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Seducing the Old Flame



 

This was a bad idea, Tabitha Sterling
thought for the hundredth time while fighting the downtown Knoxville traffic.  Over two years since she’d seen Jason Kelly
and she planned to cure her supposed sex addiction by seducing him.  Insane.


It was all that crazy John’s
fault.  Him and his sexual psycho babble.  How had he convinced her that she needed to
make peace with Jason or she’d never be a happy, content person?


She was a happy, content person.


Just ask anybody and they’d
tell you Tabitha Sterling was the life of the party and happy, happy,
happy.  But somehow a Thursday night spent
in conversation with her sister and John, her sister’s new beau and a
psychology professor at the University of Tennessee, convinced her otherwise.  Convinced her that she needed to spend the
entire weekend hot and sweaty with Jason Kelly.


She slid her fingers over the
buttery leather cover on her car’s steering wheel and grimaced at the thick
Friday evening traffic.  Five more
minutes and she should be at his apartment.


How would he react to seeing
her after all this time?


Knoxville wasn’t so big that
she’d had any problems finding him once she looked.  While sitting at her desk at Stewart and
Steinman Financing, she’d called Jason’s little sister fishing for
information.  Lori Kelly enthusiastically
gave out his address, all his various phone numbers, his lack of a steady
girlfriend, and the fact he’d be home about six that evening.


Despite the fluttery feel in
her veins, Tabitha grinned.  She liked
Lori and the feeling had been mutual. 
Apparently still was as Lori gave all Jason’s personal goods.


Butterflies danced in Tabitha’s stomach.


Or maybe it was acid.


Whichever, her stomach roiled and had an unaccustomed burning
sensation that gurgled up to her throat.


Jason.  He always had affected
her in odd ways.


Odd, intensely physical and emotional ways that scared as much as
thrilled her.


She’d never forgotten him. 
Not in the two years since they broke things off after an argument that
would make hockey look like a toddler sport.


Not that Jason or she ever physically abused each other.


They hadn’t.  At least not
with hits.


Instead, they’d used sex to manipulate and control one
another.  Wild, out of this world sex
that stole her breath just from remembering the passion.


As with everything else about their relationship, the sex rocked.  No man with a blow torch could elicit the
heat one look from Jason sparked.


She planned to seduce him. 
Tonight.


To cure her supposed addiction to sex so that she could find
‘true happiness’.  Or some such crock
that John and Jenny filled her head with. 
Sexual excess with the one man who’d meant the most to her so she’d get
over the addiction she wasn’t even sure she had.  Unfortunately too much of what the couple
said resonated with the truth to ignore their educated advice.


She was bored with men, with sex.  Had been for months, but that hadn’t stopped
her from trying to ease her boredom. 
Restlessness haunted her sleep, haunted her relationships.  The wannabe shrink who’d set her out on this
crazy mission blamed it on unresolved feeling for a man in her past.  A man who had hurt her.  A man she hadn’t forgiven and who hadn’t
forgiven her.


Jason.


The cure according to all the psycho babble mumbo jumbo:  a weekend of sexual healing with Jason.


Unless he’d changed a great
deal over the past few years, what she planned should appeal to him just fine.


Sex.  Sex. 
And more sex.


What hot-blooded man wouldn’t
be thrilled at the prospect?


Jason was hot-blooded
everything.  Biggie-sized even.


If she was lucky, she’d spend the whole weekend in bed with him,
get over this so called problem she still wasn’t admitting to, and put Jason
Kelly back out of her life.


That was the plan.


And exactly what she kept telling herself right up to the moment
Jason’s apartment door opened and she looked into his startled brown eyes.


Mesmerizing brown eyes that once loved to look at her.


Shocked brown eyes that didn’t look happy to see her.  Definitely no love shined in his gaze these
days.


Emotions long buried bubbled to the surface.


Emotions that made her wonder if her motives for being here had
more to do with Jason than curing some supposed sexual addiction.


Was that why she’d been so receptive to John’s insane theories?  Had she subconsciously searched for a reason
to bury her pride and see Jason?


See she did.


He looked good.


Time only added to his masculine appeal.  Jet-black hair that screamed for a woman’s
hands, her hands, to cut through the
silky locks.  Chocolaty eyes she’d always
lost herself in.  Strong facial features bespeaking
of a heritage that probably laid claim to royalty, or sure should.  Broad, strong shoulders and arms that a woman
could lean on.  Washboard abs his black T-shirt
with its Kelly Construction logo couldn’t hide. 
Narrow waist and hips that a woman’s legs could easily wrap around.  What a
man.


Tabitha licked her lips.


Oh, yeah.  Jason Kelly was
the perfect choice for a weekend of sexual excess.  For so many reasons.


She ignored the niggling thoughts that Jason was the closest
thing to perfect she’d encountered and she’d been a fool to ever let him out of
her life.


Tabitha didn’t like to think she’d been foolish, or wrong, in
her relationships with men.  Particularly
not with Jason.


She was here for sexual healing, not a relationship.


Still, one couldn’t argue with the facts and her heart leapt
with joy at his nearness.


“Hi Jason.”  She took a
deep breath, flashed him a gregarious smile, and ate him up with her eyes.  “I’m free for the weekend and thought I’d
stop by for a visit.  Maybe for the night
if you’re smart and play your cards right.”



 

Of all the people in the world Jason
Kelly expected to see on the other side of his apartment door, Tabitha Sterling
ranked dead last--especially of her arriving there of her own free will.


He glanced around the empty hallway, half-anticipating to see a
gunman with a 357 Magnum pointed at her head.


No one there but the sassy redhead who’d already done more than
her share to create havoc in his life. 
The fiery-tempered vixen who had sworn she’d see him in hell before
she’d willingly set eyes on him again.  He
certainly burned hellish hot under her heated green gaze.


Tabitha Sterling was God’s way of torturing Jason for every sin
he’d ever committed.


No one had ever accused him of being a saint.


“Tabbycat.”  He grimaced
the moment the nickname left his mouth.


She smiled and the expression on her face resembled that of a
big fat feline who’d just slurped down a bowl of cream.  His cream.


“Think you remember how to make me purr, Jason?”


He blinked, knowing he was hallucinating and Tabitha would be
gone when he opened his eyes.


His sister must be right. 
He was working too hard, spending too many hours baking in the sun on
one of his construction projects.


That had to be the explanation for Tabitha, in full sex kitten
mode, standing in his doorway flirting with him as if they’d never parted ways
and she planned to jump his bones any minute.


But when his eyes opened she still stood there watching him with
amusement, a cat toying with a mouse before devouring it whole.


Tabitha in all her voluptuous glory.  Beautiful as always with her long red-gold
ringlets hanging about her shoulders, the tips dancing enticingly over her
chest, tempting and teasing a man’s gaze to linger.


Just looking at her hardened him to monstrous proportions.


But then from the first moment he’d laid eyes on her, she’d had
this effect on him.


This burning-alive-from-the-inside-out sensation.


This so-hard-his-skin-threatened-to-burst sensation.


He continued his perusal,
taking in big green eyes that announced to the world that she took what she
wanted and anyone who tried to stand in her way be damned and prepared for
battle.  He perused her tiny waist that a
man could fit his hands around, a waist made to look even tinier by her big
breasts and full hips that flared temptingly above legs, long and luscious.


The total effect created that
of the proverbial hourglass, a sexy siren, and she’d dressed to enhance the
effect.


Black always looked extra
seductive when wrapped around Tabitha. 
Her tight pants molded her like a second skin and were no
exception.  Her leopard print top hugged
her generous breasts.  She was hot and
wanted the world to know.


The gleam in her eyes said she wanted him to know.


Holy crap.


“Cat got your tongue?” 
Her tone teased and she shifted on her four-inch heels.


If he’d ever seen a pair of shoes that belonged on a porn flick,
those slinky ones did.  Images of he and
Tabitha tangled in lurid, erotic positions electrified his nerve endings.


Trying to pull his mind back from those heels high on his
shoulders, he demanded, “What the hell are you doing here?”


Possibly not the best way to greet a long lost lover, but then
he hadn’t been looking to find this particular one.  Just the opposite.


He’d worked damned hard to put Tabitha behind him.


Her smile faltered only for a second, lowered to his
mid-section, and returned full force. 
“Are you saying you aren’t glad to see me?  Because your body says otherwise.”


“Good thing I’ve learned to think with more than my body, isn’t
it?”  He leaned against the doorjamb and
watched as she absorbed his comment. 
Obviously, not what she expected him to say.


“I find that hard to believe.”


He shrugged as if what she thought didn’t matter in the
slightest.  It shouldn’t.  He hadn’t seen hide or hair of her for over
two years.


What possessed her to show up on his doorsteps now?  Tonight of all nights?


Brash as all get out, she leaned forward and stroked her fingers
down his stomach until she hovered above his zipper.  He stiffened, caught his breath, and fought
the urge to strain into her touch.  A
touch that took him from zero to a hundred in one lazy caress.


“Seems that’s not all I find hard.”  She flashed her pearly whites in a Cheshire
smile.  “Invite me in, Jason.”


Like hell he would.


“I recall hearing that creatures of the night can’t enter one’s
home unless they have an invitation.  You
should leave.”


She tapped her high heel, glanced at the ceiling, huffed out a
long breath, and latched her fingers onto his jeans belt loops.


Before he had time to so much as inhale she jerked him to her
and planted her mouth over his.  Her
strength never ceased to amaze him. 
Apparently, Tabitha still worked out.


Soft, warm lips caressed his, tasting, challenging, demanding he
kiss her back.


Whether it was an innate ability or came from more practice than
he cared to consider, Tabitha knew how to kiss a man.


Jason was a goner from the moment her tongue slid between his
lips, prying its way into his mouth, just as she seemed intent upon prying her
way back into his life.  If just for the
night.


Her tongue dueled with his, teasing, tormenting him to respond
to her dare.  A pleased sound that could
only be called a purr trilled from deep in her throat.


Damn.  What could one
little kiss hurt?


Besides he was tired of giving her control.  He wanted control.  Of his mouth, but more importantly of her mouth.


Jason plunged his tongue between her talented lips and met her
parry for parry.


“Invite me in,” she breathed.


Her long, curvy body melted
against his, practically singeing the material trapped between them.


Heat, hot and liquid, surged through his veins, boiling his blood
to a raging pitch.


He had forgotten how sweet she tasted.  How sassy. 
How her unique flavor intoxicated a man’s senses beyond reason.


No, he hadn’t forgotten. 
He’d crammed the memories down deep in his psyche so he could move on
with his life without memories of a volatile wildcat repeatedly tearing him
inside out.


Greedy fingers curled into his hair, twisting somewhere between
pleasure and pain as she tugged him closer. 
Explosive starbursts erupted, tightening his muscles, hardening him to
the point he expected his zipper to give way.


Maybe her pelvis molded against his groin was what kept the
straining zipper teeth in place? 
Although he suspected that’s what had him so damned hard to begin with.


His hands brushed down her
waist, pressed into the curve of her back, and pinned her to him from mouth to
where her leg curled around his in a possessive hold.


“Invite me in,” she demanded. 
“And I’ll remind you what you’ve been missing out on.”


“My memory’s just fine.” 
But his mouth covered hers, conquering the sugary recesses of her mouth
once again.  His memory obviously
retained only the Cliff Note version of Tabitha’s kisses, though.  She took his breath away.  Literally.


She wiggled against him, her heavy breasts smashed against his
chest.


Longing to rip off her clothes and take her right here, right
now, he lowered his hands to her hips. 
Instinctively she sensed what he wanted and wrapped her legs around his
waist.  Or perhaps she just wanted the
same thing.


The spikes of her ‘do me’ high-heels dug into his back, her
fingers tugged on his hair, and her mouth marauded his.  All he could think about was that it had been
too damned long since he’d been inside this woman.  A problem he intended to rectify.


“Uhm, Jason, if this is a bad time I can come back later,” a
feminine voice said from a few feet away.


His neck snapped around. 
A petite blond with innocent, but curious blue eyes stared back.  Guilt slammed him.


Damn.  How had he
forgotten about inviting Annie over to review the construction progress for her
daycare facility?


Long nails raking the back of his neck told him exactly how.









 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter Two



 

Reluctantly, Tabitha looked at
the unwelcome interruption.


A sweet young thang wearing
cheery, if shapeless, clothes stared back with avid interest, and more than a
touch of admiration.


If not for her untimely appearance, Tabitha would have liked the
woman instantly.  As it was, Miss Wide
Eyed Innocence interfered with the cure to all her ailments.


Not relinquishing her leg’s hold around Jason’s waist, she
extended her hand.  “Tabitha Sterling.”


The woman smiled.  “Annie
Oswald.”


Annie?  Even her name rang
with innocence.


Innocent, something Tabitha hadn’t been in eons.


Jason’s muscles stiffened beneath the arm she draped around his
neck, warning he preferred her not to have met Annie.  Tough cookies.


“Annie, I’m sorry.  If you’ll step inside, I’ll be right
in.”  Jason found his voice, but Tabitha
wished he’d lose it again if he planned to invite the other woman where he’d
refused to invite her.


Jealousy, green and vivid, streaked down Tabitha’s spine.  


Totally irrational.  All
she needed Jason for was what pressed enticingly against her womanhood.  He was welcome to whoever he wanted once he cured
Tabitha’s affliction.


Annie hesitated.  “Maybe I
should come back later.”


“Monday morning would be nice,” Tabitha offered helpfully.  She should be finished with Jason sometime
Sunday evening.  Annie could have him
after then.


But she was lying to herself if she believed that because the
thought of Jason with another woman sparked flames of possessive envy.


Envy she had no right to feel.


For two years, she’d avoided thoughts of what he might be doing,
who he might be with.  She wouldn’t start thinking about it now.


Even if confronted with Miss Goody-Two-Shoes great wife material
in the flesh.


Unbidden her fingers slipped back into Jason’s inky hair and
tightened possessively.


Just for this weekend.


That’s all she wanted him for.


So why the acidy feeling burning her throat?


Jason was the bossiest, he-man neat freak she’d ever dated and
the only one who ever stole a piece of her heart.


She didn’t want him back.


Not really.


Did she?


She swallowed.  She couldn’t want him back.


“Annie.”  Jason looked from one woman to the
other.  “Despite what you may think, this
isn’t what it looks like.”


“Yes it is,” Tabitha interrupted before he could go
further.  Perhaps she was going too far,
but she’d already come too far to accept defeat and slink away.  That wasn’t her style.  “If you’d shown up five minutes later, Jason
never would have heard your knock.  Not
over the purring in his ears as he—”


“That’s quite enough, Tabby.”


“Tabby?”  The blond woman
blinked.


Tabitha refused to give in to any semblance of guilt.  One weekend, that’s all she was asking
for.  Whatever it took to make that
happen, then so be it.  It wasn’t as if Jason
was over her either. Not with the way he’d been kissing her. Maybe the weekend
would set them both free.  She pursed her
lips and shrugged.  “What can I say?  He likes to stroke my fur.”


An exasperated breath blew from Jason’s lips.


“That’s it.”  He pushed
her legs from his waist, steadied her on her feet, and shoved her inside his
apartment.  “I’ll deal with you in a
minute.”


Before she could murmur a word in protest, he slammed the door
shut, effectively blocking out whatever he said to Annie Innocence.


Tabitha stomped over to the door and peered through the
peephole.  Didn’t he know he couldn’t
shut her out?  She wouldn’t let him.  She didn’t understand all the reasons why,
but John and Jenny were right about one thing.


She did need Jason.


His hands curled in his jeans pockets.  In an attempt to hide his hard-on?  She grinned. 
He rocked back on the heels of his bare feet—-man, oh, man, did he have
sexy feet--as he talked a mile a minute.


The woman nodded in response to whatever Jason said.  He gestured toward the door, and launched
into more explanations. 


Another wave of guilt washed over Tabitha.  One she couldn’t ignore.


Was the woman someone important to him?


Lori assured her brother wasn’t involved with anyone, but maybe
Lori didn’t know about Annie.


Despite Tabitha’s many sins, moving in on another woman’s
territory wasn’t listed among them. 
There were plenty of unattached fish in the sea.  She didn’t need to go trawling in someone
else’s tank.


Even if she’d once racked up the frequent fisher miles with this
particular king of the sea.


Unwilling to watch Jason with the woman any longer, she spun
away from the peephole.


The faint scent of citrus tickled her nose and she glanced
around the room.  A large overstuffed
L-shaped sofa with a drop down table divided the living room from a dining area
that appeared neglected.  Various sports
magazines were stacked neatly on a solid appearing oak coffee table.  An elaborate sound system monopolized one
wall along with a big screen television. 
Was he still a die-hard Tennessee Vols fan?


How many afternoons had they cuddled on the sofa watching the
college team kick football bootie?


All and all the room was spotless except for a few cardboard
tubes propped against a wall.  Mr. Clean
would be proud.


Tan Berber crushed beneath the heels of her shoes as she crossed
over to the muted colored sofa.  She sank
onto the scratchy material and looked around the void of color room.


Right down to the pictures that hung on his walls, the whole
room looked like the color fairy skipped right on past when she’d been painting
the world.


How could he stand it?


She squinted in disgust at the dull room.


What had Jason done after
they’d split up?  Thrown all his things,
his colorful possessions including the oil portrait she’d had done for him,
into the back of a Goodwill pickup?


She really should have insisted upon having that particular item
back.


Then again, he could have it hanging in his bedroom.  After all, it wasn’t the kind of painting
he’d want publicly displayed.  And the
bedroom is where he’d hung it when they’d dated.


Only one way to know for sure.


Springing to her feet, she swayed down the hallway and pushed
open the first door she came to.  A
bleached white bathroom that hurt her eyes to even look in.  She put her hand up to block out the
offending glare.


Perfectly stacked white towels greeted her from behind the next
door.  White, for heaven’s sake!


The man was still a frickin neat freak.


A thing for every place and a
place for every thing.


How many times had she heard him spout that at her when she’d
lost her keys for the millionth time?  Or
when she’d spend thirty minutes searching for her favorite pair of shoes that
she’d absently kicked off?


Only now his neatness was color challenged.


No way did the man still bleed Volunteer orange.


She slapped her hands on the next door she came to and shoved
hard.  Jason’s bedroom.  Muted shades of mocha blended with
cream.  Earthy colors.  She stepped fully into the room and inhaled
deeply.


Jason.  His scent filled
the room.  Rich and natural like the
colors he’d chosen.  Manly colors.


Her gaze dropped to the king-sized bed that dominated the
room.  Jason’s bed.


No naked painting of her hung sensuously above the headboard.


She frowned.


Had she really expected it to?


Two years had passed.  It
wasn’t as if she expected him to be waiting for her.


Still, the disappointment at the serene wooded scene rather than
a flamboyant nude painting stung. 
Deeply.


Of course, it could have been worse.  The painting could have been there.  Only with another woman displayed seductively
over the canvas.


She sank onto the foot of his bed.


Certainly she hadn’t wanted to find a replacement portrait, but
had she wanted Jason to wait for her?


And wait for what, if that’s what she’d wanted?


Just seeing him threw her into an emotional and physical
tailspin.


Coming here might not have been a good idea.


“Helping yourself?”


