walk away.” He shook his head, getting back on track.


    “I know you have some crazy notion that being pregnant somehow makes you less attractive, but Raine, damn.” He gave her a once-over. Despite the blankets blocking her body from his view, Jarret recalled every curve of her body in fine detail. “You’re a M.I.L.F.”


    She snickered, and Jarret smiled. “I think you already proved that point.”


    “True,” Jarret agreed, his cock twitching back to life just thinking about fucking her, “but clearly we’re going to have to repeat it a few more times until you get it. You’re gorgeous, Peach. I don’t ever want you thinking different, you hear me?”


    It took her a minute, her eyes shining in the lamplight, before she finally nodded.


    They settled in, and Jarret pulled Raine closer, forcing her to cuddle with him whether she liked it or not. He was all about the aftercare. Her fingers lightly stroked his chest while his made circle patterns on her shoulder.


    “Why did your parents name you Raine?” he asked out of the blue. In his family, names meant something. His parents had named him after his mother’s father and Camron after their dad’s. Raine wasn’t something he’d ever heard before.


    Her shoulder lifted and fell, her answer long in coming. “I was born in the middle of a bad storm. Power outages, flooding, that kind of thing. My mom said they chose Raine because it’s symbolic of how rain washes away the dirt, giving everything a fresh start.” That was a nice outlook, Jarret thought, but that wasn’t the end of her story.


    “When I was eight, I sat in my bedroom window counting the seconds between thunders. It was late, and I should have been in bed, but I couldn’t sleep. My dad came in to check on me, and while he was tucking me in, I told him what Mom had said. He told me that wasn’t why. He said the storm was a sign, that my future was destined to be filled with rain. It took me a few years to figure out his meaning, but I think he meant that my life was going to be filled with sadness and disappointments.”


    Instinctively, Jarret knew she was talking about the baby and he got angry on her behalf. “I think your mom was right. Sunshine always follows the rain, so rain is an indication of good things to come.”


    She ran her hand down his arm and back up again, thinking. “I think my mom was right, too.”


    Damn right she was. If Jarret ever met Raine’s father, he hoped the guy had a strong jaw, because he was going to knock his ass out. There wasn’t a damn thing wrong with Raine, and this just proved to him that there was something seriously wrong with her father. Any man who could look at someone as good and pure as her and think anything besides holding her and taking care of her deserved a good punch in the face.


    Gathering her closer, Jarret kissed the top of Raine’s head and vowed never to be the person who let her down.


    And then he hoped like hell he’d be able to keep his promise.


    


    

  


  
    

    TWENTY-ONE


    


    


    Raine wiped her sweaty palms down the front of her dress. Holy crap, why did she agree to this? “I really think you should take me home,” she told Jarret as he pulled into the semicircle drive in front of the fancy restaurant. Inside, she knew the rest of the Moss family was waiting on them, and the idea of facing them again made her stomach roll. “I’m not feeling well.”


    “You’re just nervous,” Jarret reasoned as he put the SUV into park, popped open his door, and accepted a ticket from the valet. Rounding the front, he opened her door and helped her from her seat.


    “Jarret, I changed my mind,” Raine said, looking up at the stately building. She’d thought the first restaurant she had met them at was fancy, but she knew without even entering this place that she didn’t fit. It was as if his parents were shoving their wealth in her face, telling her without words that they thought she was trash. Well, she didn’t need the fanfare to tell her that. The snooty looks and clipped words were more than enough to get their message across.


    Clutching Jarret’s hand, Raine looked into his sharp blue eyes. “Please, just take me home. I can’t do this. Not today.” Not any day was what she really wanted to say.


    Cupping the back of her head, Jarret kissed her sweetly. His smile was sympathetic, but she could see something in his eyes that told her he wasn’t backing down from this. “This is my family. I don’t know where we’re going with this thing between us, but if there is an us then we need to find a way to make it all work. Take deep breaths and stick with me, Peach. We’ll get through it together.” Placing his hand at the small of her back, he led her inside.


    Disappointment rushed through her, but she allowed herself to be led. When Raine thought fancy, she hadn’t realized how fancy fancy could be. Glittering chandeliers hung low from the ceiling over every gold and burgundy linen-draped table. Soft, rich musical notes played behind a gentle thrum of conversation, and every person she laid eyes on wore something that probably cost her entire year’s wages, ten times over.


    Even though Jarret bought the dress she was wearing and the cost had been nothing to sneeze at, she felt tremendously underdressed. All the men, including the waiters, wore suits. Her only saving grace was that Jarret, who’d worn an understated business casual look of black suit pants and a simple white button-down, seemed comfortable and confident in his attire. She hid behind him.


    In a brisk tone of voice that Raine hadn’t heard him use before, Jarret gave the man standing at the podium his last name. Once they were checked off the list and their coats were taken, they were led through the dining area.


    Raine dragged her feet the whole way, forcing Jarret to tow her along behind him while she searched the room for all possible exits. Had he not been holding her hand in a vice grip, she might have run.


    A few tables from the back, she spotted the Mosses. They hadn’t noticed them coming yet, giving Raine a few precious seconds to prepare herself. Mrs. Moss sat rigid in her seat, her pallid skin appearing ghostly beneath the mood lighting. Everything about her was perfectly put together, right down to her bejeweled fingers.


    Mr. Moss sat beside his wife, his eyes downcast as he typed rapidly on his phone. There was a distinct chill in the air that grew colder the closer they came to the table, and by the time they reached it, Raine wished she had remembered to bring a sweater.


    “Mom, Dad.”


    Mrs. Moss was the first to look up, and when she did, Raine shivered. Her eyes were like glaciers, no warmth in them at all. She stood, smiling tightly at her son. “Jarret, you made it. And I see you brought your friend. Good.” The look she sent Raine belied her words.


    Keeping hold of her hand, Jarret leaned in to kiss his mother’s cheek. “Thank you for asking us to dinner, Mother. I think this will be a good night for everyone.”


    “With the kind of prices this place charges, it’d better be.” Not bothering to stand, hug, or even shake hands, Mr. Moss tipped his head. “Sit down before you cause me neck strain.”


    With his back to her, Raine couldn’t see Jarret’s face, but she felt it when his shoulders sagged, and she knew that he was disappointed in the less than warm reception. Pulling the seat closest to the wall out, Jarret led her by the hand, tucking her chair in under her. Raine smiled nervously at the couple across from them, swallowing down the lump in her throat as they stared back blandly.


    Beneath the table, Jarret squeezed her hand. “So, how have you been?” Jarret asked of them conversationally.


    “Same as usual. Your father’s been working hard on another merger, and I’ve been doing what I do best.”


    “Namely spending my money.” His father chuckled, but there was a distinctly snide air to it that made Raine stiffen. His wife’s only response was to dutifully nod and pick up her wine glass, emptying it in one large swallow.


    After an unbearably long silence, Jarret broke the ice. Raine just wished he had chosen another topic. "Will Camron be joining us tonight?”


    The smile on his mother’s face was one of complete adoration. Even perfect strangers would be able to see that she held her youngest son up on a pedestal. “He’s running a little late, but yes, he’ll be here. He’s really looking forward to sorting all this out.”


    She bet he was. Raine almost couldn’t contain an eye roll. If Camron was coming, it was because he was hoping to stir up trouble, not put it to rest. Her anxiety mounted.


    Cold blue eyes shifted to Raine. “Rachel, was it?”


    “Raine, actually,” she replied, smiling politely. The woman knew her name full well. She couldn’t count how many times she’d been reminded of it, and Raine knew it was just another way of insulting her without having to look bad.


    “That’s right. Never get old, Raine. It all goes downhill, starting with memory.” Her thin-lipped smile was anything but friendly. “So, how is the pregnancy progressing? Everything is going well, I presume? No complications we should worry about?”


    The last thing Raine wanted to do was talk about her baby with these people, but she supposed it was unavoidable. An elephant that big couldn’t really be dodged without getting a few toes stepped on.


    Drawing in a deep breath, Raine shook her head. “No, no complications. The baby is perfectly healthy.”


    “Splendid.” Refilling her glass, Mrs. Moss rolled the wine around in her cup, staring Raine down. “And do we know what the little one is going to be?”


    “Raine’s decided she wants it to be a surprise,” Jarret answered for her. Raine detected a hint of excitement in his voice. “But I’ve seen the sonogram and I’m pretty sure it’s going to be a boy. Raine carries the picture in her purse,” he said, turning to her with light in his eyes. “Get it out so I can show them.”


    As much as she wanted to, she couldn’t say no. Not if there was even a smidgen of hope of burying the hatchet. She didn’t know why she was being so magnanimous, except to say that she hated confrontation almost as much as harboring resentment. Sometimes it was just easier to go with the grain. So Raine dug in her purse. “My insurance only covers 2D,” she explained as she handed it over to Jarret. “I doubt you’ll be able to really see anything. I don’t even know how the people reading them can figure out what they’re looking at,” she joked.


    Leaning in, Mrs. Moss glanced briefly at the photograph. “Well, that is why they call them professionals. I don’t see anything, Jarret.”


    “You look at it, Dad,” Jarret urged, continuing to hold out the photo. “Tell me you don’t think that’s a boy.” He pointed to a spot in the middle of the picture, and Raine wanted to laugh. The man was delusional, and she loved it. She loved his excitement. It made her want to climb into his lap and kiss him.


    “It looks like a blob of nothing to me,” his father said, unimpressed. “Put that away so we can eat now.”


    Clearly irritated with them both, Jarret sat back in his seat, his eyes burning with pent up anger. Reaching over, Raine slipped the sonogram from his fingers before he crushed it. It distracted him enough that Jarret turned his head to look at her. She gave him a small smile of understanding, letting him know that she saw it too and she was supporting him as much as he was her. It wasn’t until his expression softened that she felt like she could breathe again. Beneath the table, he took her hand, lacing their fingers together and resting them in her lap.


    Raine’s stomach grumbled, and her cheeks heated, hoping no one had heard. But Jarret had. “Where’s the waiter?” he asked no one in particular.


    “Oh, he should be around soon with the plates,” his mother answered.


    Jarret frowned. “You already ordered?”


    “Of course,” she said, as if it should have been expected. “I didn’t know when everyone would be here, and there’s nothing worse than that awkward silence while everyone figures out what they’re eating then waits an eternity for it to arrive. I ordered for everyone.”


    She seemed proud of herself. Raine instantly went on alert. And rightly so, since minutes later the food arrived. As her plate was placed in front of her, Raine felt her stomach revolt. Clamping her hand over her nose and mouth, Raine just barely managed to suppress her gag reflex. She couldn’t believe she’d ever tried to defend the woman. Clearly, she was out to get her.


    “Damn it,” Jarret cursed, snatching her plate away and setting it at the edge of the table, as far away from her as it could get.


    “Sir, is something wrong with your meal?” The waiter, an older gentleman with graying slicked back hair and a kind face, asked as he visually inspected the assortment of seafood drenched in fragrant butter sauce.


    “Yes,” Jarret said sternly. “Take this back to the kitchen and bring back something lighter. My girlfriend has a sensitive stomach.”


    Glancing at Raine, the waiter’s gaze dropped to her stomach and understanding reflected in his eyes. “Sir, we have seasoned chicken, rice, and a salad. It was my wife’s favorite meal with each of our three children. Shall I put the order in?”


    Jarret nodded sharply. “That will work fine. Thank you.”


    The waiter took away the dish and Raine breathed a sigh of relief. Her stomach was less sensitive than it used to be, but the sight and smell of seafood still turned her stomach. She blamed it on his parents. They provided her with her first, and worst, experience with the dish.


    “Thank you,” she whispered to Jarret.


    “No problem, Peach.”


    “Your girlfriend?” Until that moment, Raine could almost have forgotten that his parents were there, watching and listening to everything. “How long has this been going on? Does your brother know?”


    “Does his brother know what?”


    Raine’s body trembled at the sound of Camron’s voice. Following everyone’s lead, she looked up to see him standing at the head of the table. Her heart picked up pace, beating hard against her ribs, and her ears began to ring. Beside him stood Marylyn, her smile wide and taunting. She wore a skimpy, black dress that barely covered her thighs, her hair done up, nails French tipped. She fit in here far better than Raine, and it was clear from the welcoming smile on Mr. and Mrs. Moss’ faces that they liked her far better, too.


    Gaze dropping to Raine’s stomach, Marylyn smirked. “Hey, Raine. Don’t you look nice today.”


    Her comment directed Camron’s attention on her, and Raine wished she could shrivel up and disappear. Camron never simply looked at her, he leered. It was flattering when they were dating, but now everything about him made her uneasy.


    “Honey, we were just discussing something your brother mentioned,” his mother said as Camron and his date pulled up chairs at the head of the table. “It’s nothing to concern yourself over.”


    “If it has to do with me, then it concerns me. What’s going on?” Lifting his arm, Camron snapped his fingers and a waiter rushed over to take his drink order. After he was gone, he returned his attention to the table.


    Clearing his throat, Jarret spoke up, sounding put out. “Mom and Dad are mad because I called Raine my girlfriend.”


    Something flashed in Camron’s eyes that Raine didn’t like. “And is she? Your girlfriend, I mean.”


    Jarret’s fingers played with his fork, turning it over repeatedly as they all waited for his reply. Raine, well, she was ready to leave. “Well, Cam, to be honest, I haven’t asked her.”


    “So ask her now.” With the challenge laid out on the table, everyone but Jarret turned their focus on her. Camron’s stony expression held Raine captive. There wasn’t a person at the table that wanted Jarret to ask her that question, least of all Raine, because something in her knew that it would change the tide yet again, turning what little peace she had found into nothing but hell.


    The fork stilled, then Jarret set it down gently. He paused a moment before shifting in his seat to face her. Draping his arm over the back of her chair, he brushed her hair from her shoulder and wrapped his strong fingers around the back of her neck. His thumb swept up and down the side of her throat, a caring touch that made Raine shiver despite all the contemptuous eyes watching them. Jarret’s arresting blue eyes gazed into hers, and a soft, private smile tipped the corners of his lips. “Well, what do you say, Peach? You wanna be my girl?”


    Any other day, any other time and place, Raine would have jumped at it. There was no denying that she felt a connection to Jarret, but nothing about this moment set right with her. He was part of the wrong family, her baby’s uncle. To say they were a bad match was an understatement, and yet she still found herself wanting to say yes. And that just pissed her off.


    Dammit, what was wrong with her? What was wrong with him? As couples went, they couldn’t be more mismatched. He came from a rich and powerful family, and she came from meager beginnings. He had money, she had none. He was educated, and she would probably never see anything beyond the checkered floors of the local diner. And that was all, without considering Camron’s roll in everything.


    Raine glanced around the table from beneath her lashes, feeling the weight of judgment resting on her shoulders like a lead vest—cumbersome in a way that left her tired and aching. Dammit, she wanted to cry. Why couldn’t life just be easy for once? Why did it keep throwing her curveballs?


    Sucking her bottom lip in, she sunk her teeth in until she tasted metal. There was only one answer she could give, and once it was said, Raine knew everything between them would change. “I-I’m sorry, Jarret.”


    “Oh, thank God!” Mrs. Moss exclaimed, fanning herself with a golden napkin. “The girl does have some sense about her after all. What are you thinking, Jarret, asking a girl like her to be with you?”


    “I think that’s the point, Mother,” Camron said with a chuckle. “My dear brother wasn’t thinking, at least, not with the head that’s on his shoulders. Let me guess, you fucked her? I gotta say, I warned you, bro.” Every muscle in Raine’s body tightened at his words, ready to spring into action. She wanted to punch that asshole in the face, return some of the pain and humiliation he’d dumped on her, but she reigned herself in. Barely.


    As much as she wanted to throttle Camron, he was still Jarret’s brother. As much as she wanted to tell the cold-as-ice couple in front of her to go to hell, they were still his parents. Jarret was the only reason she held her tongue.


    Shaking his head, Camron caught her eye and smirked, as if he knew what she was thinking. Then he turned away and engaged his parents in a deeper discussion. Raine tuned them out, uninterested in anything they had to say.


    Jarret’s jaw clenched. He refused to look at her, and Raine’s gut twisted. After all the time they’d spent together, did he really think she had had sex with him as part of some sick game? “You believe him?” she asked quietly, her voice barely above a whisper.


    “We’ll talk about it later.”


    Raine’s head jerked back. His brusque response hurt. Jarret had always been kind to her, open and honest in a way no one else ever had been, but now he was shutting her out. Leaving her to sit in a corner at a table surrounded by people who hated her. She felt like screaming.


    “Jarret?” She touched his arm to gain his attention.


    “I said later,” he growled, shaking her hand off his arm.


    And she’d officially reached her breaking point. Pushing her chair back, Raine was surprised by how steady her voice was. “I’d like to go home now.”


    “You didn’t even eat your dinner,” Camron informed her.


    “I’m not hungry. Jarret, please, can we go now?” Raine clutched her purse to her side, impatient to leave.


    “It’s a hundred dollars a plate, Jarret,” Mr. Moss said, his words sounding casual to anyone who might overhear them, but Raine heard the warning. Money was clearly very important to Mr. Moss.


    For a moment, Raine thought she might have to call a cab, but even upset, Jarret pulled through for her. With a sigh, he stood. “I promised her we’d go when she was ready. She’s ready.” After living with him for the last few months, Raine felt she knew Jarret pretty well. What he didn’t say was that he was ready, too. This dinner was a mistake, but she didn’t have to tell him that.


    “Do you always let girls lead you around by your dick?” Mrs. Moss gasped at Camron’s crass words.


    “Camron, mind your manners. We’re in a public place. Anyone can hear you,” Mr. Moss scolded, looking around the room to be sure no one had overheard.


    “I’m just saying, Dad. Even after everything she’s pulled, he’s still keeping her around. She’s trying to ruin my life, and it’s as if he couldn’t care less.”


    “This is why I wanted him to come home,” their mother added. “Jarret’s not ready to make adult decisions. He needs more guidance.”


    Their father nodded. “I’d hoped that he would come around on his own, but I can see that he’s heading down the wrong path.” His dark, judgmental eyes fell on Raine, eying her with open hostility. No words needed to be spoken to know that he blamed her for Jarret’s supposed deviation.


    “I’m right here, for crying out loud,” Jarret snapped. “Don’t talk about me like I’m not standing right here.”


    “Jarret,” Mrs. Moss said, attempting to play the part of a concerned mother. “I worry for you. Don’t let this girl ruin your life like she has your brother’s.”


    “Yeah, bro. She’s a real piece of work.”


    “I heard she gave the whole football team fellatio,” Marylyn provided helpfully, and Camron tipped his head at her.


    “There ya go.”


    “What the hell are you even doing here?” Jarret asked angrily at the same time Raine’s hands balled into fists.


    “You’re a liar,” Raine seethed, unable to hold back her temper any longer. There was only so much to could take before she had to speak up. “You’re both liars.”


    “Says the biggest liar of them all. I bet you don’t even know who that kid’s daddy is,” Marylyn snarled. She’d placed herself just in front of Camron, as if she’d taken it upon herself to act as his protector. If only she knew that beneath that pretty exterior, the man she was trying to protect was nothing but a wolf in sheep’s clothing. “Camron sure as hell wouldn’t be caught dead touching someone like you. He’s got too much class to pick up bottom feeders, unlike Jarret.” Preening, Marylyn took a step back and aligned herself with Camron.


    A united front, except for Jarret, the family stared Raine down with hateful looks. In the past, Raine would have lowered her head and slunk away. Hell, a week ago, she probably would have done the same, but not today. Not now. The fire she’d once had sparked to life—building her up the hotter it grew. She didn’t know what had changed, wasn’t entirely sure anything had, but at that particular moment, she felt like she could bench press a semi.


    All of her hurt, anger, humiliation, and sadness had culminated into a burning desire to lash out, to take control. Her life hadn’t been her own in so long, she didn’t even know what it was supposed to look like, but the absence of just being her was something she sorely missed. The girl she saw in the mirror wasn’t someone she often recognized—only catching glimpses of the fun, happy girl she once knew.


    Raine wanted that girl back. She wanted to feel whole again, to feel like a person who could face the day with her chin up and without apology, because standing here, in the middle of a restaurant she didn’t belong in, with people who could barely pass as human, she realized something. She had nothing to be sorry about. Everything that had happened to her, it wasn’t her fault. She hadn’t asked for it. She hadn’t brought it on herself because she’d dressed the wrong way, or said and did the wrong thing.


    Camron was just a sick bastard who’d grown up thinking he could do anything he wanted, and never answer for anything. What would the good Mr. and Mrs. Moss think of their son if they knew what kind of person he really was? Would they stand by his side then? She wanted to wipe those smug looks off their faces.


    For the first time in a long time, Raine was able to look Camron in the eye and not shy away. She told herself she should be shaking in her boots right now, considering what she was about to do, but the only thing Raine felt was a curious sense of calm. It was as if the constant storm she’d been walking around with for the last seven months had suddenly broken. She could almost feel the warmth from the sun trying to break through.


    Taking a deep breath to steel herself, Raine let her confession spill out. “I know exactly who the father is, because before yesterday, I’ve only been with one man, and it wasn’t by choice. Camron raped me.”


    


    

  


  
    

    TWENTY-TWO


    


    


    All hell broke loose. Jarret’s parents were out of their seats in a heartbeat, cursing up a storm and completely shattering any pretense that they were the good, morally superior people they presented themselves to be. Camron was shouting, pointing his finger at her, calling her all kinds of names—disgusting, degrading names that, hours later, still had the power to make Raine feel like a pathetic, worthless fool.