Her gaze shot to the open doorway.  Jason perched against the framework.  Her breath caught at the way the light
reflected from his toffee brown eyes.  A
mixture of fascination, frustration, and fury shined in his gaze.


“Wouldn’t be the first time, now would it?”


His lids narrowed and even across the room, his tension was a
viable thing.  She didn’t like it.


“Ah, Tabby,” he sighed. 
“It’s been a long time.”


“But not long enough?”


He didn’t comment, but she read the answer on his face.


“Is Allie still here?” she asked, purposely flubbing up the
woman’s name.  Not that she was jealous
of the woman he wanted to be with.  Nor
that she hurt because he preferred her to stay long gone.


Definitely not because she was curious about the woman’s role in
his life.


She was none of those things.


“No, Annie went home.”


“I hate that.”


“I bet you do.”


“So.”  She flounced on the bed ever so slightly,
knowing he’d hone in on how the movement made her breasts jiggle.  He did. 
Nice to know some things hadn’t changed. 
“Just what did Abby want that she came calling on a Friday night?”


“Not that it’s any of your business, but,” his jaw clenched, “Annie is a client.”


“Oh?”  Tabitha feigned
that she was impressed.  “A client,
eh?  I didn’t realize you’d taken up the
gigolo life.  Just what’s a well-equipped
stud going for these days?  I might want
to buy a piece of the action.”  She
grinned a smile she knew was saucy.  “But
you know me, can’t cramp my style.  So
I’ll just need the piece that counts the most and your sexual services for the
weekend.”


He sucked in air and she imagined he prayed for patience.


Well, she prayed for one weekend that would help her face the
rest of her life and find “true happiness”.


Jason Kelly held the answer to her prayers.


To her future.



 

Jason stared at Tabby, fighting to keep his chin off the floor.  Was she for real?  Maybe he’d fallen off a scaffold today and
bumped his head, was hallucinating? 
Definitely that was more feasible than believing she was really here, on
his bed.


“Tabitha,” he began, then stopped, raked his fingers through his
hair, and sought words to convey the turmoil within him.  No words expressed what seeing her did to
him.  “Why are you in my apartment?”


“Because you forced me inside your front door.”


His jaw clicked with impatience.


She gave him a come hither look that would tempt a Eunuch.  “I wanted to see you.”


Eunuchs didn’t get hard-ons the size of the one throbbing in Jason’s
pants.


He remained silent, watching as her brow lifted and she eyed him
covetously.


“All of you,” she added.


Hot damn.


“It can’t be a good thing for you to be here,” he began. She was
nothing but trouble.  He knew that.


Hell, she knew that.


“I’m not here to be good.” 
Her lids dropped to half-mast and she traced her lower lip with
exaggerated slowness.  “I’m here to be
bad.  Very, very bad.  I want you to be bad with me.”


Had George Thoroughgood burst into the room strumming out the
tunes to “Bad to the Bone” Jason didn’t think he’d so much as flinch.  He expected it.  Certainly, the lyrics and sultry beat would
make a perfect theme song for the woman perched on his bed.


Tabitha Sterling in his bed.


Who’d have believed he’d live to see that sight again?


“Come on, Jason.”  She batted her lashes at her clever word
play, but Jason didn’t budge from where he leaned against the door frame.  “Don’t you want to play with me?”


Had he ever not wanted to play with Tabitha?


Playing had never been the problem.  It had been the more grown up stuff that sent
sparks flying in their volatile relationship.


“Playing with you doesn’t hold any appeal.”


“Liar.  Liar.  Pants on fire.”


He was.  Right down to the
pants on fire part.


The sight of her hot bottom pressed into his bed—-no, he
wouldn’t go there.  Not with
Tabitha.  He had to get his thoughts
headed in a different direction. 
Remember all the fights.  Remember
that last night he’d seen her, how she—-He blinked the memory away, not willing
to recall the night his relationship with Tabitha came to an abrupt halt.


“Playing with you gets a man burned.”


“That’s what happens when you touch something that’s hot,” she
warned.


Unfortunately, she told the bloody truth.


She was hot.  Hot
bodied.  Hot tempered.  Hot period.


“Which is why I’m not touching.”


“But you want to.”  She
dropped back onto the mud brown comforter, a wild splash of color in his tame
bed.  Her legs still dangled from the
foot of his bed, her breasts thrust up, and her hair spread out about her head
as if she’d spent hours arranging the seductive pose.  “Before the night’s over, you will touch, Jason.  I see it in your eyes.”


Automatically he closed his eyes, then cursed himself for the
telltale motion.  She was playing him
like a six-string and he’d had enough of dancing to her tune.


Their song ended a long time ago.


“I’m not sure why you’re here, but it’s time to go.  I won’t say it’s been fun, because it
hasn’t.”  Shoulders straight and high, he
walked to the bed and grasped hold of her arm to march her out of his
apartment.  Out of his life.  He’d toss her and lock the door before he
lost his will power and told her how his body surged to life when he’d seen her
in the hallway, when she’d kissed him.


He wanted her lips on his.


Had never stopped wanting her.


Damn.


No, he didn’t want her.


He’d moved on.


Tabitha’s leg sideswiped his knee and she tugged hard on his
arm.  His breath whooshed out and he
collapsed onto her soft, soft body. 
Sweet feminine breath gushed out, caressing his lips before dispersing
into the air.


“Nice of ya to drop in like this.”  Her eyes sparkled up at him like big jewels
enticing a man to lose his soul to possess such desirable riches.


He let his forehead rest on hers as he tried to recall all the
reasons why he shouldn’t hold her down and give her exactly what she claimed to
want.  A hard, fast ride that would leave
them both exhausted, but satisfyingly sated. 
At least physically.


Mere inches separated their faces.  Their mouths.


“Still dragging men into your bed, I see,” he accused, but his
voice was gentle.  How could it be
otherwise when her lips parted and her heart raced beneath his?


“Just the lucky ones.”


He laughed in spite of himself, knowing she had to feel him
pressing into her pelvis.  He was
probably showing up on radar across the country.  Bleep. Bleep. Bleep.  Jason Kelly is near the one woman who rocked
his world in oh so many ways.


“Not that I haven’t already asked, but why are you here?”


“First tell me if you’re involved with Annie.”  She batted her impossibly long lashes.  “You never did explain what services you were
providing to her.”


None yet, but he’d hoped to nurture a relationship with
Annie.  She was a good, responsible woman
who loved children and seemed to be looking for the same things out of life as
what he wanted.  A home and family.  Stability and calmness.


All things Tabitha wasn’t.


“She’s a client, and we’ve gone out a few times.”


He hoped their relationship would grow into something more,
though.


“Mixing business with pleasure, how unlike you.  Have you slept with her?”


That was Tabby, direct and to the point.  “No.”


“But you’ve thought about it.”


It wasn’t a question. 
Just as if two years hadn’t passed, she read him like a book.


“Maybe.”  More and more
lately.  Annie met all his criteria of
the ideal wife.  Almost.  If only he felt a spark.  One like he felt for the woman beneath him
would do just fine.  Only problem was no
woman affected him like Tabby.  Never
had, probably never would.  Although
perhaps that wasn’t such a bad thing, because wanting a woman so much just set
a man up for all kinds of trouble.


“So,” Tabby’s lips pursed, “why haven’t you put the moves on
her?”


Blunt as always.


“I’d planned to wine, dine, and sixty-nine her tonight, only you
interrupted.”


Her green gaze darkened, narrowed.  “You’re lying.”


It pleased him that her pitch was higher than before.


“Alright, I’m lying.”  Was
he?  He had thought about it. Asking Annie to stay, taking their relationship
to that next level.  “She’s a nice girl,”
he added, as much for himself as Tabby.


“Meaning I’m not?”  She
flung at him.


“Nice?”  He snorted.  “Not on your best day.  Someone forgot to add the sugar and all
things nice when they made you.  Just
dumped the whole bottle of spice.”


Her forehead creased and something deep inside yearned to smooth
the furrows away.


“You have no commitment to her, then?  Other than a business one?”


“I may in the near future. 
Not that my life commitments are any of your business.”


“But you don’t now?”  She
looked pleased, but not quite ready to let the subject drop.  “Not at this moment?”


“No,” he conceded, worried that her smile had come back full
force.


“You’re not in love with her?”


Love?  Was she kidding?


“I tried that once only to have the woman I loved tell me to go
to hell and stay there.”


Her smile faded.


“Jason, I—”  Her mouth
closed and emotions flickered across her face. 
Blinking her uncertainty away, she clasped her hands around his neck and
buried her face in the crook.


Was that regret he’d seen for that brief sliver of time?


Tabitha Sterling didn’t do things she regretted, did she?


She prided herself on never looking back.  Not for one second was he buying that she’d
changed.  After all, she was in his bed
after not so much as a word between them for two years, what more proof did he
need?


She inhaled deeply, as if trying to fill her lungs with him.


Her movements made Jason more aware than ever of her breasts
smashed beneath him.  More aware that his
body covered hers.  On his bed.  How convenient.


Still, he waited.


“Jason?”


“Uhm?”  God, she felt good
stretched out underneath him.  How could
something so bad feel so good?  Like a
poison you had to have another sip of even knowing it would be your death.


“Spend the weekend with me.”


He started to protest, but she hauled him forward until their
mouths touched.  Silencing him with
seduction.


Sex always had been the one thing they could agree upon.


When the pressure against his neck eased, Jason didn’t want to
pull away, but he did.  She seized the
moment before he could rebuke.


“Just be quiet and listen,” she ordered.  “I’m not asking for a commitment, not even a
semblance of a relationship.  Give me one
weekend of your life.  In exchange you’ll
get all the hot sex you want.  I don’t
want wined, dined, or anything but sexed. 
Over and over by you.”  Her lids
lowered in a feline enticement. 
“Although, for the record, I’m okay with…” she whispered the rest low
into his ear.  “More than okay with that
part.”


Any words he might have spoken to deny her tangled in his
throat.  Tabby wanted a weekend of
no-commitment sex?  With him?


Oh hell.


“On Sunday, I’ll go home and not bother you again.  You can woo Annie Schmoo and live in your
boring white house for the rest of your life.”


“My apartment isn’t boring,” his house certainly wasn’t, but she
didn’t know about the house he was building, did she? “and don’t bad mouth
Annie.  She’s a nice—”


“I know,” she huffed. 
“She’s a nice girl.  You’ve
already told me.”


She thrust her hips forward, her pubis digging into where the
majority of his blood currently resided.


“So, what do you say Jason? 
You game for a weekend of non-committal, mind-blowing sex?”









 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter Three



 

“You’re kidding.”  Jason said the first words that popped into
his head.  She couldn’t possibly be
serious about spending the weekend engaged in wild sex with him and then just
walking away on Sunday.


What was she thinking?  Even Tabitha expected a relationship with her
sex pawns, didn’t she?


Not that he kept up with her
life.  Only heard through the grapevine
that she swapped kissing buddies every few weeks and hadn’t stayed with any one
man for over two months since they’d broken things off.


Not that he cared.  He didn’t.


“I don’t kid about sex, Jason.” 
Her pouty lips puckered.  “You
should know that.”


True enough.


“Let me get this straight,” because he was sure he was missing
something, “you want to stay in my apartment having sex all weekend and on
Sunday we’ll say goodbye as if it never happened?”


One of them had flipped their lid.


“Exactly.  Except it will
have happened.  We’ll have some fantastic
memories to look back upon without the messy entanglements of a relationship.”


She smiled and her beauty amazed him.  Not just her physical appearance, but the
verve that exuded from every pore.


No woman excited the way Tabitha did.


She was in his bed, lying beneath him, offering free access to
her lush body all weekend.  For nothing
in return.


No way.


“It’s a perfect plan, isn’t it?” she asked, batting her thick
lashes in a seductive swoop across her high cheekbones.


“How so?”


“Sexually, we’re compatible.” 
She squirmed against him to prove her point.


Not that he would ever forget just how compatible sex with this
woman had been.  He’d tried damned hard
to forget everything about her.  To not
unfavorably compare every woman he met to the vitality that exuded from Tabby.


“My plan rocks because we’ll both satisfy our sexual itch, yet
still be free to go on with our lives.”


“Who the hell said I have a sexual itch?”


“Do you, Jason?” she rasped in a low, lusty tone.  “Itch, that is?”


Like he was sitting buck-naked in a poison ivy patch.


“I could use a good scratch,” he grudgingly answered.


“Am I a good scratch?”


As if she had to ask.


“You don’t need me to know the answer to that, Tabby.  You’ve made it your personal quest to know
how to satisfy a man’s itch.”


“Did I satisfy your itch?” 
She raked her nails over his back, part pleasure, part pain, all Tabitha.


Did he want to answer?


“Yes,” he admitted. 
Tabitha had always scratched his itch. 
Only with every scratch, she left him with whelps, needing more of her
special scratching.


“You always took care of my itch, too.”  Her gaze lowered to his lips and a slight
tremor shook her body.  “It’s been a long
time since I’ve had a good scratch.”


“Me, too.”


“I itch, Jason.”  Her hips
rotated against him.  “Bad.”


“Me, too.”  He sounded
like a broken record, but for the life of him he couldn’t bring forth more
words.


“A relationship between us would never work.  We both know that.  And, although I want you, I can’t handle the
fights.”


No, he couldn’t either. 
The fights gave him whelps, too.


“With only one weekend, we can exploit each other’s bodies
without arguing about who needs to change what. 
Without tearing the other down and without grandiose expectations.”


Is that what they’d done two years ago?


He thought back, willingly letting memories of Tabby into his
mind for the first time since the day he’d slammed out of her apartment angrier
than he’d ever been.  More betrayed than
he’d ever been.


The worst day of his life.


He’d always thought it had been Tabby trying to change him into
something he wasn’t.  Maybe he had tried
making some changes to her as well.


Funny, he’d never realized that before.


Looking into her shimmering green eyes he saw more than he’d
thought possible.  He hadn’t been the
only one who suffered after they split. 
Tabby had hurt, too.


Damn.


She’d been the one to—-never mind, remembering that only made
him want to pound anything and everything with his hammer.  Which was better than his fists as that want
had been vented into the construction of some prime Knoxville real estate.


A weekend of Tabby at his sexual beck and call.


No expectations of anything beyond the bedroom.


“Lots of sex, no strings attached, and we’ll part never to
darken one’s doorsteps again?”  He
couldn’t believe he was even considering it.


Then again, he was a man and Tabby’s body pressed beneath him.


The light of vulnerability staring back at him seduced parts of
his psyche no other woman reached before or since Tabby.


Not that he believed for one second she wanted more than
sex.  He knew better.  For that matter, he didn’t want anything
beyond sex.  Not from her.


“Well,” she had the audacity to look sheepish, “I was thinking
we might need a few strings.”


The way she said it twisted his gut with a fresh shot of lust.


“If you make me come more than a dozen times, I’ll let you tie
me to the bed and have your wicked way with me.”


He’d always wanted to do that.


“See, I do remember your fantasies, Jason,” she purred.


Apparently.


The image of Tabby tied to his bed sent shivers down his
spine.  She’d never let him bind her in
any way.  It wasn’t as if he hadn’t asked,
as if she hadn’t tied him up during sexual play.


He’d always wondered if it had been a lack of trust that
prevented her from giving up her freedom. 
That thought had made him want the fantasy all the more.  He’d craved Tabby’s trust.


“Let me fulfill your fantasies.” 
She ground her hips against him in a rhythmic grind, pulling him from
his thoughts of the past.  “All of your
wildest desires.  I can grant them to
you.”


What was that old saying about when something seemed too good to
be true?


“What do you get out of this?”


“Sex with you.”


“You want that because…?” his voice trailed off.


The grinding stopped mid-beat. 
Her fingers tracing along his neck shook.  “No man has ever scratched my itch the way
you do.  Not ever.”


Hell.


Had she not sounded so exposed, so sincere, he might have found
the strength to tell her no.  He really
didn’t need her screwing up his life again.


But one weekend of screwing her, literally, with no emotional
strings?  Could be heaven and hell all at
once.  Hellaciously hot sex with an
angel-faced siren.


After his weekend of excess, surely he’d be ready to win Annie’s
heart with promises of a white-picket fence existence and kids of their own.


One weekend of living it up before settling down for good.


He could handle that.


Why shouldn’t he enjoy what Tabby so greedily offered?  If not him, she’d just spend the weekend with
some other sap.  He wanted to be the sap.  At least he knew the score.


Touch, but don’t love.


He could handle that. 
Could handle her.


If at the end of the weekend Tabby wanted more, he’d push her
away just as she’d done to him two years ago.


A win-win situation stared him in the face.


He looked into her eyes, lowered his mouth, and kissed her.  Soft and exploring at first.  Rediscovering the curves and hollows of her
body.  He nuzzled her mouth, her face,
her throat.  Tiny kisses meant to torment
as much as pleasure.


She moaned.  A shuddering
whimper that heightened his desire to make her beg.


That’s what he wanted.


Tabby begging for sexual release.  From him.


He swept his hands down her sides.  Up again until he brushed the plump curves of
her breasts and decided he needed a full touch.


Rising to his elbows, he watched her for a moment before
resuming his quest.


“Does this mean yes?” she asked. 
Her chest rose and fell with rapid breaths.


From desire or from the need for him to agree?  He’d like to believe both.


“On one condition,” he surprised himself by saying.  It wasn’t as if he could hide his enormous erection.  Then again, she’d known he wanted her from
the moment he opened his apartment door.


“Oh?”  Her warm fingers
partially curled around his upper arms and rubbed up and down in a suggestive
motion.


“For one weekend you have to be mine.  Totally. 
Completely.  And without
question.”


“What?”  Her fingers
stopped their stroking and she eyed him with suspicion.


“I’m serious.  You have to
do as I say.”


The more he said the more he liked the idea forming in his
head.  She’d always taken control of
their sexual relationship, refusing to let him have the upper hand.  Because he’d loved her, he’d given in,
thinking she’d eventually trust him enough to let go, to let him fully take the
lead.  She never had and any illusions
he’d harbored of love were long gone.


This time they'd play by a different set of rules.  His rules.


Her eyes widened.  “As in,
be your sex slave?”


He hadn’t quite thought it out that far, but, yeah, sex slave
worked for him.


“Right down to calling me ‘Master’.”



 

Excitement dampened Tabitha’s panties even as a shimmer of fear
constricted her throat.


She’d never let a man dominate her.  Not even Jason.


Oh, she’d let men believe they had control, but in truth they
never had.  Jason had been the only one
to ever question her.  None of the others
seemed to even notice.  Or hadn’t cared
enough to ask if they had.


Jason resented that she wouldn’t completely let go with
him.  He’d never said as much but she’d known.  His eyes gave him away.


He wanted to dominate her and that knowledge led her to do
things that had ended their relationship. 
She hadn’t believed her ears when she implied he could tie her up.


Could she handle relinquishing control to Jason?


She’d have to.


Jason would know if she held back.


He’d always been able to look deeper than what she let the world
see.


“Okay.”


“Okay?”  His eyes narrowed.


Had she shocked him?  Surely,
he’d known she’d agree?


But then he didn’t know that her sister’s shrink boyfriend told
her that all future happiness depended on her spending a weekend in Jason’s bed.


“Yes.”  Now came the hard
part.  “But I have a condition of my
own.”