    Worst of all, Jarret wasn’t speaking to her. Amid threats of lawsuits and bogus accusations of child endangerment, management had escorted all of them from the restaurant. That only fueled the Moss’ rage against her, and if Jarret hadn’t towed her to the car when he had, she feared things might have become physical.


    Everyone hated her, which was no real surprise, but having Jarret shut her out was what really hurt her. She had been degraded and humiliated once again, and this time, Jarret hadn’t been there to comfort her.


    She hadn’t realized how dependent she’d become on him to hold her together. His absence made her aware of just how fragile her emotions had become. Although they were under the same roof, she’d never felt more alone. Even living alone in a shitty apartment hadn’t left her feeling as empty as she did now.


    The moment they’d walked into the house, he’d taken off to his room in the attic and she hadn’t seen or heard from him since. It was as if someone had died. Her heart broke for the man upstairs. All she wanted was for him to talk to her, to hear her out, but he couldn’t even look at her.


    Throwing on her robe, Raine slipped off the bed and ventured downstairs for a late night snack. No matter where her emotions were, she would never be the kind of person who lost their appetite. Warming up a bowl of chicken and rice soup from the previous night’s dinner in the microwave, Raine carefully carried it through the kitchen, intending to eat in her room, when a deep voice startled her.


    “I called your parents.”


    Fumbling with her plate, Raine steadied the bowl before it could slide off onto the floor, and then breathed deeply. “You scared the piss out of me,” she said, laughing as she redirected toward the living room. “What are you doing sitting alone in the dark?”


    Jarret’s back was to her as he stared into the shadows blanketing the room. The lack of light combined with tension in the air set Raine on edge. And then she realized what he’d said.


    “Wait, you called my parents?” A dozen questions sprang up in her mind, but only one stood at the front. “Why would you do that?”


    “They were happy to hear that you were okay. In fact, they seemed really fucking relieved.”


    “Oh, I bet,” Raine scoffed. Sensing that this conversation wasn’t going to be a quick one, she rounded the couch, set her dishes on the table, and sat down. Jarret’s face was cast in heavy shadows, making it impossible to read his expressions, but from the raspy sound of his voice, he was still very much upset by the day’s events.


    “They want you to come home. I told them to come. They’ll be here to pick you up in about an hour,” he said succinctly, shocking the hell out of her.


    Raine’s breath lodged in her throat and her heart thudded painfully in her chest. “What?” she whispered, certain she hadn’t heard him right.


    “They miss you, Raine,” he explained, sounding tired all of a sudden. “They made a mistake and they want a chance to make it up to you. I think it’s the best place for you right now.”


    Something in his voice shook her. Her brows pulled down in confusion. He couldn’t be serious. “But, I thought… You want me to leave?” She stumbled over her words, confusion making it difficult to think. Why would he call them? Why did he want her to leave? How could he not talk to her first?


    “It’s for the best,” he said firmly, and she knew he had made up his mind. This wasn’t the Jarret she knew. Her Jarret would never be so cold and uncaring.


    “Is this because I said no to being your girlfriend?”


    “It has nothing to do with that.”


    “Then what is it? I don’t understand why you’d kick me out. What about last night?” She had opened up to him, given a part of herself that she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to give again. He’d made love to her so sweetly, it touched something deep down inside of her, leaving no doubt that his tender touches, infinite patience, and softly spoken words had set the wheels in motion for her to finally begin to heal. Now he was sending her away as if none of that mattered? “Didn’t that mean anything to you?” What she meant to ask was don’t I mean anything to you, but she feared his answer too much to ask.


    Leaning forward in his seat, Jarret dragged his palms down his face. “I can’t think about that right now. All I know is that I need you to leave.”


    His words couldn’t hurt any worse than if he’d slapped her across the face. Raine reared back. “Is this because of what Camron said? Because he lied. I’m not a whore, I don’t sleep around, and I have never lied to you. Not once, Jarret,” she said fiercely. “I told the truth. He raped me. No matter what he says, he did it.” Surprisingly, the more she said the words, the easier they were to get out. Camron had raped her, and she wasn’t going to hide his shameful act any longer. She wanted to tell him about the bet, too, but she had a feeling that would make everything much worse. The only thing telling him would accomplish was hurting Jarret more than he already was, and revenge on Camron just wasn’t worth that price.


    “And I’m supposed to believe you because you say it’s true?” Jarret asked incredulously. “Well, what about what Camron says? He’s my brother, damn it!” His fist came down on the table, vibrating the dishes and making Raine jump. “Am I supposed to just take your word for it? Accuse my own flesh and blood of doing something like that? What reason would he have for raping you, huh? Camron can get any girl he wants. Why would he force himself on you?”


    “Why does anyone do what they do?” Raine shouted back, resenting his words. Brothers or not, it didn’t change the fact that Camron was a soul-sucking monster.


    “He’s sick, Jarret. He hurts people. He hurt me,” she whispered, her throat tight with emotion. Dropping down onto her knees in front of him, she positioned herself between his open thighs, looking up into his eyes. Her own parents refused to believe her. If Jarret wouldn’t, it would destroy her. “I know this is hard for you, but I need you to believe me. You’re all I have. You’re my only friend, the only person who’s ever taken my side. I need you to believe me.”


    Up close, Raine could just make out Jarret’s tortured expression. He held her gaze, unwavering, and just when she thought she might be getting through to him, Jarret stood and walked across the room. Raine’s shoulders slumped and she dropped her head, knowing he’d made his decision.


    “I knew this would happen,” she whispered, no longer able to hold her head up. “I knew if I told you what happened, you wouldn’t want anything to do with me.”


    “It’s not like that, Raine. I just need to think,” Jarret rasped. Combing his fingers through his shaggy hair, he laced them behind his head and stared up at the ceiling. When he next spoke, his words were detached. “Go pack your bags, Raine. Let’s not make this any worse than it already is.”


    She couldn’t believe he was doing this. Dismissing her. Sending her away. Pressing her hands into the couch cushion, Raine lumbered to her feet. Standing with his back to her, Raine wanted so badly to go and wrap her arms around him and force him to tell her to stay. “So this is it? You want me to go?” Back to her parents. Back to the people who tossed her out on her ass with little care to what happened to her. So what if they felt badly about their actions? They should. Yes, she knew it was the Christian thing to forgive, but Raine just didn’t have enough give-a-damn left in her heart at the moment.


    “It’s for the best,” Jarret repeated, his words sounding weak to her ears.


    Wrapping her arms around herself, Raine squeezed her eyes shut until the stinging receded. Everything about this felt wrong. An incredible ache bloomed in her chest, stealing her breath. “You’re breaking my heart,” she whispered.


    Dropping his head, the only sound in the room was Jarret’s heavy breathing, and then, without turning to look at her, he said, “I know.”


    


    ***


    Raine looked around her old room, trying to picture it the way it used to be. She couldn’t say she was surprised that her parents had made changes, but…well, she was surprised. In some ways, she assumed that even though they had kicked her out of their lives, some things would never change. Boy, had they proved her wrong.


    All of the walls had been cleared of the posters featuring her favorite boy bands that she’d tacked up, and were replaced with Victorian prints of girls in bonnets and fields of wheat set against freshly painted powder blue walls. She hated blue.


    The desk, where Raine used to do her homework, was also gone, replaced with a massive treadmill that took up an entire wall, and she didn’t even want to think about where her bookshelf packed tight with novels had gone. The only thing that remained was her bed, but even the animal print blankets had been exchanged for a heavy down-filled comforter that looked better suited to a hotel room.


    They’d erased her from their lives and turned her room into a guest room, and that’s exactly what Raine felt like—a guest.


    “This is the last of your bags,” her father announced, dropping three enormous black garbage bags on the floor inside the door. “There should be some space in the closet to hang a few of your things. If you need any additional hangers, I’m sure your mother has a few you can borrow.” The skin around his eyes creased as he smiled at her. “We’re really happy you’re home, sweet pea.”


    Raine nodded and looked away, refusing to allow his words to reduce her to any more tears. She hadn’t heard her father’s nickname since she turned sixteen. It took some effort, but she reminded herself how much she didn’t want to be there. She wanted to be back in her room, under Jarret’s roof instead. It was never intended to become her home, she knew that, but somewhere along the way, that’s exactly how Raine had begun thinking of it. Jarret’s home was where she wanted to be. That was her home. It was where she belonged.


    Her silence must have tipped him off that she wasn’t in much of a talkative mood. Her father clapped his hands and rubbed his palms together in what she recognized as a nervous gesture. “Well, I’m sure you’re tired. I’ll leave you to settle in. Mom picked up your favorite ice cream sandwiches and some of those little packages of deli meat, the extra thin kind you like so much, in case you want a snack later,” he said backing from the room.


    “Okay, thanks.” Raine just couldn’t find it in herself to be enthusiastic. If only he’d leave so she could be alone. She just needed some time to wallow in her misery, to really soak it in and have a good cry. Once that was out of the way, she’d be able to get her head together and come up with a plan. Because regardless of what her parents might think, she was leaving as soon as she had somewhere else to go.


    “If you need anything, we’re just down the hall.”


    “Okay.”


    “We’ll talk in the morning, then,” he promised, sounding hesitant to leave. “Raine?” He sighed, and something in his voice made her turn to look at him. He looked older than she remembered. Worry lines creased his forehead, and his hair was grayer than before. He stared at his feet, struggling for words. “Parents aren’t perfect. Sometimes we make mistakes,” he said with a frown. “There’s no book out there that gives us all the answers. Believe me, I’ve checked. Your mother and I, mostly me, made a mistake. We never should have sent you away. The minute you walked out that door, I knew it was the wrong thing to do. We should have been there for you. We should have supported you better. That’s what we’re supposed to do, and I guess we lost sight of that for a moment.” Pained eyes that matched hers held her immobile. “I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive us.”


    The back of her throat burned. Raine swallowed thickly. “I’ll try,” she said honestly. She watched as her father closed the door, listening to his footsteps disappear down the hall before she sat down on the bed and gave herself over to her emotions.


    


    

  


  
    

    TWENTY-THREE


    


    


    The house felt empty. Jarret walked from room to room, seeing Raine everywhere. She was in the kitchen, cooking one of her mother’s dinners from memory. She was in the living room, laughing at some British comedy he didn’t understand. He saw her in the bathroom brushing her teeth, sitting in the middle of her bed reading a paperback because she loved the way they smelled and pushing those glasses up her nose because they refused to stay in place.


    She was in his bed, her lips parted and cheeks flushed as she looked up at him with something in her eyes that he refused to name.


    She was everywhere, making it impossible to think. More than a month had passed since Jarret had sent her back to her parents, and he hadn’t been home for more than a few hours. Just enough time to grab a shower, change his clothes, and leave again. He slept little and worked a lot. The shop had become his refuge, the only place she hadn’t marked, and still he couldn’t escape her, because as soon as she’d left, he’d realized he couldn’t put off fixing her car any longer.


    It’d taken him almost a full week to finish, but each time Jarret had something fixed, he found something else that could use a little bit of tweaking. He’d replaced the tires, fixed the electrical, replaced belts and hoses, put in a new battery, cleaned the spark plugs, changed out all the fluids, and more. By the time he was finished, he’d done everything short of rebuilding the car from scratch. It still looked like shit, but it’d never break down on her again.


    Now he just had to figure out how to get it back to her without seeing or talking to her. He wasn’t ready for that yet. Between Camron, his parents, and what Raine had said, his head was completely fucked. Who was telling the truth? Who was lying? He wanted to believe everyone, but he knew there were two sides to every story, and the last thing he wanted was to take the wrong side.


    So, he’d been avoiding everyone. The day Raine left, Jarret had set his phone to voice mail and thrown himself into his work.


    Until today.


    Jarret had rolled out of bed—or more accurately, out of his rolling office chair at the shop—with a new mindset. He was tired of blocking out the world. It was time to sort everything out and get to the bottom of it. He wanted to know the truth, and today he was going to have it.


    That’s why, at just before nine on a Monday morning, Jarret found himself staring up at the two-story Tudor mini-mansion through the windshield of his SUV with something just short of dread stewing in his gut.


    A little voice in the back of his mind whispered that this was a bad idea, but Jarret chalked it up to a simple case of the Mondays and got out. The gravel crunched under his work boots as he walked across the gravel drive and up to the house. Using his key, he entered without knocking and scanned the main floor for either one of his parents.


    Usually, his father was out of the house by seven, but some days he’d been known to stick around as late as eleven if he had to meet a client for lunch. His mother, however, never left the house. She was a bit of a recluse, preferring to stick to the estate grounds, unless escorted by his father. She hadn’t come from money, and even though she played the part well in public, behind closed doors, she was a woman who drank too much and relied on her husband for company.


    When he and Camron were small, she’d play with them sometimes. He remembered running around in the backyard, swimming in the pool, and her teaching them tennis in the courtyard out back, but as they grew up and their lives began to branch out, she’d withdrawn into herself. Camron lived in the house up until a few months ago when he went off to play football for Kent State, so he’d maintained a better connection with their mother than Jarret had, but if he were being honest, he’d never felt very close to her. She’d been a good mother for a while, but he’d always felt that she preferred Camron over him. As boys, story time always took place in Camron’s room, he always sat next to their mother at the dinner table and her smiles always seemed just a little brighter when she set her eyes on him. He’d never allowed himself to wonder too much about it, until now.


    As Jarret climbed the steps to the second floor, he heard raised voices coming from inside his father’s office. The door was closed, but the heated argument reached through the heavy paneled wood easily.


    Slowing his pace, Jarret crept closer and pressed his ear to the door. His parents were the ones arguing, his father’s voice prominent, overbearing, and commanding compared to his mother’s weaker, complacent tone. Despite the door standing between them, he could hear their words as plainly as if he were standing in there with them.


    “This never would have happened if we’d sent him away earlier,” his father said, his voice sharp with authority. “I always said he was a bad influence.”


    “He’s a boy, William. Boys do stupid things. We can’t place all the blame on Jarret. He hasn’t lived here in over a year.”


    “Living here or not, they’re together all the time. Where do you think Camron gets all his booze from? Where do you think those parties are being held, Vivian? Do you know how many times I’ve smelled pot on Camron when he comes stumbling in after an all-night bender? Continue sticking your head in the sand if you want, but that won’t change the fact that Jarret is a detriment to this family.”


    Jarret knew right away that he should leave, but at the mention of his name, his feet felt rooted to the floor. He pressed closer.


    “Don’t you think that’s a little harsh? You can’t hold him responsible for his brother’s actions. Sure, he’s made poor choices letting Camron use the house for his gatherings—”


    “Parties, Vivian. They’re called parties,” his father growled impatiently.


    “But we can talk to him about that. Let him know we don’t approve.”


    Jarret’s jaw clenched. He hated when people talked about him behind his back, and hearing his parents do it somehow made it worse. It felt like a betrayal. He wanted to storm into the room and shout at them to say it to his face, but he was too curious about what would be said next to interrupt.


    “If you haven’t learned by now, let me make this perfectly clear. Jarret doesn’t bend. He’s a stubborn little asshole who holds his middle finger to the world and does whatever the hell suits him. Remember when I tried to get him to go to law school? He wasted my hard-earned money on a year’s tuition and threw it all away so he could paint lines on fucking canvas.”


    “Jarret’s always been fond of art,” his mother defended, and Jarret felt his chest puff up a bit at hearing her take his side. He’d never thought she understood his drive, but apparently he hadn’t given her enough credit.


    “Fond of being a loser, you mean,” his father snapped. “Look at him, covered in tattoos, working in a damn garage, sitting up in an attic all day painting like a damn hippie. So Camron lost his head for a minute and got a girl pregnant. She should be grateful he even looked in her direction in the first place. But I’ll tell you a little truth, Vivian. Camron’s got something going for him, and I’ll be damned if I’ll let that piece of trash son of yours ruin his chance at greatness because he’s shacking up with that gutter trash whore.


    “If it weren’t for me funneling my money into that property, Jarret would be a bum on the street, or still taking up space down the hall. Face it, Vivian. Jarret’s as worthless as his no-account father. He’ll never amount to anything. He should be on his knees thanking me for raising him up as my own. Everything he has, he has because of me.”


    Jarret felt his stomach drop to his feet. He couldn’t process everything he’d just heard. How could he when it was all lies? It was no secret to him that his father didn’t approve of his career choice, or the method he chose to express himself, but Jarret tried his best to meet them in the middle. He showed up to all their events, dressed and acted the part, but at the end of the day, he was a jeans and t-shirt kind of guy. What did it matter if he chose to get his hands dirty? It was a perfectly respectable profession…for anyone other than a Moss. But the biggest question wasn’t what he wore or that he had grease under his fingernails, or who his real father was—which was shocking enough, since Jarret had only known one in his life, and that was the man behind that door. The biggest question was, was what his father said about Camron a veiled confession that he had raped Raine? Because Raine was no whore and neither was she a liar. Months of her living under his roof had taught him that, and had he not stuck his head up his ass, he would have realized it sooner. He could never forgive himself if he’d hurt her and wasted all this time that could have been spent together over lies.


    “Keep your voice down, William. Someone might hear you.”


    There was a pause, and then his father said, “Someone already has. Isn’t that right, Jarret?” he asked, his words cruel and mocking.


    Of course, Jarret realized. The entire estate was wired with security. His father would have known the minute he pulled onto the property. With his blood pounding in his ears and his mouth dry as the desert, Jarret took a deep breath, twisted the doorknob, and went inside.


    


    ***


    Jarret felt dead inside by the time he drove away from his family’s home, and that’s just what it was—his family’s home. After finding out that his mother had a brief and meaningless affair with a man described to him as a “reckless, piece of shit Mother-Nature-loving-hippie type,” she jumped into a marriage with his father, who wasn’t actually his father, only to find out that she was pregnant with the previous man’s child during their honeymoon.


    Jarret now felt a complete disconnect with everyone in that house. It explained so much of his life, how his father never seemed to care about him as much as he did Camron. How he only offered criticisms to Jarret instead of the high praises he gave to Camron. How his father always pushed him harder, expected more, and never gave an inch, but the sun and moon seemed to rise and set on Camron.


    How, on his eighteenth birthday, he was handed a set of keys to his new house and was moved in by the end of the day. As an eighteen-year-old boy, Jarret had seen it as the most insanely awesome gift in the history of gifts. Now, he saw it for what it was—a means to an end.


    His father wanted him out of the house, out of his hair, and away from his precious biological son.


    Jarret was just now realizing that his entire existence had been nothing but a burden. He had never been wanted, and he questioned if he had ever really been loved. He thought he was, but then again, when the world had just been turned upside down, it was hard to sort the truth from the lies.


    As he pulled the truck into his drive, his first thought was going inside, finding Raine propped up in bed with a book in her hands, and crawling into bed with her. He would lay his head in her lap and she would run her fingers through his hair, and everything would be okay.


    The headlights glinted off metal as the door rose, and Jarret watched her car come into view. He’d been sitting on it for far too long. He should have called her weeks ago to let her know it was finished, but for some reason, he could never bring himself to make the call.


    Sitting there, with the engine idling, Jarret stared at the cold piece of machinery and wondered what the hell he was doing. Out of everyone he had ever known, there was only one person who’d ever given a damn. And he’d turned her away.


    How fucking stupid was he?


    Pounding his fist against the steering wheel, Jarret cursed himself. He was a total asshole. He knew Raine was estranged from her family, and he’d gone behind her back and called them to come get her. He could still see the look of hurt on her face when he told her what he’d done.


    She would never forgive him.


    Hell, he would never forgive himself. What Jarret had done was inexcusable. He’d taken the most damaged person he’d ever met, earned her trust, and then shattered it in one phone call. And for what? The family who didn’t even want him? The family who couldn’t wait to get rid of him, that suffered his existence out of, what, duty? Obligation?


    Well, fuck that and fuck them.


    Throwing open the door, Jarret stormed into the garage, into the house and exchanged his keys for another set. Then he was right back out the door and climbed into the four-door clunker. He was about to drive off when he had an idea. Leaping out of the car, he rushed over to one of the shelves lining the garage walls, grabbed what he needed, and jumped back in the car. Adrenaline pumped through his veins as he sped down the road. If he was going to do this, then he was going to do it right. First, he was going to deliver Raine’s car to her, and then he was going to beg her forgiveness. He was going to do whatever it took to make her see that he was worth taking a second chance on, and if she didn’t, then he’d be back again the next day, and the next, until she finally came to her senses.


    


    

  


  
    

    TWENTY-FOUR


    


    


    Someone was playing their music really loud. In her neighborhood, it was something Raine had grown accustomed to. People drove around with their music blasting loud enough to rattle the windows all the time. Today, however, she wasn’t in the mood for it. She’d woken up with a killer migraine that morning that only grew worse after breakfast with her parents.


    So far, they’d been very supportive of her, taking every chance that presented itself to show her that they were making an effort to change. Her mother drove her to all of her doctor’s appointments, they ate dinner together at the dining table every night, and her father had taken to eating dessert with her in her bedroom each evening while they watched Say Yes to the Dress together.


    Little by little, they were earning back her trust. It felt good to have her parents back and to know she wasn’t alone, although, Raine had never felt more alone in her life. No matter how much time had passed, Jarret plagued her every thought. She’d hoped to bury her feelings for him by now, but they only seemed to grow stronger. That saying about absence making the heart grow fonder was finally making sense.


    But this morning, at the breakfast table, her world crumbled once again. Between munching on a slice of bacon and chunks of syrupy pancakes, her father cleared his throat and hit her with a whammy.


    “Good news, sweet pea. We think we’ve found a solution to our little problem. Your mother and I have been talking to a great couple from the church. They can’t have children of their own, and when we told them about your situation, they were thrilled. We’ve already talked to the lawyer about it, and he says that once the baby is born, all you’ll have to do is sign some papers and move on with your life. Isn’t that great?”