“Figures.”  He laughed,
reminding her how much she’d missed the sound. 
How much she’d missed him.  “What
is it?  I have to wear handcuffs and
shackles all weekend while you call me master?”


“No, but I love how you think. 
The idea of you at my mercy does appeal.”  Her hands tightened their grip on his
arms.  “This is going to sound like an odd
request, but I’m asking anyway.  Believe
it or not, I’ve never been with a man without a condom.  Not a single time.  My ultimate fantasy is to be flesh-to-flesh with
you.”


His whole body stiffened. 
“What?”


“No barriers between us, Jason.” 
She caressed his arms.  “That’s my
only condition.”


“What if you get pregnant?” 
His tone suggested the possibility would be akin to Armageddon.


Which stung.  One of their
biggest arguments had been on her lack of wanting to be tied down.  Ever. 
A husband and kids tied down a person. 
Now, she wasn’t sure she felt so strongly.  Funny how time changed one’s life outlook and
dreams.


“We’ll stop before that is a possibility, but I want to feel
you, really feel you.”  Why she’d added
the condition of her own, she wasn’t quite sure, perhaps so it felt more like a
compromise than an unconditional surrender, but she liked it.  She had always wondered what it would be
like.  It was only appropriate that Jason
be the first since sex with him would liberate her future.


“I’ve never had unprotected sex. 
Not ever.  I just had a normal pap
and STD screening two months ago.”  She
hadn’t had a lover since a long time prior to then, but she wasn’t telling Jason
that.  “I’m clean, if that’s what
concerns you.”


“You have no idea about my sex life over the past two
years.  How do you know I’m clean?”


She smiled.  Yeah right.


“I know you, Jason. 
You’ve never been with a woman without a condom.  I’m willing to stake my life on it.  People don’t change that much.”  She blew a soft caress against his skin.  “Don’t you wonder what it feels like to slide
inside a woman and feel her wet heat close around you?  To feel me
around you?”


His arms wobbled.


“To feel me without a rubber to dull my response to you?  Just one time is fine.  But my fantasy is to be with a man without
barriers.  To be with you, nothing between us.”


She hadn’t known that was her fantasy, but from the moment the
words had slipped from her mouth, she’d known they were true.  She’d swear he gulped.


The serious look on his face said that although he shouldn’t be
considering her temptation, he was.


She’d give Jason his sexual dreams and in exchange she’d get sexual
healing.


“No condom.  One
time.  My choosing.”  He took a deep breath and added, “Slave.”


She squeezed his taut arm muscles.  He’d agreed.


“Yes, Master,” she purred, excitement buzzing.  “Anything you say, Master.”


Why did the prospect of being with Jason without a condom excite
her in ways that had nothing to do with maintaining a semblance of control?


The tension in his shoulders eased, and Tabitha began stroking
her hands back and forth over his arms again.


“Where would you like me to begin, Master?”


“By shutting your mouth and kissing me.”


Sexual play.  This was a
game she excelled in.


“With my mouth shut, Master?” she teased, angling her head
toward him.


“Tell you what, you kiss me any way you like, slave girl.”


“Master?”


“Hmm?”  Millimeters
separated their lips.


“I want to be on top.”


He regarded her for long seconds.  She expected him to refuse as on top she’d be
in command, but in a quick rollover, he reversed their positions, putting her
with a leg on each side of his hips. 
“Now, kiss me.”


Blessed man.


She kissed.  Deep and
thorough.


“You’re beautiful,” he said when her mouth lifted.


“Thank you, Master.”  She
wiggled into a half-sitting position straddling his groin.  Leaning forward, she let her long curls
curtain his face and brushed the strands over his skin in a light, tickling
motion.  “I find you most handsome, too.”


Groaning, he twisted his hands in her hair and tugged her to
him.  “Kiss me again, Tabbycat.”


“Yes.”  She did until she
was breathless from desire, lifting her mouth inches from his, she asked, “Now
what would you like, Master?”


His heated gaze traveled over her.  Tingles of awareness prickled in his
wake.  “Take off your shirt.”


“Yes, Master.”  She slid her fingers under the hem of her
leopard patterned knit shirt and pulled it over her head.  Even before she tossed it to the floor, she
heard his gasp of appreciation. 
Good.  She was glad she wore her
matching leopard skin bra and thong.  Jason
always had appreciated her predilection for sexy undies.  Of course, when she’d worn none at all out in
public, the secret knowledge had driven him wild.


God, she missed him.


Dropping a hand to both sides of his head, she bent forward,
knowing his gaze dropped to where her breasts hung just out of his mouth’s
reach.  “What now, Master?”


Neck straining, he buried his face in the valley she presented
him with, nuzzling his stubby whiskers back and forth in an erotically arousing
way.  Tabitha bit her lower lip to keep
from begging him to take her in his mouth.


“Do you like that, slave girl?”


“Yes, Master.”  She bit
her lower lip.  “Very much.”


“Do you want more?”


“Please.”


“Please what, Tabbycat?”


“Taste me.  Give me more.”


“Greedy, aren’t you?”


“Yes, I want it all.”


He chuckled, brushed his stubbled chin across the deep valley of
her breasts.  “All of what?”


Tabitha arched her back, pressing her damp womanhood hard
against him, burying his face more fully between her aching breasts.  “All of you.”


In response, his tongue darted out to trace over the exposed
curves above the animal print silk.  She
squirmed over him, riding him through their clothes as he licked and
nipped.  When he pushed the bra material
aside and his mouth closed around one straining tip, Tabitha cried with the
pleasure racking through her body.


“Jason.”


He suckled harder and her grinding motion against his groin
picked up pace.  A zillion electrical
impulses blazed to life inside her body. 
Her head fell back.


“Jaa-son!”


“You’re supposed to call me Master,” he whispered in her ear
when she collapsed against him, relishing the sweet spasms rocking through her
body.


“Y-es, Ma-as-ter.”  She
snuggled into the crook of his arms and breathed in his manly scent while
waiting to return to earth.  No one
lifted her to the heights Jason did.


She’d forgotten how intensely he affected her.


She found that thought a bit frightening.


She didn’t want her feelings for Jason resurrected.  All she wanted was the sexual healing John
and Jenny convinced her she needed.


Liar.  Liar. 
Pants on fire.


She sucked in her lower lip,
buried the voice in her head taunting that she wanted more, and sat up because
the voice was right about one thing.


Her pants were on fire and Jason had just the equipment to put
out the flames he’d so effectively lit.


“I want your shirt off.”


“Help yourself.”


She intended to.


She slid her fingers over his sculpted abs and tugged.  Jason rose and assisted her efforts.


Tabitha had seen beautiful men before.  Lots of them. 
But she’d never seen a man, real or on screen, that compared to the
glory Jason revealed.


There was more just awaiting her discovery.  She wriggled lower and reached for his
zipper.


“Uh-uh-uh.”  His hand
covered hers.  “You didn’t ask for
permission, slave.”


Impatient to see what his jeans hid, not that she didn’t vividly
remember exactly what lay beneath the soft denim, she dipped her head in a mock
bow.  “Master, may I please have the
pleasure of unveiling you?”


His toffee eyes darkened and his grip on her hand loosened.  “You may. 
But take great care as you’ll be dealing with my most precious family
jewels.”


“Yes, Master.  Great
care.”  One tooth at a time she lowered
his zipper, hoping to find nothing but man beneath.  White briefs greeted her.  Some things never changed.


She shucked his worn jeans from his lean hips, slid them down
muscular thighs, and tugged the pants free. 
With gentle fingers she removed his briefs and knelt above him to revel
in the treasure she’d uncovered.


Dark sprigs of hair adorned his strong legs, nested around him,
and darted up to scatter over his thick chest. 
Not too much hair.  Just enough to
remind her of the wicked sensation of his chest smashed against hers, of how
those hairs created extra friction against her body.


But who needed memories when the real thing lay within her
reach?


She dipped her already sensitive breasts to brush against his
chest.  Over and over she moved back and
forth, letting the wiry texture to wind the spring of sexual tension coiling
within her.


“Tabby, stand up.”


“What?”


“No questions allowed. 
Remember?”


No, she was busy remembering other, more exciting things.  No, not remembering.  Experiencing.


Sucking a breath meant to calm, she climbed off him and stood at
the edge of the bed.  Jason propped
himself on his elbows.  She couldn’t help
but admire his naked form.


From head to toe, Jason was all man.  So perfect he almost appeared too scrumptious
to be real.  If anything the years only
added to the definition of his body.  His
toned construction worker physique rivaled that of any Hollywood star.


“Take off your pants, Tabby. 
Now.”  The last came out harsh.


Smiling, she dipped her head in another bow.  “Yes, my Master.”  She kicked off her heels and her pants fell
to the floor.  “What now, Master?”


The tiny triangle of silk covering the apex of her thighs seemed
to have captivated him.  His gaze grew
hungrier and hungrier while he looked. 
His erection strained higher and higher. 
She longed to touch, to impale herself.


“Turn around.  Slowly,” he
ordered.


“Yes, Master.”  She did as
he asked, making a three-hundred-and-sixty degree rotation.


“Thongs.”  The one word
came out as great praise, as if she unveiled the cure to all the afflictions of
mankind.


He sat up and ran his hands down her bare hips.  Cupping her bottom, he pulled her to him,
bent and placed a kiss on the tiny triangle. 
“You have the sweetest ass.”


She didn’t speak, just threaded her fingers into his silky black
hair, and gently gyrated her hips.  His
work-roughened fingers slid inside her panties.


A moan escaped her lips, but she waited for him to give further
instructions.


“Take off your bra.”


She reached around, unhooked the clasp, and gave it a
fling.  Leopard skin disappeared
somewhere across the room.


With his free hand he cupped a breast, molding and caressing
while his other hand flicked back and forth, making magic between her
legs.  Just as moisture covered his
fingers, she grabbed hold of his shoulders and cried out his name.


“That’s right.  Jason,” he
said.  “Take off your panties and drop to
all fours.  Now.”



 

Tabitha smiled seductively at Jason and crawled onto the
bed.  On all fours.


Jason couldn't believe he'd just ordered Tabitha Sterling to
drop or that she was complying so readily.


When had she ever obeyed a command from him?  From any man?


"Me-yow."  She
arched a finely plucked brow and twitched her nicely shaped bottom.


He'd planned to take her immediately, to ease the burning need
within him.  But staring into her
wickedly green eyes, he changed his mind.


When he entered her, he wanted to see her expression, to see her
face when they connected, completely for the first time with nothing between
them.


But maybe he should save that for later.  This first time he wasn’t likely to last long
enough.


It had been too damn long.


Still, her twitching bottom was doing crazy things to his
nervous system.  Like short circuiting
it.  He crooked his finger at her.


"Come here."


"Come?  Make
me."  She taunted but crawled toward
him.


"I intend to. 
Again."  The thought of
feeling her explode around him could almost have persuaded him to change his
mind on how he would take her this first time, but watching her would be worth
the wait.


She perched next to him and Jason bent and kissed her
mouth.  "I've changed my mind."


"What?"  Her
head shot up and she glared with accusing eyes. 
"You can't change your mind. 
Not now.  Not when you have me
dripping with need."


He pulled her to him. 
"Not about this weekend. 
We're just going to save what I had in mind for later."


With a quick twist, he had her beneath him, grabbed a condom
from his nightstand, and with his knee pushed her thighs apart.


Her eyes widened in question.


“One time.  My choice,” he
reminded, donning the rubber.  “This
isn’t it.”


“Oh.”  Her lower lip pouted.


"Tell me, Tabby, what else do you want?"  He trailed kisses over her throat, nipped her
breasts, then blew over the straining peaks. 
She squirmed beneath him, her hips bucking up, trying to get closer to
him.


"You.  Now." 
Her words came out breathless, but her eyes glittered with innate
feminine power as she stretched like the feline she was and kissed him.  A do me now kind of kiss.


Her hand slipped around, cupped his buttock, kneaded, massaged,
pinched.  "Ouch."


"Hurts so good," she mouthed, shifting against him to
where he poised against her dampness.


She smiled as saucy as ever, but her eyes betrayed her.  As did the trembling of her lower lip.


"Master," she added.


Jason captured her hands, clasped them into his own, and met her
gaze.  Slowly, he thrust his hips
forward.


Sliding into a woman had never felt so good.


Tabby was perfect around him, as if she were made for him to
fill.


"Jason."  His
name trilled like a purr.  Her fingers
clenched with his.  Her eyes large and
full of desire.


Damn, he didn't want to lose control.


Not with just one push inside her, but it wouldn't take much to
send him over the edge.  It had been so
long.


Since Tabby.


Since any woman.


Restless beneath him, she gyrated her hips, her hot slick body
clenched around him, only the condom separating their bodies.


She wanted him flesh-to-flesh.


He had always wondered what it would feel like to be with a
woman, with Tabby, with no barriers.  This
weekend he’d know.


Would sex ever be the same again?


No woman compared to sex with Tabby anyway, maybe it was fitting
that she was the woman he would drop all barriers with.


Sex between them had always been good.  The best.


"It feels good." 
She echoed his thoughts.  "So
very, very good."


"Yes."  He held
still for another moment, knowing that once he started pumping in and out, he'd
lose himself.


But patience wasn't something Tabby had ever been accused of
having.  She thrust against his pelvis,
pulling him deeper inside.


"Please make me come again," she begged.


Sweat beaded on his brow as he counted to ten.  He wouldn't disappoint her.


Not now.


Not ever.



 

Tabitha couldn't help but wonder what Jason was waiting
for.  He'd finally slipped inside her
only to stay stock-still.  Why?


Noting the moisture on his forehead and realizing he battled to
keep control, to keep from pounding her hard and exploding inside her, she
tilted her hips forward.


She didn't want his control. 
She wanted him.


Enough was enough.


"Love me, Jason. 
Now."


Jaw clenched, his hips began moving, stroking in and out.  Heaven. 
Was it knowing they’d be flesh-to-flesh soon, or just the feel of hot
moist flesh wrapped around his satiny steel that had her insides twisting
inside out?  She wasn't sure and after
the first strokes, she no longer cared.


Not about anything but Jason and the magic he spun within her.


Heat, turbulent and intense, swirled through the pit of her
stomach, snaking its fingers out to curl her toes, to contract her fingers into
Jason's hand.


His rhythm began slow and rhythmic, building in tempo and
intensity with his hip thrusts, building until a crescendo threatened to burst
within Tabitha.


Faster.  Harder.  Deeper.


She met him thrust for thrust, demanding he give her his all.


More.  More.  Still more.


She needed Jason so deep she ached.


With each pummel of his body into hers, the ache grew
increasingly urgent, until she shook with her need.


"Jason," she cried, freeing her hands to grasp his
shoulders.  She wrapped her legs around
his waist to take him deeper.


"Yes, Tabby?" 
The question tore from between clenched teeth.


For once, words failed her.


No matter, she kissed him instead.  Letting her mouth tell him all the exciting
things he was doing to her body.  Letting
him interpret her response however he pleased.


Because he pleased her.


Body stiffening, Jason crossed the edge of no return and
electricity zig-zagged through Tabitha. 
His thrusts became rampant, out-of-control.  Wild.  So deep she felt him bumping her belly. .


She dragged breath into her burning lungs and still couldn't get
enough oxygen.  Couldn't ease the
dizziness overtaking her.


Pleasure, sticky and sweet,
curled inside her like a thin ribbon of smoke rising, spreading, expanding.


Her orgasm hit seconds before Jason pummeled her, crying out her
name in a loud bellow before collapsing.


She pressed her lips to his
sweaty cheek.


She'd forgotten how marvelous
sex with Jason had been.


Then again, no sex had ever
been quite like this.


Not even between the two of
them.


Wow.  Just…oh, wow.



 

“Hungry?” Jason asked a few
minutes later.


Tabitha groaned.  He had to be kidding.  She never wanted to move again, much less
eat.


 Nor did she want him to move.


She liked it right where she
was, beneath him.  She toyed with a
strand of his hair.  “After that?”


“I meant for food.”  He grinned and propped himself up to stare
down at her.


“A little,” she admitted,
realizing it was true.  Eating hadn’t
been high on her list of priorities today. 
Had she eaten a thing?


He dropped a kiss on her nose,
pulling her from her thoughts.  “Good,
because I’m starved.”


She shot him a look.


“For food, Tabby.”  He laughed, misinterpreting her look.  “For food.”


Food?  Oh yeah.


She cupped his jaw and stared
into his eyes.  “So what are you going to
cook for me?”


His gaze narrowed and she
realized her slip.


How easy it had been to fall
into old habits.  How many times had she
asked him the same thing after a lovemaking session?


Jason cooked better than she
did, truth-be-told.  She’d never enjoyed
the task, reminded her too much of growing up. 
But with Jason, cooking together had been one of the many pleasures
they’d shared.  Was he remembering, too?


He didn’t answer, just rolled
off her.  “You’re going to help.”


Hadn’t she always?


He crossed the room and entered
an adjoining bath.  Silence, running
water, then the sound of him brushing his teeth.  Ever the neat freak.


Tabitha scrunched a pillow and
flopped back against the bed.


And smiled.


An entire weekend with Jason.


Lord, why hadn’t she undergone
therapy eons ago?









 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter Four



 

“You’re in luck.  I had steaks marinating and salad in the
fridge.”  Jason dug a container from the
refrigerator and sat it on the Formica.


Tabby, dressed only in his
robe, leaned against the far counter. 
“You’d planned to cook for Angie?”


He glanced at her. “It’s Annie,
and yes, I was going to cook for her.”


“I thought you said she was
here on business.”


Was that jealousy he heard
oozing from Tabby’s words?


“Put your claws away.  She didn’t know I planned to cook for her or
I’d never have let you stay.  I have to
eat, thought she might like to join me while we talked business.  No big deal.”


He was fudging the truth a bit,
but Tabby didn’t need to know.


Her hands slid beneath the robe
folds, his robe.  Amazing how good it
looked wrapped around her.  Much better
than it looked on him.  No one else had
ever worn it.


He tried to envision Annie
engulfed in the terrycloth and the image wouldn’t work.  It just didn’t fit.  But friends could be lovers.  He was sure of it.


Tabby’s gaze narrowed.  “You really were planning to wine and dine
her tonight?”


He shrugged.  Why lie? 
He was free to do whatever he wanted. 
Whoever he wanted.  Tabby and he
didn’t have a relationship.  She’d given
up the right to have any say in his life. 
“The thought crossed my mind.”


“And the other?”  She pushed off the counter.  “Had that crossed your mind, too?”


“I told you she’s a ni—”


“A nice girl.  Yeah, yeah, I know.”  She waved her hand dismissively and paced
across the room.  “So, you wouldn’t have
invited her into your bedroom?  Wouldn’t
have done the things with her you just did with me?”


He stared, not getting why she
would even care.  During the entire time
they dated she’d not once shown signs of jealousy.


Quite the opposite, if
anything.


Tabby almost pushed him into
other women’s arms, as if trying to tempt him, to see how he’d respond.


“This isn’t a conversation we
should be having.  You’re here for the weekend.”  He sighed. 
“No more questions about Annie. 
Frankly my life outside of this weekend is none of your business.”


Her look of hurt bit him, but
he meant his words.  He didn’t want to
give her the impression that there could be more than this weekend.  Not that she’d hinted she wanted more, but he
wanted to be clear from the get go.


He had his life in order, the
cards were falling into place and a weekend romp with an old flame, even one as
hot as Tabby, wouldn’t sidetrack those plans.


Kelly Construction had landed a
really big contract for a shopping complex. 
A contract that would set him quite well financially.  Well, enough to breath easy and know he could
provide for a family.


He had finally started building
his dream house on the acreage his grandfather left him right outside Knox County.  A house he was building with his own two
hands and planned to share with a good woman, their children, and a dog.


Tabby wouldn’t understand any
of that.


She’d been clear that she liked
living in the city, liked the party life, liked men, as in plural and one could
never be enough.


Memories assailed him.


His heart clenched.


“You’re right.  I shouldn’t have pried.”  She walked up behind him, threaded her arms
around his waist, and pressed her cheek against his shoulder blade.  “Forgive me?”


She kissed him and he’d swear
the touch of her lips seared straight through his back to his heart.  Something sure caused the organ to jerk in
his chest.


It hadn’t been memories of
their breakup.


“So,” she peeped around him, “what
can I do to help with dinner?  Can’t have
you starving to death.  You’re gonna need
your stamina for the next forty-eight hours.”


Forty-eight hours.


Then she’d disappear from his
life again.


Fine.  He didn’t want a relationship with her
anyway.  Forty-eight hours would be
plenty.


Except he had to go out to the
job site tomorrow.  At least for a couple
of hours.


Tabby would just have to go
with him.


She’d look good in a construction
hat.


Naked in a hard hat.


He gulped, trying to get his
one-track mind under control.


“I’ll start the steaks on the
grill, you get the salad ready.  There’s
a six-pack in the back of the fridge.” 
And a bottle of wine he’d bought to serve Annie.  Should he offer to open the bottle for Tabby?


No, this wasn’t a date or an
evening to try to impress one another. 
They both knew the score and would play by the rules.  Beer it would be.


Her gaze lingered on the wine,
but she didn’t comment, just pulled out two longnecks, opened them, and held
out one.  “Thirsty?”


He took the bottle, but didn’t
drink.  Just watched Tabby lift hers to
her lips and swig a long sip.  He took in
the lines of her throat working, the way her eyes closed in ecstasy at the
taste of the liquid.


“That’s good.  I hadn’t realized how dry I was.”


Dry?  Not Tabby. 
He bet she was dripping wet.


They hadn’t been out of bed
thirty minutes.  He could handle feeding
her before stripping off his robe and losing himself in her again.


He took a step back.  “I’ll put the steaks on.”


Had he already said that?


She smiled, licked her lips,
and nodded.  “Don’t suppose I could
convince you to carry up my bag from my car, could I?”


Her bag.  Yeah, guess she would need clothes at some
point over the weekend.


Too bad.


“Which car is yours?”


“The silver BMW parked next to
the white crew cab with Kelly Construction signs plastered to the doors.”  She winked. 
“The keys are in my purse.  I’ll
set them out on your coffee table.”


“Figures.”


She arched a brow.


“An expensive blend of class
and speed.  Just right for Tabitha
Sterling.”


She shrugged.  “It’s my car and it’s paid for.  I like it, for whatever that’s worth.”


“World of finance booming even
in this bad economy?”  


Tabby’s mind did numbers
quicker than most people breathed.  Her
ability to glance at a column and immediately pick up on any problems or trends
never ceased to amaze him.  Beauty,
brass, and brains.  A unique combination.


Had her success been a problem
in their relationship?  She’d made more
money than him.  Lots more.


“Everyone is feeling the impact
of the bad economy, but I can’t complain. 
I was named vice-president earlier this year.”


Still made lots more.


He whistled.  “Impressive as hell.  Congrats.”


“Thanks.”  Her cheeks pinkened and if he didn’t know
better, he’d swear Tabitha blushed.  He
knew better.


Had she realized it bothered
him that had their relationship worked, she would have been the major
breadwinner?  What did it say about him
that he had a problem with her income being more than his?  A chauvinistic jerk, that’s what.  His mother was probably rolling over in her
grave.


She turned and popped the lid
on the plastic container of lettuce. 
“You want French dressing?”


She remembered what kind of
dressing he liked?


“Yeah, that would be great.”  Something about the thought that he’d played
more of a role in their breakup than he’d credited himself with made him feel
the need to cling to his manliness.


He needed to grill.  Grilling was manly.  He picked up the platter of T-bones.


“Steaks should be ready in
twenty minutes.”



 

Jason ran his fingers over the
sleek lines of Tabby’s car.


The fancy model suited
her.  Just like his white Ford truck next
to it suited him.


However the two together
contrasted just how different they were. 
Opposite ends of the polar spectrum.


He clicked the remote and
unlocked the trunk.  A large dark wooly
purple bag with a pair of Betty Boop slippers sticking out from a pouch on the
side greeted him.  He grinned.  That was his Tabby cat.


Only she wasn’t his.


Never had been.


He slammed the trunk lid down
and started to walk away when her tags caught his eye.


He laughed.


T CAT


Had anyone ever called her that
other than him?


Did he really want to know?


Probably not.


Her bed hadn’t even been cold
before she’d replaced him.  Tabby never
lacked for men.


So why him?  Why this weekend?


No doubt hundreds of men would
have run had she crooked her finger at them. 
Yet she’d sought out him.  A
construction worker from the wrong side of town, so to speak.


Made no sense but he wasn’t about
to question his good fortune.


This evening had already
brought him a helluva lot more excitement than he’d been expecting.


Tabby always had been
synonymous with excitement and adventure.


“What took so long?” she asked
when he re-entered the apartment.  “I was
beginning to wonder if you’d decided to ditch me and take the T-cat for a
spin.”


Him drive her car?  His lips twisted with the irony of her
comment.  She’d had a vintage Mustang
when they’d dated and refused to let anyone even sit in the driver’s seat.  Since when had she started letting men behind
her steering wheel?  Yet something else
that had changed.


“Maybe later.  The steaks would burn if I took off right
now.”


“The steaks.”  She eyed him curiously as he walked past her
to put her bag in his room.  “Right.”


“Here, you might need
these.”  He dropped her slippers to the
floor next to her bare feet.


Her toes disappeared into gold
and black fur.  “Thanks.  Better hurry or the steaks will be
overdone.  I like mine rare.”


Then again, some things apparently
hadn’t changed at all.  Like her
predilection for raw meat.



 

Tabitha curled up in Jason’s
white terrycloth robe and took the longneck he handed her.  Dinner had been scrumptious.  Not that she expected any less.


Not from Jason.  He always gave his best to everything he did.


It had been one of the things
she loved about him.


Well, not loved, but
appreciated.


She hadn’t loved him.


He sank into the overstuffed
chair perpendicular to the end of the sofa where she sat.


Her gaze met his.


She hadn’t loved him.


Their relationship was all
about sex and that’s what she’d focus on.


“Thanks.”  She ignored how his T-shirt stretched across
his broad chest and smiled at him, wondering why he’d sat so far away.  Was he reconsidering their agreement?


The thought pained her.  She wasn’t ready to walk out of Jason’s life.


He took a sip of his beer and
eyed her.  Normally being the center of
attention didn’t bother Tabitha, she relished in it, sought it even.  But Jason’s scrutiny saw too much.  Was this how a bug under a microscope felt?


“How’s the construction biz
going?” she asked, not able to stand the silence.


“It’s going.”


Well, really, he could at least
do his part to carry the conversation. 
“Still building houses?”


“Yes.”


Tabitha gritted her teeth and
smiled.  “Tell me about them.”


“You want to hear about my
work?”


Finally a complete
sentence.  Sort of.


“Yes.”


He turned up his beer, took a
long drink, then regarded her some more. 
Like he’d never really seen her.


“We’ve got several residential
projects going, but you may remember I’d begun bidding on commercial jobs even
before,” he paused.  “Well, a couple of
years ago.”


“I remember.”  She twisted a strand of her hair around her
finger.  “I take it you won some of those
bids?”


“All I could handle.  Despite the economy, Kelly Construction has
more than tripled in size during the last couple of years and we’re still
growing.”  Pride exuded from his
words.  “If I land the second phase of
the Savannah Blue Shopping Complex, the company will expand again.”


“So, it’s going well?” she
teased, liking the excitement in his eyes, in his voice.


“I can’t complain.  My bills are getting paid and I’m doing what
I love to do.”


“Banging a hammer?”  She took a drink of her beer, suggestively
rolling the cold bottleneck tip over her lower lip.


“Yep,” he grinned, eyeing her
actions with more than a little interest. 
“What can I say?  I like to bang
things.”


Her gaze dropped to his mouth
and she lowered the beer bottle.


“Tabby?”


“Uhm?”  She didn’t look up.


“Come here.”


Her gaze met his and she set
her bottle down on the coffee table.


“There?”  She motioned to his lap.


He nodded.  “You aren’t supposed to question my commands,
sex slave.”


She smothered a smile.  Sex games she could handle.  “Yes, Master. 
I forgot my place, Master. 
Whatever you wish, my Master.”


“Tabby?”


“Uhm?”


“Get over here.”  He laughed.


Without another word she closed
the distance between them, stood directly in front of where he sat, and dropped
to her knees.


She ran her hands over his
jean-covered thighs, enjoying the feel of hard muscle beneath soft denim,
enjoying the way that unsnapped button at his waist teased at what was below
his zipper.  “You rang, my Master?”


“Shhh.”  He shook his head, clearly amused by her
antics, clearly aroused by her touch. 
“You’re talking too much.”


“Yes, my—”



 

Jason placed his finger over
her lips, silencing her.  With the rough
tip of his finger, he traced the outline of her mouth, then stroked the silky
smooth skin of her cheek.  So soft.


Her eyes darkened to that of a
forest, magically green, magically enchanting.


Grazing his knuckles down her
face, down the curve of her neck, he nudged the edge of his robe open,
revealing a peek of the luscious mounds hidden beneath the thick material.


Gaze locked with hers, he
pushed the fabric aside, down her shoulders to where it hung, halted by the
belt tied at her waist.  Her shoulders
glowed milky white with a few faint freckles beckoning him to touch.


“You surprised me by showing up
here tonight.”


“Yeah, well, it was a bit of a
surprise to me as well.”


His hands brushed over her
creamy skin.


“I’m glad you’re here,
Tabby.  Whatever compelled you to show up
at my door, I’m glad.”


She averted her gaze, sucked in
a breath, then nodded.  “Me, too, Jason.  Me, too.”


Why did he get the feeling
there was more than met the eye?  More
than what she was telling him?


“Are you okay?”


“Okay?”  Her lovely forehead scrunched.


“As in, you’re not dying or
anything?”  His pulse picked up at the
thought that something might be wrong with her.


She shook her head at him,
flashing a quick smile.  “Do you think
I’d be here if I were dying, Jason?”


Probably not.  He’d be the last person she’d seek out if
that were the case.


“You tell me.  Where would you go?  Who would you want to be with?”


“Jenny,” she answered without hesitation,
then after more thought, she added.  “And
my mom, I suppose.”


He continued his fingers trek
over her shoulders, down her arms, up again. 
“How is Jenny?  Your mother?”


“Mom’s on her meds and as long
as she stays on them things go okay. 
She’s been married to the same man for a whole year this time.  That’s a good thing.  Jenny’s finishing up her last year at
UT.  She’ll graduate in the spring.”


“In Nursing?”


Tabby’s sister had always
wanted to be a nurse.  Possibly because
she’d spent her whole life taking care of her bipolar mother.  Tabby and she both had.  From what he’d gathered, both girls spent
more time cleaning up their mother’s messes than having a childhood.


“Yeah.”  Tabby smiled fondly.  “She’s in the Master’s program right now and
is working part time at the hospital in the critical care unit while she
finishes her nurse practitioner classes.”


“She always was a nurturing
little thing.  She’ll be a good nurse.”


“She already is.”


He stroked his fingertip down
her sternum, into the voluptuous valley. 
“Lori graduated this summer.”


“Yeah, she told me.”


He paused at Tabby’s oops-I-didn’t-mean-to-say-that
expression.  “You’ve talked to my
sister?  When?”


Why hadn’t Lori said
anything?  He’d talked to her this
afternoon on his drive home.  She’d
called, caught him in rush hour traffic, and asked if anything exciting had
happened.  Now that he thought about it,
Lori had been fishing.


Tabby shrugged sheepishly.  “Today.”


Lori and she talked.  Today.


Yep, Lori had been
fishing.  For a Tabbycat-fish.


She’d snagged one helluva
problem for not telling him she talked to Tabby.


“You’ve stayed in touch with
her?”


“No.”  Tabby shifted her weight on her knees,
bringing his hand more fully in contact with her twin peaks.


Was she trying to distract him?


“I should have, but when things
ended between you and I,” she shrugged again, brushing her breasts against his
fingers.  “Well, I thought it best if I
cut my ties to Lori, too.  Our remaining
close would have put both of us in an awkward position.”


True.


“But you called her today?”


Her green eyes met his.  “To find you.”


He digested what that implied.  “Showing up on my doorstep wasn’t a spur of
the moment thing?”


She shifted again, enticingly
jiggling her breasts.  She was definitely
trying to distract him.  And succeeding,
damn it.


“Jenny mentioned your name last
night,” she admitted, licking her lips. 
“And I wanted to see you.”


“And have sex with me?”  He traced over her breast, feathery light
touches that pebbled her nipples.  Two
could play this game.


“I’ve never quit wanting to
have sex with you.”


Well, hell.  What kind of an admission was that?


He was tired of games.  He cupped her breast, massaging the full
softness.


“Right now?  What is it you want, Tabby?”


She looked surprised that he
asked.  “You, of course.  That’s why I’m here.”


He closed his eyes.  This wasn’t real.  Tabby wasn’t here, wasn’t saying things he’d
have killed to hear her say two years ago.


He’d fallen off the side of one
of his construction sites and suffered from a concussion.  Had to have.


Her eyes glowing with desire,
with warmth, with emotion that wasn’t real.


And if it was, what the hell
was he going to do about it?









 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter Five



 

“I want the remote,” Tabitha
said, holding out her hand and working hard to keep the mood light between she
and Jason.  During sex, everything was
just fine, but they couldn’t have sex constantly over the next forty-eight
hours.


“Not on your life.  This is my television, my remote, my couch,
and my apartment.  I have the
power.”  He flicked through the channels
again, grinning mischievously.


Channel surfing drove her
batty.  Always had.


But he looked darn cute
grinning with the remote held just out of her reach.


And just like her, he seemed
intent on keeping the mood light.  Maybe
their sexual downtime wouldn’t be so bad after all.  She hadn’t thought that part through.  The downtime, the what she and Jason would do
while not having sex.


Regardless, they needed to keep
it light.  That’s what this weekend was
about.  Light, fluffy, and freeing up the
emotional baggage that John and Jenny insisted she carried.


“I’m warning you, Jason Kelly,”
she threatened, striking a menacing pose.


A thick brow rose.  “Warning me? 
With the full name treatment. 
Uh-oh.  I’m in trouble now.”


“Are you mocking me?”  Her gaze narrowed and she fought the smile
threatening to break through any moment. 
She grabbed for the remote and missed.


“Who me?  Never.” 
He waggled the remote in front of her face.


“Okay, but just remember that
you asked for this and I did warn you.”


His lips quirked.  “I’m scared.”


“You should be.”


“You gonna sex me to
death?”  His eyes flashed with humor.


“No.”  She inched closer to him.  “That’s a fate too good for the likes of a
remote hog.”


He chuckled.  “A remote hog?  I’ve been called a lot worse.  By you for that matter.”


“I’m sure you deserved every
last name I’ve ever given you.”  She dove
for the remote again and landed sprawled across his lap.


“Can I help you?”  He grinned down at her, the remote safely
held out of her reach.


“That’s it.”  She launched into a tickle take-over,
automatically recalling the exact vulnerable spots where she’d elicit the most
reaction.


He squirmed beneath her,
carefully guarding the remote. “Hey, quit that.”


“Not likely.”  She pried her fingers under his arms to
torture his ribs.


He wiggled and twisted.  “Tabbycat, I’m going to spank you if you
don’t stop.”


“Spank me?”  She shot him a gutsy look and kept right on
tickling.  “You wouldn’t dare.”


In the blink of an eye he
reversed their positions to where he half-lay across her.  “Wouldn’t I?”


She moistened her lips.  “No-o-o, I don’t think you would.  You’re too nice of a guy.”


His chuckle shook her
body.  “Babe, I’m about as nice as Satan
himself when it comes to you.”


“Are you saying I bring out the
devil in you?”


His eyes danced and he
laughed.  “You certainly set me on fire.”


“Mmm, sounds like it has
potential.”  She inched her fingers down
his arm.


“Oh, it has potential all right
and you’re still not getting the remote.”


“I don’t want the controller
any more,” she smugly announced.  “I got
what I wanted.”


“Oh really?”


She nodded, liking how his
brown eyes sparkled.  Liking how
happiness lit his face.


“What was it you wanted?”


“Your attention.  On me.”


He let go of the
controller.  It fell to the floor with a
thud.  She didn’t reach for it.  Neither did he.


“Now that you have my
attention,” his lips hovered over hers, “what is it you plan to do?”


“Oh, you know me, I thought I’d
improvise, see what came up.”  She
trailed her fingers down his chest, lingering at his waist, lower.  “I’m sure something to do will pop up any
moment.”



 

“Good morning, volunteers.  It’s time to rise and shine and bleed
orange,” the alarm on the radio clock chirped what seemed only minutes after Jason
closed his eyes.


He reached over, hit the snooze,
and wrapped his body around the warm bundle in bed beside him.


His eyes shot open.


Tabby.  He patted her shapely body that even the
thick comforter couldn’t disguise.  She
was really here.  In his bed.


It hadn’t all been a dream.


“Tell me it’s not time to get
up,” she mumbled, stretching out beside him. 
Tabby had never been a morning person. 
She’d lived for the nights.


“It’s time to get up, lazy
bones.”


She groaned.  “Do I have to?”


“I’ve got to go to one of the
work sites.”


“But it’s Saturday.”  She glared at him with one sleepy green
eye.  Her hair snaked in every direction,
like an early morning Medusa searching for her next victim.  Seductive yet deadly.


“I work on the weekends,
Tabby.”  Usually all day.  Today he wouldn’t.  He’d do just what he had to and spend the rest
of the day with Tabitha.  Doing whatever
came up.  With Tabby around, it was
usually him.


He pushed several strands of
hair from her face, marveling at how the early morning light still managed to
catch the highlights in her red/gold hair and give her a surreal
appearance.  “I have to go.  I’m meeting with one of the developers to
discuss expansions.”


Both green eyes opened, blinked
sleepily, then stared into his eyes. 
Really stared.  As in searching
his soul.


For what he wasn’t sure, but
apparently she found it because she smiled.


His breath caught.  Not a speck of makeup covered her face and
she still shamed every other woman in the world.  Each and every freckle on her pert nose
begged for a kiss, for individual recognition. 
Recognition he’d be sure to give before the sun went down.  A man could lose his soul in Tabitha’s eyes.