    Raine had been so taken aback by the information dump that she’d just sat there, staring at her half-eaten breakfast, her anger rising as the seconds ticked by. Then, as if everything were happening in slow motion, she watched her mother’s hand reach across the table to take hers, and Raine had lost her mind.


    Everything after that was a blur. She remembered a lot of yelling, and the pressure in her head making it feel as if it would explode. How she ended up in her room, buried under pillows and blankets, was a mystery to her. All she knew now were three things: her parents hadn’t changed at all; she needed to find a way to get back on her feet before the baby arrived; and if that inconsiderate jerk outside didn’t turn down the damn music she was going to go postal on his ass.


    Growing up, Raine had managed her anger using the counting method. She hardly ever found a need for it, but when she did use it, it always worked. Closing her eyes, Raine focused on steadying her breathing and began counting.


    One…


    Two…


    Three… The music turned up a notch, and Raine huffed in irritation.


    Four…


    Five…


    Six… The music continued to play, a steady beat that sounded familiar and much sweeter than what the rap people on her block usually played. She focused on trying to figure out the lyrics as her blood pressure began to ease.


    Seven…


    Eight… She was pretty sure that voice belonged to Peter Gabriel.


    Nine… Something about eyes?


    Ten.


    Suddenly, everything clicked. Raine’s eyes flew open and the next thing she knew she was throwing her curtains aside and shoving the window up. Bitter cold air gusted in, but Raine hardly noticed. Outside, standing in the middle of her parent’s front lawn, was Jarret. It wasn’t raining and the sun was so low in the sky, its brilliant pink light barely made it over the rooftops, but that didn’t make the picture in front of her any less breathtaking.


    There Jarret stood, jeans hanging low off his hips, black shirt peeled up to show off the hard, flat stomach underneath, with his arms up, holding an old portable stereo high in the air over his head. Peter Gabriel’s “In Your Eyes” played sharp and loud, piercing her ears. Raine threw her head back and laughed.


    “Come down and talk to me?” Jarret asked as the song ended and he lowered the stereo to his side.


    Sucking her bottom lip in, Raine considered how wise it would be for her to give him even a moment of her time after the way they had left things, but denying that she didn’t want to hear what he had to say would be a lie. No matter what he said, good or bad, Raine craved to hear every word spoken from Jarret Moss’ mouth. She just needed to hear his voice one more time, and then she could close the door on that chapter of her life.


    Ignoring the puzzled looks from her parents as she sliced a path through the first floor, Raine hurried for the front door. Then she realized what she was doing. She paused with her hand on the knob. There was no way she was going to add another dash of humiliation to her humble pie by running out there like an excited puppy.


    Taking a few deep breaths, Raine smoothed her clothes, stepped into her boots and put on a coat so she wouldn’t freeze, and calmly stepped out onto the porch. Her breath caught in her throat the instant she laid eyes on him. Jarret stood at the base of the stairs, his hands stuffed deep into his pockets, staring up at her through weary blue eyes. He looked tired…and worried…and a whole lot stressed. Raine wanted to throw her arms around his shoulders and hug him. Instead, she folded her hands beneath her belly, drawing Jarret’s eyes down to the considerably larger bump.


    “Hey.” His deep, gravelly voice did funny things to her heart.


    Raine offered him a small smile. “Hi.”


    Stepping onto the first stair, it looked as if he were about to say something else, when Jarret glanced over her shoulder and paused. It was then Raine felt eyes on her, and she knew without having to look that one or both of her parents were standing watch through the screen door.


    “Do you want to go for a drive?” The words were out of her mouth before she could think. Relief washed over Jarret’s face and Raine turned around. “I’ll be back later,” she told her father, who wore a stern frown on his wrinkled face.


    Without a word, she walked down the steps and toward…her car? Jarret fell into step with her, his hand going to the small of her back to keep her moving. “I put some new belts and hoses in it, changed out some stuff that needed changing, and gave her a stern talking to. I don’t think she’ll be giving you any more trouble.” He laughed hesitantly.


    Raine didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing. Holding the keys up, Jarret gave her a lopsided smile. “Want to give her a spin?”


    She hadn’t driven a car in months, and to do it now, with him riding shotgun while her insides danced a nervous jig, made Raine self-conscious. She shook her head. “You know where we’re going, so you can drive this time.”


    “Suit yourself.” Opening the passenger door for her, Jarret held Raine’s elbow as he helped her safely into the seat.


    “So where are you taking me?” Raine asked after Jarret snapped his buckle into place and pulled away from the house.


    “I’m not sure yet,” Jarret admitted as he navigated the quiet streets. “I didn’t expect you to want to go anywhere. To be honest, I wasn’t even sure you’d agree to talk to me.”


    “It was kind of hard to ignore Peter Gabriel blasting through my bedroom window. How did you know that was my bedroom anyway?” she asked, shifting in her seat to look at him.


    The skin around Jarret’s eyes crinkled. “I didn’t. I just pressed play and aimed for the house. I figured you’d have to hear it if I turned it up loud enough.” Turning his head, he smiled, putting his slightly uneven white teeth on display. “Guess I was right.”


    “I think the whole neighborhood heard it. You’re lucky nobody called the cops.” She laughed, thinking of the kind of scene that would have caused. She didn’t think the upstanding Mosses would be too happy to deal with the fallout from that.


    “I’m lucky you decided to come out. If you hadn’t, I was prepared go Romeo and Juliet and start spouting sappy poetry.” He slanted a serious look at her. “I sucked ass at poetry in high school.”


    “I think we all sucked at poetry in high school.”


    “I’m pretty sure the teacher passed me just so she wouldn’t have to suffer through my attempts at prose another year.”


    “Should I even ask?” Raine lifted an eyebrow.


    “It’s safer for everyone if you didn’t. Trust me, it could get ugly fast.” His smile was contagious. Reaching over, Jarret lightly covered her hand with his, and when he was sure she wasn’t going to pull away, he wove their fingers together. “I’ve missed you.”


    Raine’s lungs constricted instantly. “Me too.”


    Her answer seemed to please him, and Jarret lifted their joined hands and kissed the back of hers. “I’m sorry for everything. I acted poorly. I let my emotions get the best of me and made a snap decision that ended up hurting the one person I’ve grown to care about most in this world.”


    She tried not to think too hard on what he just said. The road grew darker as Jarret turned into an empty parking lot. Raine recognized the park as the one her parents used to take her to as a kid. The spot he chose to park in overlooked a frozen stream that split the park in half, creating the picnic area and the trails. Jarret cut the engine, forcing them to rely on the dim light emanating from the dashboard to see each other.


    “I’ve learned a lot over the last few weeks, Raine. Hell,” Jarret said, running his fingers through his hair, “I’ve learned a lot in the last few hours.” Raine sensed his agitation and squeezed his hand in reassurance.


    “I’m not going to get into specifics right now. All you need to know is that I believe you. I believe every word you said about my brother, and I want you to know that I’m here.”


    “You believe me?” Raine’s words were meek, hesitant because she was afraid to believe her own ears. How long had she been waiting for someone to say that?


    Unclipping his belt, Jarret shifted to face her as best he could. Transferring her left hand into his left, he cupped her face with his right. “I didn’t want to,” Jarret admitted earnestly, “but something happened earlier and…let’s just say there’s no doubt anymore. It breaks my heart that my brother could do something like this, but it’s nothing compared to what I feel knowing that it’s you he did it to. Fuck, Raine. I’m so damn sorry I let you down.”


    His voice shook, and even though Raine couldn’t fully make out his face through the dark, she knew. Reaching out with her right hand, Raine carefully touched Jarret’s face. The familiar scrape of his stubbled jaw made her stomach flip, but when her fingers encountered the wetness on his cheeks, it felt as if her stomach took a nose dive straight down to her toes.


    “You’re here now,” she whispered. “That’s all that matters.”


    Sliding his hand around the back of her neck, Jarret pulled her closer and buried his face in her hair. “You don’t have to say yes, but I want you to come back. Nothing feels right there without you. I think you took all the light with you when you left.”


    Even though she’d been dying to hear those exact words, Raine hesitated. “What about Camron?”


    “What about him?” Jarret pulled back just enough so they could look each other in the eyes.


    “He’s your brother,” Raine reminded him. “How do you expect to know what you know, and still be friends with me?”


    “Let’s get one thing straight,” Jarret said, his voice dropping to a husky timbre as he moved her hair behind her ears. He brought his face so close, that Raine could feel his breath on her lips and see the subtle gleam of light reflecting off his eyes. “Our friendship ended the minute you let me inside you.”


    Instantly, Raine felt her face flush and her core grow moist, and she was grateful that it was too dark for him to see the way his words affected her.


    “As far as Camron is concerned, he’s lucky you’re my number one concern right now. Otherwise, he’d be tasting my fist.”


    Raine smiled inwardly at that, happy to know that he was willing to stick up for her. “I’m glad you didn’t do that. I doubt your parents would be very happy about bailing their son out of jail in the middle of the night.” The flat sound of Jarret’s laugh put Raine on alert. She frowned. “Did I say something wrong?”


    “Did you tell anyone what happened?” Jarret asked, changing the subject. Clearly, he didn’t want to talk about it, so Raine backed off.


    “I tried to tell my parents, but they didn’t want to hear it. My dad already thought I was running wild, so when I turned up pregnant, he basically told me I reaped what I sowed.”


    “Fucking parents,” Jarret growled. “Did you report it to the police?”


    She was ashamed to say that she hadn’t, so Raine shook her head in response. “It’s my word against his. Even Camron said so.”


    Releasing her, Jarret muttered a series of low curses as he started the car and backed out of the space. Raine chewed her lip as she watched and waited for him to calm down. Passing street lights provided brief glimpses of Jarret’s angry expression, letting her know that he was still stewing over something she’d said, but she didn’t dare ask what it was.


    Until they pulled up in front of a large stone building surrounded by police cars. “Why are we at the police station?” she asked warily as she watched a couple in dark blue uniforms pass through a set of double glass doors and greet an armed security guard.


    “I thought it was obvious. We’re reporting a crime.”


    Fear lanced through Raine and she pressed deeper into her seat. How dare he do this without asking her first? Her fear turned to anger in an instant. “No,” she said, shaking her head. “This is not happening. Take me home. Right. Now.”


    “You’re mad at me?” Jarret’s eyes widened in bewilderment. “I thought this is what you would want, to finally get some closure. Camron should answer for what he did.”


    “I agree, but you and I both know that’s never going to happen.”


    “Why? Because you were dating each other? Because he was the most popular guy in school? Because he comes from an affluent family?”


    “See,” Raine said, throwing her hand out, “you already know all the reasons why.”


    “Come on, Raine.” Jarret tilted his head, disbelief written all over his face. “Everything I said was a cliché that movies and television scripts market for sensationalism.”


    “That may be,” Raine argued, “but that doesn’t make it any less true. If I go in there and report Camron, it won’t make any difference. He’ll walk away for all the reasons you listed and more. It’s pointless to even try.”


    “Listen to yourself. Spoken like a true defeatist.” Jarret shook his head and looked away. “Here I thought you were the type of person who fought for what was right.”


    “I am,” Raine snapped, “but I also know when to walk away. I’m telling you, Jarret, this is the time to walk away. Even if, by some miracle, they arrested Camron, you’d come to resent me. You’d see me as the person who tore apart your family. You still might, regardless of how you feel right now.”


    “Don’t make this about me,” Jarret growled at her. His blue eyes seemed to blaze. “This is about you and that baby and letting all the other women out there who will fall for Camron’s easy charm and find themselves stuck in the same boat know who they’re really dealing with. You owe it to yourself and them to go in there.”


    By the time he was done talking, Raine could see Jarret’s body vibrating with anger. Not knowing who it was for left her unsettled, but she knew in her heart he’d never lay an unkind finger on her. She considered his words and saw their merit, but that didn’t change her feelings. She knew she was right. No one would take the pregnant ex-girlfriend of the rich athlete seriously if she cried rape. They’d see her as the woman scorned, upset that her boyfriend had broken her heart and moved on to prettier girls while she stayed behind to become a single parent. But if Jarret needed to see the injustice with his own eyes, she’d march right into that building and show him how cold and callous the world really was.


    “All right,” she said, proud that she sounded more confident than she felt. “I’ll do it, but only if you promise me something first.”


    “Anything.” Jarret took her hand and met her gaze.


    “After this is over, you won’t hold it against me. No matter what happens, you won’t blame me.”


    “Peach, the only thing I plan to hold against you is my naked body.”


    His teasing words and naughty smile caused Raine to break out into a fit of giggles, lightening the heavy mood in the car. After her laughter subsided, she brushed the wrinkles from her clothes and inhaled deeply. “Okay, I’m ready. Let’s go.”


    


    

  


  
    

    TWENTY-FIVE


    


    


    Jarret thought he’d be relieved. The officer who’d taken the report had asked a lot of questions. Questions Raine was reluctant to answer, but with a little urging from him, she’d offered up answers. What Jarret heard made him sick. He wanted to throw up almost as much as he wanted to storm out of the place and beat his brother to a bloody pulp.


    To think he’d been sitting in his room painting while his brother was off attacking her. The level of rage he was feeling couldn’t be measured. The only thing he could say was that Camron was lucky that Jarret was too busy watching over Raine to come after him.


    At least the officer had taken her seriously. He didn’t seem surprised that she had kept the rape a secret for so long. Said a lot of women did that, too ashamed of what had happened and afraid of what people might say if they came forward. As it turned out, Raine was partially right about how it would go. Even though the report was taken and the officer promised that someone would be around to question Camron, he warned that these things tended to go nowhere. Without any witnesses, it all came down to her word against his.


    Jarret hated hearing that. Even now, as he watched Raine curled up sleeping on the queen-sized bed, his hands formed fists. Remembering the officer’s words of advice made him want to punch something.


    “I’m sorry, but given your relationship with the assailant at the time, the delay in coming forward, and the pregnancy, the case is flimsy at best. I’ve been on the job long enough to see this kind of thing before, and I feel I should warn you. We can push ahead with this and if we’re lucky, we might even build enough of a case to bring it in front of a judge, but that’s only if we’re lucky.


    “The most likely scenario is an officer goes out to talk to him, lawyers are called, and the tables get turned. Suddenly you’ll be the one on trial. Everything in your past, no matter how innocent, will be questioned. By the time they’re through, he’ll walk away clean as a whistle and you’ll be the one wearing a scarlet letter. I’m not trying to scare you, but you need to be absolutely certain this is what you want to do.”


    So maybe all the movies and television dramas held more truth than he realized. Jarret still had a difficult time wrapping his head around everything. So much had changed in such a short amount of time, and soon, he expected his phone to go crazy or his door to be pounded down as his family learned of his involvement in raising charges against his brother.


    Yes, he’d pushed Raine to move forward. Whatever fallout occurred, he promised to be there to protect her, which was why the second they left the police station, he drove her straight to her parents’ house, helped load her bags into the car despite their urgings for her to stay, and drove them to a hotel. When things went south, as they inevitably would, he wanted her as far away from the blast zone as possible.


    He’d woken up that morning with a lot on his mind. Unable to take his eyes off her, he continued to watch over her, taking in her soft features, the gentle, womanly curves of her body beneath the sheets, remembering how it felt to touch her everywhere. She had the softest skin, smooth and creamy like melted ice cream, and just as sweet. They’d made love the minute they reached the room last night. Being separated had taken its toll, their hands and mouths frantically touching and tasting one another, desperate to be closer. It was trickier than the first time, with her stomach being so much larger now, but with a little creativity, they’d made it work. He could still feel the tight clench of her inner walls as he brought her to orgasm… three times. If all pregnant women were as sensitive as Raine, he could certainly see the appeal.


    His eyes lowered to her stomach where her unborn baby slept peacefully along with her, and he smiled at how funny life could be. He was protecting and caring for his brother’s ex-girlfriend and the mother of his child…from him. And it all happened because he’d looked into her watery eyes in the middle of a grocery store parking lot and couldn’t deny the need to make her life better.


    Jarret ran his fingers through his damp hair. He was a total sap who needed to get his shit together and his head in the game. As soon as the call came in, he’d needed to be prepared to defend them both. Without a doubt, his parents would be looking for Raine, wanting to make her pay for attempting to soil their good son’s name.


    Well, Jarret wasn’t going to make it easy for them. As far as he was concerned, they were as culpable as Camron, because they knew full well what happened, and they chose to sweep it under the proverbial rug. Camron may never see the inside of a jail cell like he deserved, but that didn’t mean he would walk away unscathed.


    The vibration of his phone in his pants’ pocket sliced through Jarret’s thoughts, disturbing the peaceful morning. As he pulled it out, he saw his mother’s name light up the screen. It was already starting.


    Standing, Jarret tiptoed across the room and stepped into the hall, quietly closing the door behind him. He may never get another peaceful night’s sleep, but he intended for Raine to get every bit of hers. Answering the call, Jarret put the phone to his ear and said calmly, “Hello, mother.”


    


    ***


    Raine woke to an empty room. Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she pressed her fists into the mattress and sat up. “Jarret?” she called out. Putting on her glasses, she searched every corner of the room. Nothing but silence met her. “Are you here?”


    The baby’s movement reminded her why she’d woken up in the first place. Easing her legs over the side of the bed, Raine shuffled into the bathroom. After she relieved herself and splashed some cool water onto her face, she peeked into the tiny living room to see if Jarret had returned.


    He hadn’t, but she spotted a piece of paper next to the phone that she hadn’t noticed before. A knot formed in her gut as she moved to retrieve it.


    My parents called. I’m going to talk to them. Hold down the fort while I’m gone. If you get hungry, order room service. Call if you need me.


    xoxo J


    Well, at least he’d left a note. It was a small relief to know Jarret hadn’t abandoned her and that he would be back. Stomach rumbling with hunger, Raine did as he said and ordered a large breakfast from room service. While she waited, she flipped on the television and scanned through the channels for something to watch.


    When she heard the knock on the door less than an hour later, Raine hurried to open it.


    “Room service,” a young guy with slicked back dark hair and coal black eyes set behind a pair of funky glasses said, as he pushed a cart piled with dome-covered plates inside.


    “Right there is fine.” She indicated an open area near the couch. Once she sat down to eat, she didn’t want to have to get up again. Yes, she took eating very seriously these days, and the size of her thighs proved it.


    “Shark Week, huh? Scares the crap outta my boyfriend, but good show,” the attendant commented. He accepted the meager tip Raine offered him and smiled as he headed back out. “Enjoy the rest of your day.”


    “You, too.” Locking the door after him, she inhaled the heavenly aroma of bacon and eggs. She’d ordered enough food for her and Jarret to both get stuffed with, telling herself that he might make it back to eat his half. But if he didn’t return by the time she was done with her breakfast, she’d make sure nothing went to waste.


    True to her word, Raine ate everything on the cart. She was disappointed that Jarret hadn’t made it back yet, but the extra slices of bacon helped alleviate some of that. After crawling back into bed and placing a few extra pillows behind her back, Raine rubbed her full belly. The baby had been quieting down lately, moving around less the closer it got to B-Day, or Birth-Day, as she was now calling it, which her doctor explained was perfectly normal.


    “Are you awake in there?” she asked as she poked around her stomach. The sharp response came in the form of a kick just under her ribs. Raine’s back arched reflexively, but she wasn’t fast enough. Her breath hissed out of her. “Is that your way of telling me to leave you to your beauty sleep? Maybe your uncle was right about you being a girl.”


    Raine released a yawn as she settled deeper beneath the blankets. She’d been so tired lately. It felt as if she spent half her days sleeping. Another pain hit her as the baby squirmed to find a more comfortable position, and Raine cringed as she rolled onto her side to relieve the sudden pressure in her lower back. Having a baby was tough work.


    As the television droned on in the background, Raine fell into a fitful sleep.


    


    ***


    “You went to the police?” Returning to his parents’ house was the last thing Jarret had intended, but it was better than having them in his house. No charges had been brought against Camron yet, but he had been questioned, and that was enough to set them off. His parents were out for blood. When Jarret informed them that he was the one who took Raine to the station, his mother freaked. “How could you betray your brother like this?”


    “Betray him?” Jarret asked in disbelief. “Camron committed a crime. He raped a girl and got her pregnant and then he ditched her as if she was the problem. He needs to answer for that.”


    “I told you, Vivian,” his father drawled as he located the number for the family lawyer in his phone, “the boy doesn’t know the meaning of loyalty. Yes, Draper, this is William Moss. I need you to do some damage control.” Spinning on his heel, his father stalked from the room.


    “William was right. You’re a disgrace to this family. If the tables were turned, your brother would be right by your side supporting you every step of the way, not throwing you to the wolves over some tramp.”


    Jarret met his mother’s hate-filled gaze, seeing the same blue eyes he looked at in the mirror reflected back at him. In that moment, he realized that, despite the shared trait, they were nothing alike.


    “You’re the one that’s a disgrace,” Jarret shot back and with equal venom. “As a woman, you should be appalled by what Camron did. Instead, you stand here acting all high and mighty, as if having money gives you the right to adhere to a different set of rules than the rest of us, and maybe you’re right. Your husband,” he snarled, “has enough money and power that Camron will probably avoid any real charges, but that doesn’t mean people won’t know what he’s really about.”


    “You talk about him as if he’s the villain, but the only person I see trying to hurt someone here is you. Why are you really doing this, Jarret?” his mother questioned. “It’s that girl, isn’t it? She’s got you wrapped around her little finger.”


    Jarret crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re right, it is about her. Raine is an amazing person, and if you gave her even half a chance you’d see that for yourself.”