“Can’t you reschedule?” she
tempted, unaware of how just looking at her affected him.  Odd in and of itself.  Tabby had built in radar sensors that told
her when a man lusted after her, a sense that she exploited to her advantage every
opportunity she got.


“Not this time.”


“We could spend the day in
bed,” she added.


“It’s not that easy.”  He threaded his fingers through her
hair.  How many times during the night
had he tangled his hands in her tresses and lost himself inside her?  “Although I like how you think.”


“So, you have to go to work and
we have to get up from bed.”  She glanced
at the clock.  “Exactly how much time do
we have?”


He palmed her scalp, pulled her
closer until she pressed fully against him. 
“How much time do you want?”


“The rest of my l-”  Her mouth clamped shut, her expression
guarded.  “The rest of the weekend.”


What had she been going to say?


Not what she’d said.


Life?


The rest of her life?


Surely, he was mistaken.


Tabby was a tomcat in female
form.


She didn’t do rest of her life
and happily-ever-after.


More like, your place or mine?


Still, he was thinking too
much.  What he needed was to kiss her
good morning.  And show her what they did
have time for.


“In bed for the weekend.  Sounds like a great idea to me.  If only we’d planned ahead and brought food
with us.  As is, we’d starve to death
before Monday morning.”


She snorted.  “Typical man, always thinking of his
stomach.”


“Always.”  He touched his lips to hers and pressed a
soft kiss to her upturned mouth. 
“Morning Tabby cat.”



 

Tabby’s eyes watered.


Dear heavens above, a good
morning greeting shouldn’t reach inside and shred her to pieces.


But that’s exactly what Jason’s
did.


Morning Tabby cat, he’d said.


Just like old times.


Only this wasn’t old times.


It was now and she’d come to Jason
with a mission.  A mission she’d totally
forgotten about during the night as they’d repeatedly made love.  Not once had she considered her supposed afflictions,
although if anything being with Jason might prove that theory correct.  She was addicted to sex.  With Jason.


All she’d thought about was Jason.


Jason’s mouth.  Jason’s hands.  Jason’s chest.  Jason’s whispered words of praise as they
brought each other to orgasm after orgasm. 
Jason’s laughter at her teasing. 
The warmth that spread through her at his teasing.


He kissed her and she closed
her eyes, glad for the excuse to keep him from seeing her tears.  Tabitha Sterling didn’t cry.  Not ever. 
Had he noticed the moisture, she’d have covered, somehow.  He wouldn’t believe her capable of shedding
tears over him anyway.


Not for the reasons she was.


Not because she suffered a
sense of loss at the demise of their relationship.


Not only had she lost her lover
that awful day, she’d lost her best friend.


His expression furrowed.  “Tabby?”


“Make me purr, Jason.”


“Aren’t you sore?”


Was she?  She didn’t know, but it didn’t matter.  She needed him again, needed the completion
she experienced when her body connected with his.  Having him inside her, all his attention
focused on her, warmed an area of her soul that had been cold.  Cold even though she hadn’t realized.


Not bothering to answer, she
laced her fingers with his and moved on top of him.  Her hair covered her breasts, covered
everything.  She leaned forward,
curtaining him with her red curls.


“I take it you’re not too
sore?”


“Maybe we should find
out.”  She kissed his mouth, soft,
tasting his lips, loving the unique feel of his mouth against hers.


“I don’t want to hurt you.”


Hurt her?


Why did she get the feeling
that she was going to be hurt by Jason? 
More so than the end two years ago. 
More than she wanted to admit.


But she couldn’t think about
that right now.  To do so would spoil the
moment, would snatch away the magic of the present.


She’d go with the flow, go with
her gut instinct and ignore any niggling doubts.


She wouldn’t worry about the
end until it got here.  Tomorrow night
when she’d get in her car and drive away.


He didn’t want to hurt her?


“Then make love to me,” she
demanded.  “Love me now, Jason, because I
need you.”


#


Jason flicked on his signal and
turned onto the main highway.  Once
merged with the traffic, he stole a glance at Tabby.


She looked out of place sitting
in his truck.


Like a glittery diamond tossed
into a gravel pit.


As if she read his mind, she
smiled from the passenger side of his truck and reminded, “We could have taken
my car, you know?”


“I know,” he answered and
braked for a stoplight.


She wore jeans and a tiger
striped blouse with black furry stuff on the cuffs.  Her black boots weren’t appropriate for a
construction site, but were safer than any of the other spindly contraptions
she’d brought with her.  Did the woman
still not own a sensible pair of shoes?


Her hair hung loose and flew in
the breeze coming in through the cracked window.  Occasionally a long strand would slap against
him.


She’d squirted on some exotic
scent before they left his apartment.  He
liked it, but didn’t she realize pure Tabby turned him on more than any
manufactured scent ever could?  She’d
also put on make-up.  He told her not to,
that she looked beautiful without it, but she dismissed him with a kiss and a
fluttery wave.


“The site is likely to be muddy
from last week’s rain.  Your car would be
a mess, might even get stuck.”


“Playing in the mud might be
fun.”


Tabby covered in mud.  Jason swallowed.  “Much safer to take my truck,” he said,
wondering if she noticed his higher than normal pitch.


“Yeah, I suppose, cause I don’t
want to waste a moment of our day digging my car out of a mud puddle.”


“Good point.  Besides, everything I need is back
there.”  He motioned to the truck’s backseat
where a worn black leather briefcase rested along with multiple cardboard
tubes, hard hats and various tools.


She twisted to look at
him.  “Does this mean I’m going to get to
see you wearing a tool belt and a hard hat? 
I’ve still got a few unfulfilled fantasies about you in your work gear.”


He glanced her way and
winked.  “For you, I’d wear my tool belt,
hard hat, and nothing else.”


“Ah, that has
possibilities.”  She looked interested,
real interested.  “You could practice
hammering, screwing, and drilling.”


He chuckled at her word play.  “Yeah, I could do all those things.”


They pulled up to a gated
construction site.  Pride filled him at
the sign with bold lettering proclaiming Kelly Construction that announced to
the world this was his job site.


Tabitha gazed out the window;
her eyes wide with interest as she took in the steel framework for what would
eventually be a grocery store.  What did
she think about what he did for a living? 
About how far Kelly Construction had come from the three-man operation
it had been twelve years ago when he’d started the company straight out of high
school?


“This looks like a step up from
houses.”


“I love designing a home for a
family.  It’ll always be my favorite
thing to watch from start to finish. 
Kelly Construction will always build homes, but commercial building is
where the money is and there’s a definite satisfaction to creating architectural
wonders that bring into play things that as just a residential builder I’d
never have the opportunity to do.”  He
drove the truck to the portable office trailer and parked.  “Come on. 
You can wait inside.”


He walked around and helped her
out of his truck.  He didn’t let go of
her hand, instead clasped her warm fingers with his.


“Yuck,” she mumbled as she
picked her way through the wet red clay. 
The wet goop clung to her boots, marring the black leather with red
clumps.  “You weren’t kidding about
getting stuck.  I may be taking a mud
bath before I make it to the steps.”


Mud sucked at her shoes and Jason
fought the erotic mud-wrestling image that once again formed in his mind.  His dirty mind.


“Want me to carry you?”  He might toss her in the nearest puddle
accidentally on purpose.


A smile lit her face.  “Let’s see, play in the mud bog or have your
arms around me, uhm, I’ll take option number two, please.”


He scooped her up in his
arms.  “You need to eat more.”


“What?”


“You’re too thin.  Even skinnier than you used to be.”


“I’m filled out where it counts
thank you very much.”


“Can’t argue with that.”  To have such a tiny waist, she did have
amazing breasts and hips that flared out perfectly.


“You’re shameless.”  He really should toss her into the mud.  Maybe she’d sling some on him and they could
wrestle around and…he swallowed again.


“I know.”


He carried her up the steps and
let her slide down his body.  Probably
not a good idea as a skeleton crew worked today.  He’d hear about the sexy redhead he carried
to the office come Monday morning.  If
not before.  Hopefully the guys would
have enough good taste not to say anything in front of Tabby.


Much more likely that they’d
hit on her themselves.


“Thank you.”  She bestowed one of her killer smiles.  “Makes me think of times gone past when
gentlemen used to toss their coats down for a lady to walk on.”


“Yeah, well, I always thought
that was kinda stupid myself.  Just ruins
a good coat when the guy could have had her arms around his neck if he’d played
his cards right.”


“Like you just played yours?”
she teased.


“You better believe it.”


They were both laughing as they
stepped into the portable office, a mini-sized trailer that moved from one
commercial job site to another as needed. 
He had seven of them now.  Hoped
he’d have reason to purchase another one in the near future.


Jason glanced around the main
room, trying to see the office through Tabby’s eyes.  A desk piled high with papers, files, and
magazines, not to mention two used coffee cups, monopolized the front part of
the room.  Three metal fold-up chairs sat
in front of the desk.  Several filing
cabinets lined one wall.  His desk, a sturdy
metal and wood monstrosity occupied the far back corner.


Jason’s foreman sat reading a
set of blueprints in front of his desk.


“My, my, my, what have we
here?”  Rooster Stevens crowed as he
raked his eyes up and down Tabby’s body. 
He didn’t bother dropping his feet from where they were propped on the
edge of the desk.


“Rooster,” Jason greeted his
foreman.


Rooster didn’t even glance at
him.  He was too busy eyeballing
Tabby.  Yep, he’d be beating his buddies
off Tabby.


“Who do we have here?”


When Jason still made no show
of introducing her, Tabby stepped forward and stuck out her hand.  “Hi, I’m Tabitha Sterling, an… old friend of Jason’s.”


“Baby, there ain’t a thing old
about you and if there is, I’ll volunteer to do a thorough search to find it.”


Tabby laughed.  Jason didn’t.


“Don’t you have work that needs
done?” he growled.


“Nah, man, I’ve been waiting on
your sorry ass to get here.  Savannah
Blue dude showed up here about ten minutes ago and is checking out the site.”


“And you let him go alone?”


“Hell no.  Biscuit’s with him.”


“Good.”  Biscuit had more manners about him than the
womanizing clout drooling over Tabby. 
But Jason should have been here to meet the man himself.  He had meant to arrive early.


Still, feeding Tabby would have
been worth missing the meeting completely.


Which was damned stupid and not
in line with his future plans.


Jason pushed Rooster’s feet off
the desk.  “Haven’t I told you not to do
that?”


“Do what, boss?”


“Prop your boots on my
desk.  I swear it’s a wonder all my
papers aren’t coated in red clay.”


“I know what I’d like to see
coated in red clay,” Rooster echoed Jason’s earlier thoughts.  “Of course, I’d be praying for rain.  I always wanted to know what a soaked tiger
would look like.”


“Watch National
Geographic.”  That was it.  Enough flirting with Tabby.  “Out. 
Now.  Go do something.”


Rooster’s dark eyes moved from
Tabby to Jason.  Jason couldn’t
particularly say that he liked the way his long time pal was looking at
him.  As if in a whole new light.


He’d snapped at Rooster over a
woman.  That had never happened
before.  From the amused narrowing of the
other man’s eyes, he’d never live this down.


Rooster snickered.  “Got a tack in your ass today, Kelly?”


“More like a pain in the, oh,
never mind.”  Jason grabbed his hardhat
off his desk and turned to Tabby who looked as out of place in his office as
she had in his truck.  An exotic orchid
in Jason’s weed patch.  “Have a seat.  For health reasons don’t drink any of
Rooster’s coffee.  There’s probably some
doughnuts left from yesterday on the table. 
Help yourself.  I shouldn’t be
more than thirty minutes, tops.  There’s
a few magazines on my desk.  Feel free to
look through them or to use the phone.” 
He shot a warning glance toward Rooster. 
“Scratch out his eyes if he bothers you.”


Tabby laughed.  “I get the feeling I’ve been relegated to the
principal’s office.”


Jason’s gaze dropped to Tabby’s
feet.  No way could he take her out in
those shoes.  It just wasn’t safe.


He really didn’t want to leave
her alone.  Not that Rooster would do
anything to hurt her.  Although
construction worker rough on the outside, he was really a good guy with a strong
sense of right and wrong.


“Have you been naughty?”
Rooster piped up, honing in on Tabby’s comment.


Tabby shot him a saucy
smile.  “I’m always a naughty girl.”


Rooster’s feet fell off the
desk with a loud thud that practically shook the trailer; he stared from Tabby
to Jason, then slapped his leg.  “Aw
hell.  You’ve done gone and got yourself
a live wire, this time, Kelly.”


Jason grimaced.  A live wire. 
Yep, that was Tabby all right.


“Yeah, well, she’s playing the
role of principal today, so you’d better be on your best behavior,” Jason said,
picking up a handheld two-way radio.  “If
you need anything, push that button, and speak into this piece.”


She looked at the radio,
nodded, then stepped up to straighten his hardhat.  “Have fun and don’t worry about me.  I’ll be fine. 
I’m sure Rooster will keep me entertained.”


Yeah, that’s what worried him.



 








 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter Six



 

Tabby sank into the seat that
she was pretty sure was Jason’s, crossed her legs, and regarded the man staring
at her with a goofy grin.


“So, how long have you known Jason?”


“Hey,” he crowed.  “You stole my line.  I was just going to ask you the same thing.”


“Then, I’ll go first.”  She grinned. 
“We first met about two and a half years ago.”


“That long?”  Rooster’s face screwed up into thoughtful
scowl.  “And this is the first time I’ve
seen you?  Why’s that?  He keep you locked away in a tower
somewhere?”


She smiled at the thought.  Sad thing was that she might agree to be
locked away in a tower just so long as Jason came to visit every dusk to
dawn.  Pathetic and a sad show for
feminism all around.


“Actually, last night is the
first time we’ve seen each other for a couple of years.”


“So, you two aren’t an
item?”  Rooster’s expression said he
didn’t believe that for one minute, but if she said no, he wouldn’t mind moving
in himself.


“We used to be.”  Tabby opted for a safer answer.


“Two years ago.”  Rooster looked thoughtful.  “That’s about the time I came back to work
for Kelly Construction.  I was on Jason’s
original crew.  He and my lil bro
graduated from high school together.  I
joined them on that first house we build and moved on when the time was
right.  Time was right for coming home a
couple of years ago.”  His gaze
narrowed.  “I heard some chick messed
with Jason’s head real good right before I got back.  That you?”


Tabby started to automatically
reply with a sexual connation, after all, the man practically asked for it with
a comment like that.  But she stopped
herself.  Although she was an admitted
pathological flirt, it just didn’t feel right this morning.


“Might have been,” she
admitted.  “Hard to say as I’ve not
spoken with him at all during the past two years.”


She leaned back in the chair,
noticing Jason’s scent for the first time. 
Mixed amidst stale coffee, hard work, and grime she could smell his
unique fragrance.  She squirmed in her
chair.


“So you just happened to run
into each other last night and he invited you to come to work with him today?”


“Something like that.”


Rooster’s grin revealed a
mouthful of surprisingly white, straight teeth. 
“You planning to stick around?”


Just until tomorrow night.  Although the thought of leaving Jason wasn’t
pleasant.


“That’s really none of your
business, now, is it?”


“Beautiful and sassy.”  Rooster whistled.  “What a fiery combo.  Hope Kelly doesn’t get burned.  He was hell to work with there for a
while.  Not that you had anything to do
with that, of course.”


“Of course.”


Rooster opened his mouth to say
something, when the door opened and a young man who looked barely old enough to
be driving stuck his head in.  “Jason
needs you pronto.”


“Hey, Biscuit.”  A wry grin crossed Rooster’s mouth and he
stood up.  “That didn’t take long.”


Tabby just smiled and waved at
Biscuit.  She vaguely remembered meeting
him a few times with Jason.  Biscuit
looked startled, then shook his head, shrugged, and waved back.


“Tabitha,” Biscuit said in
acknowledgement, causing Rooster to give a curious look.


He slapped on his hardhat,
grabbed up a role of prints, and walked to the door.  “Nice to meet you, Tabitha.  Imagine I’ll be seeing you around.”


“You, too, Rooster,” she said
as he disappeared out the door.  But he
wouldn’t be seeing her around.  Not
unless he came into Stewart and Steinman needing financial advice.


Tabby flipped through the stack
of files, papers, and magazines in search of something to fill her time until Jason
came back.  She pulled a magazine on
sports from the stack and managed to knock a packet of papers off into the
floor.  The contents spilled.


Stooping to pick up the papers,
she flipped them over to put them into some semblance of order and realized she
was looking at plans for a house.  A
legal sized drawing with lots of notations in Jason’s small neat handwriting
said he’d been the one to do the design.


She studied through the different
sheets and read the comments.  This
wasn’t a house he planned to build for someone else.  He’d designed a house for him.  A house with lots of room for a family.


That had always been his
dream.  To design and build a house on
the land his grandfather left him. 
Vaguely she recalled hearing him talk about it, telling her his
plans.  Vaguely because she hadn’t been
interested in listening to him plan for their future because, very simply, she
never believed they had a future.  At
least not one together.


With one last glance at the
papers, she stuffed them back into the folder. 
She didn’t want to think about the house Jason would built, about the
woman he’d share that house with, the babies he’d make…


Babies.


Not something she’d ever
thought about in terms of wanting one. 
Even now, at close to thirty, she couldn’t wrap herself around the idea
of being responsible for another person all the time.  She and Jenny did that with their Mom, and
besides, she wasn’t cut out for a June Cleaver role.  Never had been, despite Jason’s trying to
shove her into a Sunday dress, heels, and pearls.


She stood and paced across the
room, randomly touching things she knew were Jason’s.  A poster size University of Tennessee
Volunteer football schedule, a photo of he and Lori and his parents at Lori’s
graduation, a framed one-dollar bill, another frame showcasing the Kelly
Construction logo.  Little snippets of the
man she’d awakened next to.


A tiny whimper caught her
attention.  She looked around the room
and realized the noise had come from outside the trailer.


There.  She heard it again.  Almost like a child’s cry.


She opened the door and walked
out onto the concrete steps.


The noise came again.


No, not a child’s cry, an
animal’s.


Meow.


A scraggily looking cat of so
many colors he looked like he’d been pieced together by scraps of leftover fur
stared at her with wary eyes.


Tabby lowered and held out her
hand.  “Hello, there.  What’re you doing here?”


The cat blinked.


“Come on.  I’m not going to hurt you.”


As if he understood or just
decided to take his chances, the cat moved closer, just outside Tabby’s reach.


“You sure are a scrawny looking
thing.  When was the last time you had
something to eat?  Looks like it’s been a
while.”


The cat meowed its agreement.


The doughnuts.  Slowly as not to startle the cat, who looked
as if he had reason not to trust humans, Tabby stood and went back into the
office to retrieve the doughnuts. 
Probably not the best diet for a half-starved cat, but better than
nothing at all, surely.


She carried the box with her,
sat down on the top step, and tore one of the glazed doughnuts into several
pieces.  She placed them on the step
below her.


“Here kitty, kitty, kitty,” she
called.  The cat eyed her, the food, and
braved a step forward, then another.


“It’s okay, sugar.  I’m not going to hurt you.  Eat up. 
Lot’s of good carbs will go to waste if you don’t.  Carbs should never be wasted.  It’s a sin of the worst kind.”


Keeping his eyes on her, the
cat hunched low and took a tentative bite.