    “I already gave her a chance and it only took looking at her to know what kind of person she is. It’s too bad you can’t see it for yourself, but mark my words, one day you’ll wake up and realize that she’s bad news. You’ll come crawling back only to realize it’s too late. Because of her, you’ll have lost everything and everyone.”


    Jarret’s laughter echoed through the foyer. “You couldn’t be more wrong, Mother. Raine is everything and everyone to me, and that’s all I need to walk away from here and never look back.”


    Jarret saw himself to the door, ignoring his mother’s angry words of vengeance as she trailed after him. He couldn’t care less if he was written out of the will or if he was blacklisted from all their stuffy events. He was too busy digesting his own words. When he’d said Raine was everything and everyone, it had just kind of spilled out. Up until that moment, he had no idea just how much Raine meant to him, but now… Shit.


    With each light Jarret drove through, bringing him closer to the hotel, his pulse quickened and his head became more jumbled. Stopped at a light a block away, Jarret was faced with a decision. Turn left and return to Raine, or turn right and go home.


    A car horn blared behind him, shaking Jarret from his thoughts. He turned right. He needed time to think. His head was too mixed up to face her right now. He needed to be absolutely sure that this was what he wanted. To be with Raine, Jarret would be taking on a tremendous responsibility. He’d be walking into a ready-made family, and there was the question about his own family. Was Raine right? Would he come to resent her for coming between them? When he considered all the lies he’d been told by his own parents, he didn’t think so, but it was worth taking time to think it over. Hopefully, some time alone would help him clear his head. But as Jarret drove away, he had a nagging feeling he’d made the wrong decision.


    


    

  


  
    

    TWENTY-SIX


    


    


    Groaning, Raine rolled over and looked at the time on the clock display. It was getting late, and Jarret still hadn’t returned. She wanted to call him, but knowing that he was trying to sort through some stuff with his family held her back. She didn’t want to interrupt anything important, so she closed her eyes and breathed deep.


    Her back had been hurting for hours, and was only getting worse. Usually she could place a pillow between her knees or do a few cat stretches, and it would go away, but not this time. Raine was miserable. The added baby weight was pulling her out of alignment and she could really use a massage. Jarret’s big hands would do just the trick, but he wasn’t around.


    Throwing back the blankets, she put her feet on the floor and padded into the bathroom. Running a warm bath would help, and adding a few bubbles would turn an ordinary soak in the tub into a luxurious experience. Raine went through her usual bathroom routine, brushing her teeth and combing her hair up into a ponytail to keep it out of the water, pausing in between to bend and stretch to relieve the cramps in her back. Once the tub was full, she slid into the water and sighed as it enveloped her.


    The muscles in her back eased, but not completely. Raine closed her eyes and tried to focus her thoughts on happier things, like finally having her car back, even though she wasn’t entirely sure she’d be able to fit behind the wheel anymore. Jarret really had done a great job. The car had never run smoother. It practically purred.


    But Raine’s escape was brief, as her thoughts were once again derailed. This time, the cramps were stronger, and they had moved around to her front, wrapping around her like a thick belt. She was reminded of her doctor’s words at her last appointment. She could go anytime. She cried out, folding over as she held her stomach and panted as reality sank in.


    She was in labor.


    After that, it was a struggle to get out of the tub and dry off enough to walk across the slick tiled floor. Once Raine made it back to the bed, she reached for the phone, no longer caring if she interrupted. There was no more waiting. The baby was coming.


    


    ***


    “Jarret, I need you.”


    The desperate, breathless voice on the other end of the phone jolted Jarret out of bed. He glanced at the clock, realizing that he must have fallen asleep. He cursed to himself. “Is everything okay?”


    “No. Please…hurry.”


    Fewer words had never said so much. “I’m on my way.” Jamming his legs into a fresh pair of worn jeans, Jarret rushed from the room, pulling a black hoodie over his head on the way down the stairs. His feet smashed into a pair of work boots and he was out the door.


    Flying down the deserted highway at twenty miles over the speed limit wasn’t the smartest thing he’d ever done, but hell, neither was falling in love with a woman who was pregnant with another man’s kid. Had someone told him eight months ago that he’d willingly give up everything for this… whatever this was; he’d have laughed in their face.


    But as Jarret pulled up to the hotel and rushed inside, there was only one thought on his mind: This isn’t just about me anymore.


    With determined strides, he entered the elevator, punched the button, and watched the numbers light up as they climbed closer to the fourth floor. Once the doors reopened, he blazed down the hall, nearly knocking a man holding an ice bucket on his ass, until he reached the last door on the right. Swiping his key card, Jarret walked through the cramped living area, following the low, pained moans into the bedroom.


    Dark, frantic eyes found his as he paused in the doorway. Sitting on the corner of the mattress, lips pulled into a tight line, full, round stomach rising and falling with every labored breath, she still managed to take his breath away.


    Beautiful, intelligent, and full of fight, he couldn’t possibly be more in love with anyone. As he crossed the room and hefted her to her feet, Jarret held tight to the only thing left that mattered in his life.


    “How we doing?” he asked, as he led them back through the room and down the elevator.


    “Remember that movie, Species, when the alien gave birth to her baby?”


    As Jarret helped her into the passenger seat and stretched the belt over her stomach, he recalled vividly the scene when the alien baby split its mother open, and shuddered. That was not an image he wanted in his head right now, but it did give him a little perspective into what she must be going through. Placing his hand over her hard stomach, he leaned in and placed a gentle kiss on her lips. “We’ll get through this,” he assured her, looping a lock of golden hair behind her ear.


    He watched helplessly as her face scrunched and her breath held. Another contraction. Another second closer to everything changing… again.


    Can I go through with this? Can I take this on?


    Once it passed, her face tilted up, warm, solemn brown eyes peering into his. Her delicate fingers found his, entwining them. “Thank you for doing this with me.”


    The note of fear in her tremulous voice mirrored the emotions swirling through him. But was it enough to turn his back on her, like everyone else? Meeting her unwavering, trust-filled gaze, Jarret already knew the answer to that question. He wasn’t his brother. He wasn’t like the rest of his family. He didn’t cut and run the moment life got hard and he didn’t turn his back on the people he cared about. He faced life head-on. His parents were wrong about so many things. He wasn’t giving anything up by choosing this path, by choosing her, and there was no doubt in his mind that this was going to be the toughest job he’d ever faced. But for her, for this woman who’d stolen his heart, it was absolutely, one-hundred percent worth the sacrifices he’d had to make.


    Pressing his forehead against her sweaty brow, Jarret closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. “There’s nowhere else I would be.” Caressing her flushed cheeks, Jarret kissed her once more then hurried to the driver’s side.


    “I forgot my bag.”


    Jarret glanced up at the hotel. “I’ll come back for it later.”


    Raine nodded, grimacing as another contraction hit her. “Okay, let’s just go.”


    “How long has this been going on?” he asked as he turned into traffic. When he left that morning, everything had seemed okay.


    “Since this morning. I’ve been having a lot of pain in my back lately, so I didn’t think much of it, but after my nap it started to get worse.”


    “Have you been timing the contractions?” He’d read that in a magazine, although he couldn’t remember how far apart they were supposed to be.


    “No.” Raine’s eyes squeezed shut and she pressed her chin to her chest as she rode another wave.


    Reaching over, Jarret rubbed her stomach, feeling utterly useless. “Did you call the doctor to let her know we’re coming?”


    “No, okay? I didn’t do anything but call you.” Raine’s sudden attitude was startling, but Jarret shrugged it off. No man in their right mind would argue with a woman in labor.


    “I’ll make sure someone at the hospital contacts her then. How are you feeling?”


    “Like Species. I feel like Species.” Raine gasped and Jarret exchanged worried glances between her and the road.


    “What?”


    “I hope you have flood insurance, because my water just broke.” Her head fell back and she started laughing. “It feels like I peed in my pants. I haven’t done that since the fifth grade.” She glanced at him, taking in Jarret’s quizzical look. “I was at a sleepover. A bowl of warm water was involved.” Hissing through clenched teeth, Raine grabbed ahold of his hand and squeezed.


    Jarret pressed a little harder on the gas pedal. “We’re almost there, Peach.”


    Minutes later, Jarret was carrying Raine in through the St. Anne’s emergency room doors and a wheelchair was brought out. After signing her in, they were taken to a room where Raine was hooked up to monitors. He learned a lot about Raine in the hours leading up to the birth.


    Raine was afraid of needles. When the older nurse prepped her for the IV and started walking a younger nurse through the procedure, Raine made it very clear that the girl wasn’t going to touch her. In not-so-nice words, she told her to take a hike. When the older nurse took over, Raine nearly passed out from the sight of the needle.


    From that incident alone, Jarret expected her to be a screamer. Apparently it was a standard for a lot of women on that floor. He could hear them clear down the hall each time the door to the room opened, but if he hadn’t been watching Raine’s face the whole time, he wouldn’t have even guessed she was in labor.


    Jarret stuck by her side, rubbing her back, holding her hand, bringing cool, wet cloths for her forehead. For every hour he stood by her, Jarret fell a little deeper. “You’re amazing,” he told her as she came down from another contraction.


    “What?” Tired brown eyes met his.


    “I thought you were great before, but looking at you now, going through all this…you’re amazing. You’re about to bring another life into the world, Peach,” he said, hearing the awe in his voice.


    “I don’t really have a choice,” she joked, smiling weakly.


    “You always had a choice and you chose the hardest one. That makes you the strongest person I know.”


    “I’m not that strong,” she argued, looking away. “Women give birth every day.” The numbers on one of the monitors climbed higher, and Raine’s body tensed.


    Jarret felt her stomach grow hard beneath his palm, waiting until the moment passed and she released her breath. “Those women aren’t you, Raine. They don’t even compare.”


    The doctor chose that moment to walk in. Jarret looked up at the small, elderly woman and smiled. She winked back. Snapping on a pair of latex gloves, Dr. Sheridan sat on the edge of the bed and lifted the blankets high enough to slide her arm under.


    Jarret tried not to focus on what the woman was doing, and instead focused on Raine. She appeared tense, so Jarret squeezed her hand in reassurance.


    “Well, Raine, you’re ten centimeters dilated and I can feel the baby’s head.” The doctor stood up and smiled. “Who’s ready to have a baby?”


    Things moved fast from there. Two nurses came in, one to assist the doctor, and another who took a post at the head of the bed, opposite Jarret. “Okay, Dad,” she said cheerfully. “Grab a leg.”


    Jarret looked at her, befuddled, and then at Raine, who looked a little out of it. His knee-jerk reaction was to explain to the woman that he wasn’t the baby’s father, but when the nurse urged him again, showing him what to do by example, and the doctor moved in, he knew it wasn’t the time to argue over titles.


    “All right, Raine, you have the hard job. When you’re ready, I want you to start pushing.”


    “I’m ready,” Raine said, her voice urgent as her face scrunched up and she started to push.