“You poor thing,” she cooed in
a soft voice, seducing the cat to trust her. 
“I bet it’s been weeks since you ate a decent meal.  Too bad I don’t have anything besides
doughnuts.  Not that I wouldn’t consider
choosing doughnuts if I only had one meal a week, but you need some protein.”


The cat took another chunk and
scarped it down so quickly Tabitha worried he might choke.  Could you do the Heimlich on a cat?  “Life’s been rough on you, hasn’t it?”



 

Forty-five minutes tops had
turned into two hours.


Still, this project was too
important to rush.  Jason couldn’t afford
to lose the Savannah Blue project if he wanted to finish his house this
spring.  And Bill Banks, the pudgy man
who wanted to discuss this current project yet again before finalizing Kelly
Construction’s bid on phase two of the shopping complex, was the man who could
make it happen.


Too bad Jason had been
distracted all morning by wondering what Tabby was doing to fill her time.  Had she gotten mad that he left her alone for
so long and left?  It’s what she would have
done two years ago.


Then he would grovel and they
would fight.


Fight loud and with passion.


Then they’d have loud and
passionate sex.


This time that wouldn’t happen.


He wouldn’t fight with Tabby.


If she left, he wouldn’t go
after her.  What would be the point?  They didn’t have a relationship and their
weekend rendezvous was only scheduled to last one more night.


His stomach roiled at the
thought she might already be gone.  Less
than twenty-four hours in her company and already she filled his every thought.


Not that he had any illusions
of them continuing after tomorrow night.


He didn’t.  Wouldn’t.


Tabby was the kind of woman you
spent the weekend with, not a lifetime. 
He made the mistake of trying to turn his goodtime girl into a keeper on
their first go around.  This time he
wouldn’t make that mistake.  Loyalty,
faithfulness, stability, those were the things he wanted in a life
partner.  Things Tabby lacked.


As Bill, Rooster, and he walked
up to the trailer, his pulse sang when he caught sight of Tabby sitting on the
top step.  Her head was bent over and she
talked to something in her lap.  An
animal.  The ugliest cat he’d ever seen.  He couldn’t even be sure if it was a really
cat or a large multi-colored rat.  Either
way it was mangy and probably disease-ridden.


“Tabby, what’re you doing?” he
asked, causing her to look up, her green eyes startled.  She’d been absorbed in talking to the cat and
hadn’t noticed them approach.


“Jason,” she said, looking
pleased to see him.  However the cat
looked pissed.  Pissed to have Tabby’s
attention off him.  The animal also
looked ready to bolt out of Tabby’s arms any second.


She glanced down, spoke to the
cat in soft, soothing words. 


Jason couldn’t tell what she
said, but the cat seemed to relax, trusting her to take care of him.  Or wanting more of her fingers rubbing over
his fur.  Smart cat.


“It’s not a good idea to pick
up stray animals, you know.”


“He was starved,” she said as
if that explained why she held the decrepit looking fur ball.  He wouldn’t have thought Tabby would bother
with a mangy stray.


He noticed the empty doughnut
box sitting to Tabby’s side.  “And you
fed him glazed doughnuts?”


“What can I say?  He has good taste.”  She flashed a smile and Jason’s heart skipped
a beat.  From the look on Bill’s face,
the other man’s heart performed a few acrobatics, too.  Tabby’s smile packed a punch.


“You going to introduce me,
Kelly?” Bill asked.


“Tabitha Sterling, Bill Banks.”  Jason made the introductions, still amazed at
the woman holding the cat and looking almost nurturing.  He blinked. 
Had to be the way the sun hit her hair causing him to think she looked
angelic, maternal.


She looked at Bill, her eyes narrowed.  “Have we met before?”


“No, I don’t think so,” Bill said.  “I definitely would remember you.”


Tabby smiled again, dazzling
Bill even further.  Jason stared at Tabby
and the cat and waited for Bill to leave.


After listening to several
minutes of idle chitchat between Tabby, Bill, and Rooster, he was ready to tell
Bill to forget the whole deal, fire Rooster, and drag Tabby to the truck.


If he only had one day with
her, he wanted every second to count.


Cause he was counting every
second and he’d already spent more of the day away from her than he preferred.


“What do you think, Jason?”
Tabby asked.


Jason blinked, realized he had
no idea what they’d been discussing, and shrugged.  It was either that or admit he’d been
daydreaming while his most important client stood next to him.


“Personally, I think we should
call animal control,” Rooster said.  “If
he stays here, he’ll end up ran over.”


Tabby gasped, her arms
clutching the cat closer to her bosom. 
The cat purred.  Jason could hear
it from where he stood.  Hell, he’d be
purring too if he was nestled next to Tabby’s breasts.  Lucky cat.


“But won’t animal control just
put him to sleep?  No one is going to
take that cat home with them,” said Bill. 
Tabby didn’t seem to like his comment any better than Roosters.


“Fine,” she said.  “Jason and I will take him home with us.”


Now that he heard just
fine.  “What?”


“We’ll take him, clean him up,
and feed him a decent meal.  I’ll find
someone to adopt him.”


“No.”


“Why not?”  Her lower lip puckered, not in a pout but in
an irritated twist.  “We can’t just leave
him here to die.”


“Yeah, Jason, you can’t leave
him here to just die,” Rooster mimicked Tabby.


Jason ignored his friend’s amused
expression, wished Banks didn’t watch so intently, and took stock of the best
course of action.


Tabby was right.  They couldn’t leave the cat here, but Banks
didn’t need to be privy to his and Tabby debating the cat’s fate.  Nor Rooster.


“We’ll discuss this later.  After I’ve finished business with Mr. Banks.”


“But,” she began, caught his
eye, then nodded.  “Okay, we’ll figure
out what to do with He-man here after you’re finished.”


“He-man?” he asked, amazed she
agreed with him.  When had Tabby ever
given in on a disagreement?  Especially
in front of witnesses?  Never.


“Well, any cat that can take
care of himself in this busy part of town has to be super heroic,” she
explained matter of fact.


“Right.  A super heroic cat.  That explains a lot.”  Rooster scratched his head, then nodded at
Bill.  “I’ve got work to do, but nice
seeing ya again, Mr. Banks.”


“Same here.”  The man glanced at his slim gold watch.  “I really need to be heading out, too.  Birthday party for my ten-year-old at
two.”  He turned to Jason.  “I’ll be in touch next week.”


Jason watched the two men walk
away, Rooster toward where two rodbusters worked on steel reinforcements and
Banks toward just inside the gate where he’d parked his white Cadillac
Escalade.


“Where did He-man pick you up
at?” Jason asked as he sat down on the bottom step, shaking his head at the
hissing cat.


“He called and I picked him
up.”  Tabby scratched behind the cat’s
ears.  The cat’s eyes never left Jason,
but the hissing stopped.


Clearly the ratty thing didn’t
trust him.


He couldn’t honestly say he’d
ever seen Tabby holding an animal of any kind. 
She avoided animals, kids, anything that might require emotion and
commitment.  Yet, here she was holding a
sorry looking excuse for a cat as if he were her best companion.


And the cat trusted her.  Or maybe they’d connected Tabbycat to Tomcat.


“My apartment complex doesn’t
allow pets,” Jason said, not really sure why as he had no intentions of taking
the thing with he and Tabby.  Bill had
been right.  No sane person would want a
cat as pitiful looking as this one.


“Then I’ll take him to my
condo.  I can’t leave him here to get ran
over or to starve to death.”  She eyed Jason
as if he were the bad guy.  “That would
be cruel.”


Her condo?  She’d moved out of her apartment?  “You bought a place?”


She nodded.  “Last year.”


“Doesn’t owning your own place
tie you down?  Cramp your style?”


“It’s not been a problem.  I have a great place out toward Strawberry
Plains.  The commute to work only takes
me twenty minutes.  Not bad really.”


He let that sink in.  Tabby had roots.  Had grounded herself.  What the hell did that mean?


The cat meowed, regaining both
their attention.


The thing did look pitiful.


“Do you think it’s safe to
bring him home?  He probably needs to see
a vet.”


“Then let’s go.”  She stood, cat in her arms like a baby.  


The image struck him as
odd.  Odd, but right at the same time.


There went that light in her
hair again.  Tabby wasn’t an angelic
Madonna.  No trick of light would turn
her into one.  Even if the image did
funny things to Jason’s insides.


“You realize what you’re
doing?  That caring for an animal is a
serious responsibility?  You can’t just
toss him out when you bore of him.”


“I’m thirty years old, Jason,
not seven.  Give me some credit,
please.  Now, let’s go find a vet before
they all close for lunch.”


Tabby stood, snuggling the cat
close, and whispering soothing words the entire time.


“A vet?”


“Yeah, you remember, you
mentioned we should get him seen before bringing him home.  Surely there’s one open on a Saturday
somewhere around here.”


Jason shook his head in
dismay.  A vet.


“Let’s go in and check the
yellow pages,” he said.


“Good idea.”  She blessed him with a smile.  “I could use a little girl’s room break,
too.”


“There’s only one bathroom, but
it’s relatively clean.  More so than the
port-a-potty at any rate.”  He stepped
into the trailer, held the door for her, and nodded to the left.  “First door to your right.”


She stepped into the office,
looked at the cat, then back at him. 
“Can you hold He-man for me?”


Him?  Hold that cat?  The thing would scratch his eyes out.  “Do I have to?”


“It would make things easier.”


She was right.  Of course, he’d rather offer to pull her
pants down for her than hold the cat, but he didn’t think she’d go for
that.  “Okay, hand him here.”


“Be easy with him.”


Easy with him.  Right. 
Because the ragged cat had been pampered up to this point and didn’t
have claws that could rip a man’s flesh. 
“It’s not as if I’d intentionally hurt him.”


“I know.”  She gently handed the cat to him, whispering
words of comfort and stroking the ratted fur. 
“You’re a big softie when it comes to those less fortunate than you.  He-man included.”


“What?  I’m not soft.”


“Not in the places that
count.”  She winked.


Jason stared down at the cat
who didn’t appear too happy about swapping companions.  “Yeah, I don’t blame you.  I’d rather be held by her, too.”


Not that the cat could possibly
have understood, but he nodded and Jason looked at the cat with more
interest.  Intelligence shined in those feline
eyes.


He tentatively rubbed behind
the cat’s ears.  “I’ll make a deal with
you.  No biting or scratching and I’ll
see to it you get a decent meal.  Not
donuts.  I’m talking hamburger meat.”


The cat didn’t blink, scratch
or bite.


“And a bath,” Jason added,
getting a good whiff of the cat’s less than pleasant odor.  “If you’re going to be cuddling up next to my
woman, you’ll definitely need a bath.”









 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter Seven



 

His woman?  Tabby stopped in the doorway, watching as Jason
sweet talked He-man.


He just called her his woman.


Not that he meant anything by
it.  She was sure it had been an innocent
comment.


But try telling that to her
racing pulse.


She must have made a noise
because Jason glanced up and grinned.


“Uhm, Tabby,” he said.  “I hate to break it to you, hon, but He-man
isn’t a he.”


“Oops.”  Tabby’s gaze dropped to the cat.


“He’s really a she-cat.”


“A she-cat?”


Jason dragged his hands over the cat’s tangled fur.  “Yeah, kinda like you.”


“Are you saying I’m scraggily?”


“Nope, just that you seduce people just by being you.”


“A seductive she-cat, huh?” 
She walked over to stand beside him and the cat.  “What do you think, babe?  You like She-cat better than He-man?”


The cat meowed.


“Well, that settles it. 
He-man is now officially Seductive She-Cat.  She-cat for short,” Tabby said, taking the
cat from him.


Jason brushed fur off his shirt. 
“Why do I get the feeling you’re going to end up keeping this cat?”


Keep She-cat?  She didn’t
need a pet.  She didn’t want a pet, did
she?


She-cat watched her, as if she too waited for Tabby’s answer.  She couldn’t let her be put to sleep.  Wouldn’t let that happen.


“Yeah, I guess I am.”  But
how was she going to take care of a cat? 
She didn’t know the first thing about providing for an animal.  “Does the vet’s office sell books on how to
take care of cats?”


“Didn’t you have pets growing up, Tabby?”


“No.”


He looked shocked.  “Not a
single one?”


“Nope.  Mom was allergic
to fur, so the only pets we could have had scales or slithered.”  Tabitha scrunched up her nose.  “No thanks.”


Tabby wasn’t sure she liked how Jason watched her.  He kept getting that ‘why didn’t I know this
about you look’.  Although the same part
of her that had gotten excited when he’d called her ‘his woman’ thrilled at the
look, they had no future together beyond the weekend.  To think otherwise would be foolish and
asking for heartache.


Jason’s eyes narrowed and she’d swear he saw straight to her
soul.  Her gaze fell and, out of self-defense,
she turned away.  No soul-searching
today.  Not if she could help it.  Unfortunately, she worried her heart might be
dangling from her shirt, just waiting for Jason to pluck it up.


“You ready?” she asked, walking toward the door.  She couldn’t breathe and had to get out of
the trailer.  Before she started saying
things she didn’t mean, before she begged Jason to say he loved her.



 

Jason watched Tabby, her sleeves rolled up, leaning over his
kitchen sink, bathing She-cat.  She’d
piled her hair on her head and twisted a pencil to hold the knot in place.  Other than the wild strands that dangled
around her face, it seemed to work. 
Later, he’d pull that pencil out and watch her hair cascade around her
shoulders, would bury his face in her hair and breathe in her womanly
scent.  Minus the scent of the cat.  A shower was definitely in order.


He held the cat so she could scrub the special shampoo they’d
bought at the vet’s through She-cat’s knotted fur.  It would take more than special shampoo to
untangle the cat.


Just as he couldn’t easily untangle the mess of his mind.


Tabby worked her fingers back and forth, stirring up the perfumy
scent of the cat cleanser.  At least the
cat didn’t stink anymore.


“It might be easier to shave her and start over,” he mused.


“What?”  Tabby flickered
water at him, then cooed to the cat. 
“Don’t mind him, he doesn’t mean a word of it.  You’re beautiful.”


“Beautiful is definitely a stretch of the imagination.”  Tabby smiling and talking to the cat could
only be described as beautiful, though. 
Breathtakingly so.


“Hold her tight, I’m going to
rinse again,” she warned.


How many wash and rinse cycles
did this make?  Grinning at the
determined look on Tabby’s face, Jason held the unhappy cat in place.  He would have anyway.  He’d learned his lesson during the first
rinse and had the scratch to prove it.


The name She-cat fit.


“Okay, girl, here we go.” 
Tabby baby-talked the cat while she used the nozzle sprayer to wash out
the shampoo.  The cat looked pitiful
before they started, now she really did look more like a rat.  A drowned one.


“I still think we should have left her with the vet, let him do
this and look out for her this weekend.”


“I couldn’t.  I mean, she
wouldn’t understand.”  Tabby ran her
fingers through the cat’s fur, making sure she’d removed all traces of
suds.  “I know you think I’m nuts, but
she needs me to look out for her.  To
leave her at the vets would have been like abandoning her.  I won’t do that.  She’s already been abandoned one time too
many.”


Jason nodded as if he understood.  He didn’t. 
Tabby hadn’t made it in the world of finance because of a soft
heart.  More like that she could turn off
her emotions at will.  He often wondered
if she’d done just that at the end of their relationship.  Only this time, with this ratty animal, she
hadn’t locked away her heart.


He glanced at the soaked cat with new respect and a tad of envy.


“She’s lucky to have found you,” he said and meant it.


“We’re lucky to have found each other.”  Tabby smiled at the cat as if she were a prized
possession.  “Hand me the towel, please.”


“Yes, Ma’am.”  Jason held
out the white towel and grabbed up the extra one he’d set out.


“White,” she mumbled half-under her breath.  He couldn’t make out what else she said, but
apparently she had a problem with his color scheme.


She would.


Jason grinned.


Tabby wrapped the cat inside the fluffy material like a baby,
scooped her up in her arms, and walked to the living room.  She eased onto the carpet and leaned against
the sofa.


The cat meowed and meowed. 
In protest or relief at being free from the grime and mange, Jason
wasn’t sure.


“Now,” Tabby partially unwrapped the cat.  “Let’s get you all dried out and brushed.”


“Ouch.”  Jason winced at
the thought of the cat brush bristles going through the knotted fur.


“Hey, the vet promised that shampoo would work miracles on her
fur.”  Tabby spent a fortune on pet
supplies at the vets.  Anything the guy
told her she needed, she added to her purchases.


“Yeah, well, the guy was so busy flirting with you he didn’t
have a clue what was spewing out of his mouth,” he teased.


“He was kinda cute.” 
Tabby’s lips twitched.


“It was the mustache that did it for me.”  He handed her the spare towel.  “How about you?”


She patted She-cat with the extra towel.  “I don’t know.  A man with a mustache can be sexy.  Have you ever worn a mustache, Jason?”


When they met he’d worn a mustache and a trim goatee.  Tabitha teased him on the night they met that
he looked like her favorite country music singer.  Personally, he hadn’t thought so.


“I shaved it off when some chick complained it tickled her
mouth.”


“But I never meant for you to get rid of it.  I always thought you looked great with your
mustache and little goatee.  Kinda like
that country music singer.”


“Spare me.”


“You did,” Tabitha insisted, massaging the cat’s body dry with
the towel.


He rolled his eyes.


“Oh, come on, Jason.  Have
a little faith in me.  Would I steer you
wrong?”


“Every chance you got.”


She stopped dabbing the cat’s
fur.  “You don’t really believe that do
you?” she asked.


Did he?


At one time, undoubtedly. 
But what about now?  Did he still
believe it?  Less than twenty-four hours
couldn’t change years’ worth of opinions about a person, could it?


Her gaze dropped back to the cat and she ran her brush amazingly
easy through the cat’s fur.  He could
tell his silence hurt.  Hell, he didn’t
want to hurt her.  They’d caused each
other enough pain long ago.


“I’m sorry, Tabby.”


“It’s okay.”  She shrugged.  “Nothing I don’t deserve.”


She sat in his living room floor holding the world’s ugliest cat
and Jason didn’t want her to be anywhere else. 
Just with him.


So what did that mean?


Satisfied that she’d removed most of She-cat’s tangles, Tabby
let the cat go.  The damp cat hopped onto
his sofa, stared at both of them with utter disgust, then began giving herself
a proper feline bath.


“I think we were just told off in cat language,” Tabby mused,
not quite meeting his eyes.


Jason scooted closer to where she sat, touched her face when she
still didn’t look at him.  “Tabby.”


She glanced up and smiled. 
He didn’t buy it.  Even if the
glisten of tears in her eyes didn’t give her away, the tremble of her lower lip
did.


Damn.  He was getting too
emotionally involved.  He knew
better.  She was only going to be here
for one more night.  He had to keep his
distance, keep the wall around his heart, had
to kiss her.


So he did.


Slow and tentative at first. 
She didn’t move, didn’t respond, just allowed him to taste her lips.


So he did.


Sweet and spicy all at once, Tabitha tasted of heaven.


When she shivered, he pulled back.  “Cold?”


“No.”  She shook her head.


“Want me to stop?”


“Please don’t.”


“Good, because this morning was a helluva long time ago and
someone promised me a weekend of hot sex.”


She shifted, bringing her upper body into contact with his.  “You’re right.  Guess I’m not living up to my end of the deal.”


“Deal?”


“A weekend of no-commitment sex.”


No commitment sex.


That’s what he’d agreed to.


All Tabby would ever give him.


Good thing she reminded him.


Because no matter how much he wanted to protect himself, sex
with Tabby wasn’t something he took lightly.


He planned to make love to her, to wipe away the sadness in her
eyes with his kisses, but he pulled back, ran his fingers down her cheek, and
swore under his breath.


He did not want more from Tabby than sex.


One weekend of mindless, no commitment sex.  That was it. 
Nothing more.


Still, he didn’t move to take her, and not because he couldn’t
have her.  The light in her eyes said she
was his for the taking.  So why wasn’t he
taking?


“That’s okay.”  He held in
a frustrated sigh.  “We need to grab
something to eat anyway.  What do you
feel like?”



 

Like wrapping my arms around
you and never letting go.


Tabitha blinked, watching him pick up the used white towels.


What had just happened? 
She’d have sworn he was going to make love to her.  So why weren’t they rolling around naked in
the floor in a passionate throe?


And why had he thrown shields over his eyes?


For just a few brief seconds she’d seen inside, like old times,
and seen desire, deep and Jason-like, swirling within him.  She wanted that desire.  That I can’t live without you lust.


But he made it go away. 
Or hid it to where she couldn’t spot a lingering trace.


Jason didn’t want her more than what was on the surface of their
weekend relationship.  Just sex.


Which was okay, because that’s all she wanted too.


Maybe.


He held out his hand and she placed hers inside to allow him to
help her up.


“Thanks.”


“UT is playing this evening.” 
He glanced at his watch. 
“Actually, the game is already on. 
We could order pizza and watch.” 
He paused as if reconsidering his offer. 
“Or I can take you out somewhere nice if you prefer.  Just name the restaurant and we’ll go.”


Did he think she expected a dinner date?  No, with Jason, she wasn’t a pop-the-cork-on-the-wine-bottle
kind of girl.  More the beer and pizza
type.  And that was fine.  He could save the wine for Annie Schmoo or
whoever he bought it for.


“Pizza and the game sounds great.  I wouldn’t want to abandon She-cat anyway.”


He nodded.  “Let me go put
these in the laundry, you jump in the shower, and I’ll order pizza.  You want everything?”


“Yes, I do.”


It was true.


She did want everything.


Jason and “true happiness” of her own.



 

“Run.  Run.  Run,” Tabby yelled at the wide receiver
dashing down the field with the football tucked underneath his arm.  When the man crossed the touchdown line to
score, she squealed, turned to Jason and high-fived him.  “Touchdown Tennessee!  Woo hoo.”


He laughed.  “I see you
still enjoy your football.”


“What orange-blooded girl doesn’t?”  She took a bite of her pizza, and mumbled,
“This is delicious.  Company’s not bad
either.”


Actually, it felt a lot like old times.  The good old times.


“You’re talking about the cat, right?” he teased.


She glanced at She-cat, curled into a tight ball next to
her.  The cat started out in her lap, but
apparently Tabitha jumped up one too many times to cheer a play.


“Right.”  She winked.


He laughed and warmth spread through Tabby.  Warmth that had little to do with sex,
although Jason always turned her on.


No, the feelings moving through her had more to do with the man
himself.  His smile, his laughter, his
comforting presence.


Only two years ago, Jason hadn’t made her feel comforted.  Quite the opposite.


He’d made her disoriented, unsure of herself, scared of being
hurt.  With his smile or frown, her
emotions soared or skydived.  After
growing up with a mother who bounced from one extreme to the other, she
couldn’t stand it.  Nor could she stand
waiting for the ax to fall.  It always
did.


Although Jason said he wanted marriage and kids, he hadn’t
wanted them with her.  Not really.  She wasn’t the PTA and soccer mom type.


Stroking her fingers over She-cat, she wondered just what type
of mother she would be if she had children. 
And, why had she thought she had to be perfect to give birth?  Her mom sure hadn’t been, yet she’d brought
Tabitha and Jenny into the world.


“What are you thinking?” Jason asked.


“Nothing.”  She shook her
head.  “Just watching the game.  Coach is doing a great job this year, isn’t
he?”


“He always does a good job. 
He’s an excellent coach.”  Jason
looked at her curiously.  “You were
thinking about the football coach?”


Tabitha slid her brightest smile into place.  “Why? 
You jealous?”


He moved closer.  “Would
it get me anywhere if I said yes?”


“Maybe.”  The crowd
cheered over the surround sound and Tabitha stole a glance at the
television.  Had Tennessee scored again?


Yes!  They had.


“They made the field goal!” 
She grinned and smacked a kiss to his cheek.


His attention returned to the game.


Partially anyway.  He
clasped her hand, his thumb stoked over her very aware flesh, and more than
once she caught him watching her.


She pretended not to notice, not to care.


But she did.


Each caress heightened her longing for Jason to take her in his
arms and just hold her.


No commitment sex.  What had she been thinking?


Apparently not about the way Jason reached inside and tangled
her emotions around his callused, working man fingers.


She picked up her soda and took
a swig to wash the dryness from her throat.


No doubt about it.  When
she left this weekend, she’d leave behind her heart.


Because it belonged to Jason.


Always had.


Was this what sexual healing involved?  Realizing she gave her heart to Jason and
that’s what was wrong with her life two years later?


She leaned over to rest her head on his shoulder.  Just once she’d lean on him, see what it felt
like.  She jerked her head back without
ever having touched him as the doorbell chimed.


“You expecting someone?” she asked.


“No.”  He didn’t look
happy at the interruption.  “Let’s ignore
it.”


“What if it’s someone important?”


“It’s not.”


Ding-dong.  The doorbell
chimed.


“How do you know?”


He sighed.  “I just do.”


“So you are expecting someone.” 
She digested the thought.  “A
woman.”


“No, I’m not expecting a woman.”


Ding-dong.  The
repetitious trill grated on Tabitha’s nerves.


“Whoever it is, she’s persistent.”


“It’s not a she.”


“Jason, even if it is, I’m not going to make a spectacle of
myself.”  She took a deep breath.  “Not like I did with Annie.  I’m sorry about that.”


She was.  She’d put Jason
in a tight spot.


Especially if he really did want a future with the woman.


She wanted him to be happy. 
If that meant being with Annie Shmoo then that was something Tabitha
would just have to learn to live with.


“I can hide in the bedroom if you want me to.”


His eyes grew wide, then narrowed.  “Hello, is this Tabitha Sterling I’m talking
to?”


The doorbell rang, followed by a rapid knock.  Definitely a woman.


“Go get the door.”  She
started to stand to go to the bedroom to let him greet his guest alone, but he
grabbed her wrist.


“Where are you going?” he asked.


“To the bedroom.  You
won’t even know I’m here.”


“You’re not going to hide in the bedroom.  Not that I believe you would stay there
anyway.”  He gently squeezed her
wrist.  “Wait here.”


“But I--”


“Wait here.”


He walked to the door, swung it open, and didn’t act at all
surprised to see his sister standing in the doorway.


“Lori, what an unpleasant surprise,” he said.


“Unpleasant?  Does that
mean you’re too busy to visit with your sister before we head out?”  Lori’s dark head peeked around him to stare
into the apartment.  “Oh, you have
company.  How nice.”


Tabitha waved at Lori.


“Tabitha!  How wonderful
to see you.”  Lori pushed past Jason into
the apartment.  “It’s been so long.”


“Cut the crap.  I already
know you talked to Tabby on the phone yesterday.”


Lori’s face pinkened and Tabitha took pity on her.  “Sorry, Lori. 
It sorta slipped out while we were talking.  I did explain that I was the one who called
you and you were innocent of the whole thing. 
You did nothing wrong, so don’t let him give you the riot act.  I mean, what’s a sister to do when an old
flame calls except to sing her brother’s praises?”


“My praises?  Lori?  You must have her mistaken for some other
sister.”


Tabitha and Lori both frowned at him.


“You know I worship the ground you walk upon.”


Although Lori’s tone was teasing, Tabitha knew her words to be
true.  Lori did idolize her brother.  Rightly so. 
Jason played much more than the role of big brother in Lori’s life.   Lori admitted long ago that without Jason
providing stability in her life, she’d have fallen to the wayside after their
father’s accident.


“Only when you’re wanting something, lil sis.  Don’t think I don’t have you all figured
out.”  Jason shook his head as Lori
plopped down on an overstuffed chair. 
“So, what are you doing here?”


“You’d think he was unhappy to see me or something.”  Lori winked at her and Tabitha was struck by
how much Lori resembled her brother.  Same
dark hair and toffee colored eyes.  Same
twinkle in those eyes when she smiled.


“Or something,” Jason muttered under his breath as he sat on the
sofa and stared at his sister.  “What are
you doing here?” he repeated.


Lori rolled her eyes. 
“Well, duh.  It’s Saturday
evening.  I was supposed to meet you here
after you got off work so we could go by and visit dad.”


Jason cursed.


“Don’t tell me you forgot.” 
Lori’s grin said she knew he had and enjoyed needling him.


“I forgot,” he admitted.


Lori shrugged.  “No big
deal.  I can go without you.  You can swing by and see him tomorrow or one
night next week.”


“I could.”  Jason looked
torn and Tabitha took pity on him.


His dad lived in an assisted living home two years ago.  She imagined he still did and that his
children’s visits highlighted his week.


“It’s okay if you need to go, Jason.  I’ll be alright here until you get
back.”  Tabitha bit into her lower
lip.  “Or I can go home.”


“Hell no.  You’re not
leaving.”


Lori’s eyes widened and looked back and forth between them.


Tabitha imagined her own eyes looked surprised at the
forcefulness of Jason’s comment.


Jason sent her an apologetic look.  “That is, unless you want to.”


She could hear the question in his words.  The uncertainty.  What could she say?  She didn’t want to give Lori the wrong
impression, but she also didn’t want to leave a second before she had to.


“I’ll be glad to wait, Jason.” 
She smiled at him, ignored Lori’s knowing look, and gestured to the
sleeping cat.  “All I have to do this
evening is baby-sit the cat, so it’s really not a problem.”


“You got a cat?” Lori asked Jason, noticing She-cat for the
first time.  “I can’t believe you got a
cat.”


“No, I did not get a cat. 
You know I don’t like cats.”


“You don’t?” Tabby asked, surprised since he’d helped her so
much with She-cat, had stroked and talked to the cat almost as much as she
had.  Almost.  “Why not?”


Jason glanced at the ceiling. 
“Doesn’t matter.”


“You used to like cats,” Lori helpfully supplied.  “As a matter of fact, I’d say your aversion
to the feline species has been a recent thing. 
Maybe over the past couple of years.”


What Lori said hit Tabitha and she scowled.  “You don’t like cats because of me?”


Jason threw his hands into the air.  “Lord help a man being in the same room with
the two of you.”


Lori started to say something, but Jason shot her a silencing
look.


“I’ll visit with dad on Monday or Tuesday evening.”  He raked a hand through his dark hair,
leaving several strands sticking up at odd angles.  “Maybe I can even squeeze in an extra visit
one day at lunch.”


Lori nodded.  “I’ll let
him know.”


“No.”  Tabitha shook her
head, feeling guilty and confused, but sure she didn’t want to be the reason Jason
skipped his visit with his father.  “I
don’t want to keep you from seeing your dad.”


“You’re not,” Jason assured as if it were no big deal.  “I’m just rescheduling.”


Their eyes met and held.  Jason’s
eyes deepened to a rich chocolate and Tabitha held her breath to keep from
brushing a stray hair that hung in his eyes back into place, to keep from
wrapping her arms around him and begging him to care for her.


“Why don’t you come with us?” Lori suggested.


“I can’t do that.”


“Why not?” Jason asked almost before Tabitha’s mouth closed.


Why indeed?


“Because—”  She searched
for a reason.  “I have to baby-sit
She-cat.”


“She-cat?” Lori asked.


“The cat.  We’re not
totally convinced she’s house-broken so it’s probably best not to leave her
alone.”  Did her excuse sound as lame to
Lori as it did to her?


“When did you get this cat?” 
Lori eyed Tabitha with skepticism.


“Today.”


“Today?” Lori looked confused. “Oh, never mind.  You can lock the cat and the litter box in
the bathroom long enough to come visit dad. 
I’m sure he’ll remember you.”


Would he?  She liked the
older version of Jason the few times they’d met, but a lot of time had passed
since she last saw Aaron Kelly and his memory came and went even back then.


Tabitha glanced at Jason, trying to decipher how he wanted her
to handle Lori’s suggestion.  His face
revealed nothing.


“Jason?” she asked, wishing she could see behind the mask he
wore.


His eyebrows rose and she got the distinct impression she was on
trial.  Was this some kind of test?  And what was she to answer when she didn’t
know how Jason felt about her visiting his father?  After all, a weekend fling didn’t go to visit
dear dad at the assisted living home.


“I’m more than capable of waiting here.  But I’ll go if you want me to.”


What a wishy-washy response.


Jason stared at her a few moments, his eyes dark and unreadable.


“Lori’s right.”  He
surprised Tabitha by saying.  “You should
go with us.”


“What about She-cat?” 
Flimsy excuse, but suddenly she was nervous.  As if visiting Jason’s father was some type
of test.  


“Like Lori said, we’ll put her in the bathroom.  She’ll be fine for the couple of hours we’re
gone.”


Tabitha eyed the sleeping cat. 
“If you’re sure.”


“I am.  Come on,” he urged
Tabitha and Lori.  “Let’s get this show
on the road before it gets any later and dad goes to bed.”


She glanced at her watch. 
Almost six.


So much for their plans to have sex all weekend.


At the rate they were going, they might not make it to bed
again.


Jason touched her low back as she carried She-cat to the
bathroom.  Heat burned through her
clothes, imprinting his hand upon her skin.


No matter if they didn’t have sex again.


Just being with Jason was enough.



 


 








 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter Eight



 

Jason couldn’t believe he’d forgotten his plans to visit his dad
with Lori.  It wasn’t like it was
something new.  They visited him every
Saturday evening after Jason got off work. 
Unless one of them had a date. 
Which was pretty darn rare these days.


At least for him.


He was pretty sure Lori went out after they visited, but she
never said and he tried not to play the role of domineering big brother no more
than necessary.  Besides, Dad always
tired quickly anyway so they never stayed more than an hour or two.


“This is a really great car,”
Lori praised from the back seat.  Tabby
turned as much as her seatbelt allowed and thanked his sister.  They chatted about the car.


The car he drove.


Tabby had undergone a radical personality change.  Two years ago she’d have bit off his head had
he even suggested driving her car. 
Tonight she’d handed over the keys and asked him to drive.


For the life of him he couldn’t figure out what any of it meant.


From her arriving at his doorstep asking for a weekend of sex to
how she doted on the cat to how she’d actually put him first several times
today without so much as a pout, whine, or blink of an eye.


Now she’d handed him the keys, put him in the driver’s
seat.  Tabby never willingly gave up
control.  What the hell was up with that?


She’d morphed into the Tabby he dreamed of.  The one who didn’t seem to always have
distrust, anger, and need for attention lurking beneath the surface.


“You’re awfully quiet, bro.” 
Lori leaned forward between the seats. 
“Something on your mind, or has the cat got your tongue?”


Little sisters could be such a pain at times.


“Just watching traffic to make sure I don’t bang up Tabbycat’s
car.”


“Tabbycat?”  Lori turned
toward Tabby.  “He still calls you by
your nickname?  How cute.  Of course, he’s called you by a lot of other
names over the past two years, too.  More
of the female canine variety though.”


That did it.  He was going
to strangle her the first chance he got. 
Or make her blabbering mouth walk.


Tabby stared ahead, looking out the windshield.  He wished he could see her expression, her
eyes, but without stopping the car, he couldn’t.


She didn’t say anything. 
Lori continued to prattle a mile a minute, mostly words of praise for
Tabby and how much she’d missed her.


Lori had missed Tabby.


Tabby served as the sister Lori never had.  Tabby had taken Lori under her wing and
showered her with attention.  She’d been
devastated when he and Tabby broke up for good, begged him to forgive Tabby,
but there had been no forgiving her betrayal.


He still hadn’t forgiven her.


How could he?


She cheated on him.  So
what if they’d fought?  They fought all
the time.


Even now the memories cut into his gut, angered him.


He needed to hang onto that anger.  It would protect him from getting hurt this
time.


He couldn’t forget that although Tabby seemed different, she was
still the same woman.



 

Jason stepped into his father’s assisted living apartment, if
you could call the two rooms that, and tried not to let the scent get to
him.  How could something smell so
sterile and so stale at the same time? 
Like death waiting to happen.


Still, this place was a lot better than the nursing home Dad
started out in following his long hospital stay.  More expensive, but worth it.


Lori kissed their father’s cheek.  “Dad, you remember Tabitha?  She’s a friend of Jason’s.  They dated a few years back.”


Aaron Kelly’s weary gaze lifted to Tabby and lit with
recognition.  His face brightened and Jason
would swear his dad shed ten years.


“Kitty cat.”  He reached
out his hand and Tabby took it as if he were Prince Charming.  She smiled, apparently pleased at being
remembered.


Jason wondered if Dad would since he didn’t remember his own
name on some days.


The year before Jason met Tabby, his father fell a hundred feet
from a steel rafter.  His body broke in
so many places that it was amazing he’d lived. 
He had, if you could call this mind coming and going existence living.


Jason never knew from one visit to the next if he’d be dealing
with a father who loved him or a man who saw him as a complete stranger.


Still, he visited at least twice weekly.  Lori, too.


“It’s Tabbycat, but you can call me anything you like,
Sugar.”  Tabby leaned forward and kissed
the opposite cheek from Lori.  “How are
you doing, Mr. Kelly?”


“Mr. Kelly is an old man. 
Or Mr. All Business over there.” 
He gestured toward Jason.  “Call
me Aaron,” his dad shamelessly flirted from his wheelchair.


Jason shook his head in wry humor.  Some things never changed.  Tabby’s affect on men, whether old or small,
seemed to be one of them.


“Silly me.”  Tabby winked
and added, “Aaron.”


“Hey, Dad.  You trying to
steal my girl?”  Jason stepped up and
shook his old man’s hand.


“In a heartbeat, son, in a heartbeat.”  He smiled at Tabby.  “I always did wonder why you let this one get
away.  Glad to see you had enough sense
to win her back.  Make sure you hold on
this time.  Doesn’t say much for her
taste that she’s with you again though, does it?”


“Dad,” Lori scolded, patting her father’s shoulder.  “You’re going to scare Tabitha away.”


Aaron eyed Tabby, grinned, and shook his head.  “Nah, this one doesn’t scare easily.  She’s made of tougher stuff.”


“Oh, what makes you think that?” Jason asked, sitting down in a
chair across from his father’s hospital style bed.


“She’s got backbone. 
Spunk.  Always did remind me of
your mother, God rest her soul.”


Tabby like Mom?  Not in a
million years.  But he wouldn’t point
that out to his dad.  Odd, most of the
time Dad’s memory was all gone or all there. 
He wouldn’t point that out either.


“Mom was a great lady,” was all he said.


“Did your therapist come by today?” Lori asked, changing the
subject.