    Jarret’s grip on her foot had to be hurting her, but he couldn’t seem to relax. His heart was practically beating out of his chest. The only thing keeping him from passing out was his connection to her, but even that turned shaky when Dr. Sheridan said, “The head is out! Take a look, Mom.”


    Lord help him, Jarret looked. He didn’t mean to, but when someone said to look at something, it was an involuntary reaction, at least for him.


    He must have gone pale, because the nurse was looking at him funny. “If you need to sit down, go ahead. It’s better to have you asleep in a chair than crashed out on the floor with a skull fracture.”


    “No, I’ll be okay,” Jarret insisted, although his head felt a little fuzzy. If Raine could push a human being from her body, he could damn well witness it without acting like a pansy.


    “You can sit down,” Raine said through her teeth. “I’m fine.”


    That did it. Jarret’s head cleared almost instantly and he stood up taller. “I’m not going anywhere, Peach,” he said confidently. “I told you we were doing this together, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”


    “One last push. Slow and easy, Raine,” Dr. Sheridan coaxed. “And…it’s a girl!”


    Jarret watched, speechless as the doctor placed the slimy, pink bundle on top of Raine’s stomach and roughed it up with a blanket. The baby’s mouth parted and she let out a tiny wail that looked angrier than it sounded.


    Raine started crying, and Jarret felt his eyes begin to burn. He’d never seen anything so little in all his life.


    “Do you want to cut the cord, Dad?” Dr. Sheridan held up a pair of weird-looking scissors. Without a second thought, Jarret took them and separated mother from child. He wasn’t sure how much time passed, but the next time he looked up, they were alone.


    Raine was staring at her new daughter with so much love in her eyes, the power of it made his chest feel tight. Then she lifted her eyes to his and Jarret’s whole world just… stopped.


    “Want to hold her…Dad?” Raine laughed, something he might have found funny too an hour ago. She sobered once she caught the look on his face. “What’s wrong?”


    “I love you.” The words were out before he could stop them, but that was okay, because Jarret didn’t intend to take them back. Raine’s open mouth suggested he had stunned her, so he figured he may as well lay it all out there.


    “I’m so damn crazy about you, Peach, and if you’ll have me, I want the chance to be that baby’s father because I’m crazy about her, too.”


    “But…” Raine looked down at the sleeping bundle in her arms. “I don’t know what to say, Jarret. This is an emotional time. How can I be sure you really mean it?”


    “Because I do.” Sitting on the side of the bed, Jarret tucked a few strands of hair that had escaped her ponytail behind her ear. “I’ve haven’t been able to take my eyes off you since the day I first saw you. You may have been my brother’s first, but you’ve always been mine. And I’m yours, Raine, mind, body, and soul. Everything I have, everything I am, belongs to you.”


    “What about her?”


    “I belong to her, too.” Jarret grinned.


    “Do you really love me?”


    The vulnerability in her eyes was something Jarret could relate to. He pressed a feather light kiss to her lips, needing the physical contact. “I love you something fierce, Raine Forester. Do you love me?”


    “I love you…” she grinned against his lips, “Jarret Moss.”


    “Then that’s all we need.” Fitting his mouth to hers, Jarret kissed Raine with his whole heart, pouring his love for her into that single act so she’d never question it again. When he drew back, she wore the look of a very satisfied woman.


    “So, what now?”


    Jarret eyed the bundle in her arms. “Now, I hold my little princess.” After Raine passed him the baby and showed him how to hold her so her head wouldn’t fall off, Jarret took his first real look at the person he’d been anticipating meeting for the better half of a year.


    “So, was it worth the wait?” Raine asked, as he peeled back the blanket and inspected her.


    He saw pale pink lips, fat, droopy cheeks, a stubborn chin, and a dusting of pale red hair. “Every second, Peach. Every second.”


    


    

  


  
    

    EPILOGUE


    


    


    “There, right there!” Jarret pointed at Scarlett’s dimpled face.


    “I don’t see anything.” Reaching across the table, Raine wiped the baby’s face clean of drool and cookie crumbs. “Just the cutest face in the world!”


    Baby talk always got Scarlett worked up. Legs kicking, arms flailing, the kid was a regular ball of sunshine. There wasn’t a happier baby on the planet, which always made Jarret puff up with pride. “She only does it when you’re not looking,” he muttered as he bit into his sub sandwich.


    “So stop telling me to look,” Raine offered helpfully.


    “Now why didn’t I think of that? You’re so smart.” Leaning over, Jarret met Raine halfway for a kiss that made his jeans too tight. “Hurry and eat,” he growled. “It’s almost naptime and Daddy needs some time alone with Mommy.”


    “Oh really? Well, if Daddy gets Mommy her favorite fudge sundae, I’m sure that can be arranged.”


    Tossing his napkin on the table, Jarret stood. “Keep an eye on Mommy, Scarlett.” Bending down, he grabbed Raine’s chin and tilted her face up. “I’m going to eat you up when we get home,” he promised, then kissed her hard and fast, nipping her bottom lip as he pulled away. He gave her the smile that never failed to excite, and headed back to the counter to place the order.


    “Hey, bro.”


    The voice wiped the smile clean off Jarret’s face, and he spun around. “Camron,” he said curtly. “What are you doing here?” His first instinct was to make sure Raine and the baby was okay. They were still sitting at the table, oblivious to his brother’s presence.


    Jarret intended to keep it that way.


    “Getting lunch, same as you.” He glanced over his shoulder, to their table. “So, that’s the kid?”


    “Yep, that’s the kid.” Jarret moved with the line. His body vibrated, he was so upset.


    “She’s cute.” Camron turned to look at the menu on the wall. “So, you two are together? It’s official?”


    “Got married last month,” Jarret clipped out, not that Camron needed to know that.


    The baby had just turned four months, making it an entire year since his and Raine’s lives had crashed together. That coupled with the news that she was pregnant with their second child made Jarret realize that it was time to put some paper to it. He’d done it the right way, and asked her father’s permission. Raine objected, but to both their surprise, Mr. Forester had been very agreeable. Together, Jarret and Raine were making progress with her parents, and they seemed happy that Raine had someone to take care of her and provide for her. Jarret didn’t have the heart to tell them that Raine was more than capable of taking care of herself, but it was a job he was proud to take on.


    “And was it worth it?”


    Jarret didn’t have to ask to know what Camron was referring to. Was it worth giving up his family, the money, the status? “Absolutely.” He never really felt like he had it anyway.


    “I should be mad that you moved in on her the way you did,” Camron commented. “Thanks to that stunt you two pulled, having me questioned like that, everyone knows the kid is mine. It doesn’t look right, two brothers hooking up with the same chick.”


    Jarret glared at his little brother, seeing nothing of the boy he remembered playing with as kids. Last he heard, Camron’s lawyer had worked his legal magic and he’d walked away clean as a newborn baby. He was in his second year at Kent State and had recruiters scouting him. Everything seemed to be going his way, just as Raine said it would, but just as Jarret hoped, Camron carried the stain of what he’d done around with him everywhere he went. Girls looked at him funny, people whispered, and his father had lost a few big accounts due to speculation. It just went to show that the rumor mill had a lot more power than people gave it credit for.


    The line moved up, but this time, Jarret didn’t follow. Turning to face him, he looked down into Camron’s icy blue eyes, the same as their mother’s, and the same as his own. “Listen close, because I’m only going to say this once. That little girl over there isn’t yours, she’s mine. You’re nothing but the sperm donor. As for Raine, I don’t give a flying fuck what people say about me or where I put my dick, but if I ever hear that you’re running your mouth off about her in anything less than a glowing light, I’ll knock your teeth so far down your throat you’ll be eating through a straw.


    “Good news is, as much as I feel like beating your ass right now, it’s not worth the risk of losing one second with those two people over there.”


    Lowering his head, Camron pinched his lips between his fingers and chuckled under his breath. “I gotta say, bro, I didn’t think you had it in you. At the risk of losing my teeth, it’s better you than me. There’s no way I’d give up everything I have now to spend my time wiping shitty asses and spending all my money on diapers and formula.”


    “That’s because I’m a better man than you.”


    “Can I help you?”


    Jarret smiled at the pretty young server, not missing the curious look she gave his brother over his shoulder, and ordered Raine’s sundae. To go. Turning back to Camron, he said, “Is there a reason you’re still hanging around?”


    Scratching the back of his neck, Camron sighed. “Family dinner. Mom wants you to call her sometime. Just to talk. She misses you.”


    “And Dad?” Camron looked away, and Jarret had his answer. “Thanks, but I’ll pass.” The girl handed him the sundae over the counter and Jarret passed off the cash to pay for it.


    “You need family, Jarret,” Camron rushed out as Jarret moved to go around him.


    Jarret continued walking. “I have all the family I need right here.” At the table, he handed Raine the cup of ice cream and pecked her on the lips. “What do you say we take off?”


    “Yeah, Scarlett is tired.” As she gathered her purse and the diaper bag, she glanced behind her, toward the front of the restaurant. “What did he want?”


    Jarret, in the middle of making silly faces at the baby, sighed. “I hoped you hadn’t seen him.”


    “Well, I did. So what did he want?”


    “Just to talk.”


    “And?”


    “And… we talked.” He shrugged. With a gentle push, Jarret guided Raine out the door.


    “Did you tell him?” Raine asked, biting her bottom lip.


    What a loaded question. Had he told Camron to fuck off? Had he told him about the marriage that he already knew about? Or was she asking if he’d told him about the baby? “Tell him what?”


    “I don’t know. About everything, I guess.”


    “I told him I was considering punching his teeth down his throat. He already knows we got married, and I didn’t tell him anything about the baby.” Reaching the SUV, he pulled open the door for her.


    “Why?” she asked, shielding her eyes from the sun as she frowned up at him.


    “Why didn’t I punch his teeth down his throat?” Jarret asked, as he leaned inside and secured the car seat in the back row. “Because jail cells are scary places and I’m too pretty to become some fat guy’s bitch. Plus, I didn’t think you’d appreciate having to bail me out.”


    “Who said I would bail you out?” she teased. “I meant, why didn’t you tell him about the baby?”


    Taking her by the hips, Jarret pulled Raine in close. “Do you really think he’d care? Besides, it’s none of his business. It’s none of any of their business,” he said, referring to his parents, too. “They had their chance to be a part of our lives, and they blew it. This,” he said, kissing the side of her neck, “is my family now. It’s the only family I need and the only one that matters.”


    Slapping her ass, Jarret pushed her into the cab. Once he was buckled in behind the wheel, he started the engine, flipped on the stereo, and waited for Raine’s reaction.


    “Peter Gabriel?” Hearing her favorite song, her brown eyes welled and Jarret smiled, wiping each one away as they fell down her cheeks. “You remembered.”


    “How could I forget? It brought you back to me.”


    “Don’t ever send me away again.” Raine sniffed, the tip of her nose turning red, and Jarret thought she’d never looked more beautiful.


    “Never, Peach.” And that was a promise.


    


    


    The End.
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