“Yep,” Aaron scowled. 
“That old crow is determined to snap my legs off yet.”


“What did she do this time?”


It was a conversation similar to the ones they had every
Saturday.  He and Lori both visited
separately during the week and together on Saturday evenings.  It wasn’t near enough, but when working six
and seven days a week, he couldn’t manage more.


Lori was right.  He was
working too much.


He should manage more. 
Lots more.  This was his dad.  He should be able to stop by as many times as
he wanted.  Not just when it was
convenient to his workaholic schedule.


Why had he not realized that before?


Maybe he had.


After all, he’d been ready to move on to the next stage of his
life by asking Annie to his apartment to discuss her daycare plans.  To ask her to stay for dinner and hope it led
to something more serious.  Like
marriage.


Now the thought of spending the rest of his life with the kind,
cute, petite Annie didn’t appeal.  Not in
the slightest.


He liked leggy, bosomy redheads with a smart mouth and a flirty
wink.


Annie would bore him to death now that he’d had another taste of
Tabby.


Damn it all to hell.


Now he’d have to start over on looking for a woman to share his
life.



 

Tabby watched the torrent of emotions cross Jason’s face.  He was thinking about his father’s
comment.  The one about her being like his
mother.


Jason thought his mother a saint.  A real honest to goodness June Cleaver.  He probably hadn’t taken kindly to the
comparison.  June Cleaver Tabby wasn’t.


But she wasn’t that bad, either. 
Well, maybe during the time she and Jason dated, she had been.  But time changed her, she’d grown and, for
that matter, so had Jason.


His fist clenched then unclenched as if he struggled with his
thoughts.  Okay, so she wasn’t the type
to name her kid Wallie and ‘the Beave’, but she wasn’t exactly some psycho
witch either.


What was she thinking? 
She didn’t want kids.


Did she?


Her gaze landed on Jason and her uterus clenched as surely as
his fist had.


Damn it.


What was wrong with her? 
She’d asked for one weekend, not the rest of Jason’s life.


She had to stop her current train of thought and remember why
she was here, for sexual healing. 
Nothing more, nothing less.


Otherwise her heart would break when she left tomorrow
evening.  Who was she kidding?  She might be healed sexually after their
weekend, but she’d also be leaving her heart behind.


Either way, she didn’t regret this day.  This time with Jason.  She’d seen sides to him she hadn’t known
existed.  Sides she liked.  Sides she wanted to explore in detail.


Had they been there all along and she’d been blind to them?


Possibly.  She’d been so
busy protecting her heart she’d closed herself off to a lot of things about Jason.  Done a lot of stupid things to keep him from
getting closer.


She’d intentionally driven him away.  In more ways than just the final deathblow to
their relationship.


Now, her reasons for doing so seemed shallow, selfish.  Fear of pain, of hurting, led her to destroy Jason’s
love.


He had loved her once upon a time.


How could she have been so foolish?


Her eyes met his and she bit into her lower lip to keep it from
trembling.


Was it really too late to start over?  And over as what?  Friends? 
Lovers?  More?



 

“Bye, Tabitha.  It was
wonderful seeing you again.”  Lori hugged
her in the parking lot in front of Jason’s apartment building.


“Same here.”  Tabitha
hugged her friend back, breathing in Lori’s flowery perfume, and feeling the
real warmth of the embrace.  Lori meant
her words and Tabitha felt the same. 
“Call me and we’ll go for lunch.”


Jason stiffened beside her but didn’t comment on the
invitation.  Was it wrong to want to keep
Lori in her life?


She wouldn’t shut Lori out this time.  She wouldn’t make the same mistakes twice
regardless of what happened between her and Jason.  Somehow things would fall into place the way
they were supposed too.


She and Jason watched as Lori got in her car and drove
away.  Wordlessly, they took the stairs to
his second story apartment.


She glanced at her watch. 
Nine o’clock.


This time tomorrow she’d be back at her apartment.  Back to being without Jason.  Unless she begged him to give her more
time.  Would he even agree?  He had other plans.  Plans that included Annie and not Tabitha.


“I wonder what She-cat has been up to?” she asked, hoping to
lighten her melancholy thoughts.


“She’s a cat, so no good I’m sure.”


“Now, now.  You’ve really
got to get over this aversion to felines.” 
She turned and tapped his shoulder. 
“For that matter, did you really call me a bitch?”


He grimaced.  “I’m sorry
you had to endure Lori’s non-stop chatter tonight.”


“Which doesn’t answer my question.  Well, I guess in a round about way it
does.”  She inhaled a deep breath of air
and laced her fingers with his.  “I’ll
let it slide this time.  Just because
telling the truth shouldn’t be held against a person.”


“You continue to amaze me, Tabby.”


“I’m an amazing woman,” she teased, not sure how else to handle
his comment.


He chuckled.  “That you
are.”


Unlocking his apartment door, he held it open for her.  “I’d offer to check on She-cat and let you
sit down, but I doubt you’d take me up on it.”


“You’re right.  She’s my
cat.  I should be the one to see how much
trouble she managed to get into while we were gone.”


Meow.  Meow.  Meow.


“I think someone missed us.” 
Jason opened the bathroom door and She-cat scrambled out of the room so
fast Tabby only saw a streak of splotchy fur.


She made a mental note that her new cat was claustrophobic and
didn’t deal well with being locked up.


Great.  That should make
coming home from work fun.


“Hell,” Jason cursed.


Tabitha glanced around the bathroom, noted the shredded bottoms
of the shower curtain and winced.  “I’ll
pay for them.”


“It’s my fault.  I’m the
one who forgot he had plans.  If I’d
canceled with Lori ahead of time this never would have happened.”


“You did the right thing visiting your dad, Jason.”  She shook her head at the shredded curtains,
running her finger over a tattered run. 
“She’s my cat.  I’m responsible
for her.  I’ll replace the curtains.”


“It’s really no big deal.”


They both stared at each other in amazement.


“Can you believe we’re disagreeing without screaming at each
other?”


“Not really,” she admitted. 
“Must be some kind of record for us.”


“Must be.”  He
grinned.  “Come on.  Let’s go see what super heroine cat is into
now.”



 

Tabby sank onto the sofa and kicked off her shoes.  She-cat eyed her suspiciously from the opposite
end.


“Sorry about that girl, but we couldn’t leave you to have free
reign over Jason’s apartment.”


Free reign like what she wanted.


She came here for one purpose. 
To find happiness and get over her bored blahs, to find sexual healing.  She’d not even had sex for over twelve hours.


“She forgive you yet?”  Jason
grinned and handed her a soda.


Tabitha shook her thoughts away and smiled.


“Not yet.”  She sipped
some of the fizzy drink.  “That’s
good.  Thanks.”


“Maybe you should bribe her with some of the pizza.”


“The vet said to only give her that high protein, high calorie
stuff until after he’s rechecked her next week.”


Jason rolled his eyes and sat down beside her, sandwiching her
between him and the cat.  “The cat has
been living off garbage and any kill she can make.  I don’t think a slice of pizza is going to hurt
anything, do you?”


“Yuck.”  Tabby curled her
nose.  “I guess you have a point.  She did beg for some earlier, although she
seems oblivious to it now.”


“That won’t last long. 
Open the box lid and take a piece out. 
I bet your new friend will be in your lap in no time flat.”


Tabitha opened the pizza box and pulled out one of the remaining
two slices.  She-cat’s head perked up,
but the cat didn’t move, just blinked in annoyance.


“Apparently, she’s playing hard to get,” Jason teased.


“Apparently.”  Tabitha
tore off a chunk of cheese, pepperoni, and sausage and held it out.  “Here, kitty, kitty, kitty.”


She’d swear the cat turned up her nose.


Jason laughed.


Tabitha nudged him. 
“Don’t laugh at my cat.”


“I wasn’t,” he corrected. 
“I was laughing at you.”


“You find me amusing?” she challenged, forgetting She-cat
altogether.


“Among other things.”  His
lips twitched.


“What other things?”  She
dropped the pizza on to the top of the box and stared into Jason’s eyes.  Eyes that left her breathless.  And achy.


“Well, you certainly keep me entertained.”


“Entertained?”  She
scowled at him.  “Wrong answer.  Try again.”


“Aware.  You keep me aware.”


“Aware?  Aware might
work.  Tell me more.”  Had he leaned closer or had she?  Either way his breath tickled her face.


“Aware of you.  Of how
beautiful you are, how sexy, how hot.” 
He cupped her chin.  “Aware of
me.  Of how my body zings to life when I
look at you, touch you.”


“Good answer.”  Her eyes
closed.  “Great answer,” she clarified.


“Let me make love to you, Tabby.”


Did he think he needed to ask? 
Wrong.  She’d wanted him all
day.  Longer.  Her whole life.


“Now?”


“Yes.”


“Here?”  She gestured to
the sofa.


“If that’s what you want.”


“It doesn’t matter where we are. 
I want you.”


He smiled.  “Great
answer.”


She wouldn’t explain that her words meant more than just at this
moment, that she wanted him always.


No, that wouldn’t be good. 
Nor would it be what she’d agreed to when she’d shown up on his
doorsteps.  Had it only been last night?


“You just went serious on me.”


She blinked at him.  “Who
me?  Serious?  You must be mistaken.”  She ran her finger down his chest.  “But I do want to go to the bedroom.  Do we need to lock She-cat back in the
bathroom?”


They both eyed the cat who just yawned and stretched out on the
sofa as if she were settling in for the night and couldn’t be bothered by them.


“Nah, we’ll lock the bedroom door.  She can tear the place down if she wants and
I doubt I’ll care.  Not until morning anyway.”


Tabby nodded.  She really
hated the thought of locking She-cat back up. 
Maybe the cat would be good.  But
she doubted it.


She stood from the sofa and pulled on Jason.  “Come on, let’s go to bed.  It’s been a long day.”


“It’s going to be a long night,” he promised with a sinful look
in his chocolaty eyes.


“I’m counting on it.”


Jason flipped on his bedroom light and closed the door behind
them, effectively locking She-cat out. 
Not that the cat budged when they’d left the room.  She hadn’t.


Eyes pinned on Jason, Tabitha unbuttoned her shirt.  Slowly, one button at a time.


He leaned against the doorframe and watched.


Her heart thundered in her ears as she let the animal print
blouse drop to the floor.  She knew
without looking that her tiger striped bra pushed her breasts up to cleavage
heaven.  All she had to do was look at Jason’s
face, his eyes.


Was that drool running down his chin?


Giddiness lightened her movements as she reached for her pants
zipper.  With a saucy shake of her hips
the black material fell to the floor. 
Maneuvering her feet to where one foot helped remove the other’s shoe,
she kicked off her low cut boots and pants.


Jason’s intake of breath cheered her on, made her feel like the
sexiest woman alive.  Her eyes meeting
his, she smiled at him.  Really
smiled.  A smile that started somewhere
near the pit of her stomach and blossomed outward.


“You are so hot.”  His
voice graveled and Tabitha believed him. 
Believed in him.  Loved him.


“Thank you.”  She turned,
slowly providing him a long look at her body from all views.  A long look at her bare bottom only covered
by a tiger-stripe string up her crack. 
Why any woman wore anything other than a thong was beyond Tabitha.  There was nothing like the light in a man’s
eyes when he looked at your body encased in sexy underwear.


No man ever looked at her the way Jason did at that moment.


“I’ve died, gone to heaven, and you’re my reward.”


She giggled.  “More like,
you’ve died and gone to hell and I’m your punishment.”


“It is warm in here.”  He
tugged on his T-shirt collar.  “So,
you’re my eternal damnation whose sole purpose is to torture me?”


“Torture can be pleasurable.”


“It’s definitely torture to look at you and not be touching.”


Tabitha giggled again. 
“Who said you couldn’t touch?”


“Not one damn body.”  He
pulled off his T-shirt, unsnapped his jeans.


Tabitha’s breath caught in her throat.  Long and lean and sculpted.  She swallowed.  He put every man alive to shame.


Her gaze danced at where the light spattering of hair darted
beneath the tiny vee above his zipper.


“You’re beautiful,” she told him.


He laughed.  “Men aren’t
beautiful.  They’re tough, strong, macho,
handsome, not beautiful.”


“Well, you are all those things, including beautiful,” she
insisted.


He glanced toward the dresser mirror he stood in front of and
shrugged.  “Nothing beautiful here.  Just me.”


“That’s what I find beautiful.” 
She stepped next to him and stared at their reflection.  “Just you.”


Jason’s hands slipped around her waist and, holding her gaze in
the mirror, he dipped and kissed her neck.


Tabitha shivered and forced herself to remain still.  The urge to twist and kiss him tempted all
too much.


“So soft,” he whispered into the curve of her neck.  “So delicate. 
Vulnerable, almost.”


She did feel vulnerable. 
Vulnerable to the power he held over her body and mind.  Could he sense that?  See it in her reflection?


He rained more kisses over her goose-bumped flesh.  His hips swayed against her bare bottom, the
soft denim of his jeans playing havoc against her sensitized skin.


“I’m going to make love to you, Tabby.  Slow and easy until you beg for release.  Last night was fast and hard.  This morning, too.  Part of me yearns for that same wild ride,
but I’m not going to give in to it,” he promised.  “Tonight I’m going to brand you with me.”


“Yes,” she purred, wanting everything he promised.  More.


His hands cupped her breasts, toying with her nipples until
Tabitha expected them to rip through the silk of her bra.  He traced his way down her stomach.  Tabitha watched his fingers’ lazy path in the
mirror, until he fingered her belly button.


She arched her back, ground her bottom against him, not caring
that his zipper dug into her flesh.


“Please,” she moaned, grinding harder.


“Please what?” he teased, dipping his fingers lower, skirting
the outline of her panties.


“Jason.”


“Please Jason what?”  He
lifted the elastic, slipped his finger underneath.


“Love me.”


His finger stroked over her, then slid home.


“Yes,” she cried, rocking against his hand, until liquid heat
built inside her and spread outward in slow spasmic waves.  She closed her eyes, relishing the orgasm
washing over her, trying to hang on to the sensation as long as she could.


“Open your eyes, Tabby,” he ordered.


She did.


Gaze locked with his in the mirror, she gasped as he slipped
inside her, bare.


He felt good.


So good.  Flesh to
flesh.  Jason to Tabitha.


His hips thrust and she clenched around his hard length
automatically.


“I never knew,” she whispered.


But Jason didn’t speak, sweat beaded on his brow and although
his eyes remained locked with hers, his mind was far away.  He struggled to hang on, to keep the pace
slow.


Because he wanted to make this last.


For her.


She couldn’t do this. 
She’d been crazy to think she could.


She moaned her pleasure as pain ripped through her heart at what
she had to do.


“Jason?” she repeated. 
“You have to stop.”


That got his attention.


“What?”  His eyes filled
with concern and she had to look away from the mirror.  “Am I hurting you?” he asked.


Yes.  Not having his love
hurt.


“I need you to put on the condom, Jason.”


Because she couldn’t deal with the emotions of having him flesh
to flesh with her. “Put on the condom,” her voice broke as she ordered, “Now.”









 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter Nine



 

What the hell?  Jason
stared at Tabby’s reflection, trying to figure out what had just taken place.


He clenched his teeth.


She was shutting him out.


Apparently she experienced the same longings he had this weekend
and sex without barriers represented how far they’d come.  No barriers between them.


Not this time.


”What if I don’t want to?”


“You have to, Jason.”  She
sounded breathy, on the edge.


Tabby came for a weekend of sex. 
On her terms.


Fine.


With determination, he withdrew from her body, grabbed up his
jeans and pulled a condom they’d purchased earlier from his wallet.  He’d stuck two in there earlier--just in
case.  And there was the rest of the box
in the nightstand.


She wanted a condom.


He’d wear a condom.


It wasn’t like he hadn’t every other time he’d ever had sex.


Except for those few moments wrapped inside Tabby and he
wouldn’t think about that.  Not if he
wanted to last more than another minute.


He donned the condom, met Tabby’s gaze for the first time since
he’d pulled out of her and swore.


“What’s wrong?”


If he’d been going at the pace they’d done last night, he might
really believe he’d physically hurt her. 
But moments before couldn’t have hurt her, not if last night hadn’t.


“Nothing.”  She averted
her gaze.


Did she think him a blind fool?


“Sorry.”  She swatted her
eyes.  “I want to get in the bed now.”


Not giving him a chance to argue, she walked across the room and
climbed into the bed, stomach and face down.


Hell no.


He wasn’t going to let her hide from him.


He climbed in next to her rather than on her, wondering if he
should just take the condom back off as he had no intentions of making love to
Tabby until she explained what had just happened.


He slid his arm around her, pulled her to him, and waited.


And waited.


“Tabby?”


“Jason,” she finally said.


“Yeah?”


“I didn’t mean for you to stop altogether.”


“What did you mean, Tabby?”


“For you to put on a condom.”


“Why?  Since you’re the
one who insisted upon that condition.”


“It—”  She shivered
against him.  “It didn’t feel right.”


“It felt right to me.”


“I shouldn’t have insisted upon that.  It was wrong. 
I was wrong.”


Emotion heightened her tone.


More was going on than what she was saying.  Should he push the issue?


“We’re not having a relationship,” she said, looking
resolved.  “Just a weekend of sex.  Sex without a condom is personal, Jason.  Too personal. 
I should’ve known better.”


He’d been right.  No
barriers between them scared Tabby.


If he were honest with himself, he’d admit it scared him
too.  His whole life had rushed before
his eyes in those short minutes.


But she was mistaken about it feeling wrong.  Nothing had ever been more right.  Not for him.


“Go ahead,” she said.


“Go ahead and what?” he asked, confused by her comment.


“Make love to me.”


No, that’s what he’d almost done.  This would just be sex.  She’d said so herself.


Part of him wanted to refuse her, to tell her she was using him,
but then that wasn’t a surprise.  It’s exactly
what they’d agreed to.


A weekend of using each other for sexual gratification.


And he was still as hard as a rock.  How, he didn’t know.  Any woman other than Tabby and he’d have lost
it long ago, but apparently his body didn’t care about the interruption, it
only longed for release inside Tabby.


But hell if he’d do her with her face down in the pillow trying
to completely depersonalize what they were doing.


If she wanted sex, fine, he’d give her sex.  But she’d look in his eyes while he was
inside her.  She’d look because he
wouldn’t let her hide the way she felt about him.


Because stupid as it was, he believed Tabby wanted more from him
than she admitted.


Maybe he wanted more, too.



 

What was he waiting for? Tabitha wondered, burying her face
deeper in his pillow and filling her lungs with his musky scent in the process.


“Flip over,” Jason ordered.


What?  She didn’t want to
flip over, didn’t want to have to look in his eyes while he made love to
her.  That’s why she’d had to move away
from the mirror.


She hadn’t been able to bear the image of their bodies as one
any longer.


They had truly been one, with nothing between them.


Dear heavens.  He’d felt
so good.


So wrong.


They couldn’t make love without love.  She couldn’t bear it.


She couldn’t believe she found the strength to stop him.


How had she ever thought she could have Jason with nothing
between them?


Or had she known all along that she wouldn’t?  Not without first removing the real barrier
between them?


The past.


Was that why she’d tossed out the condition to begin with?  Because she wanted all barriers between them
removed, not just sexual ones?


One of which was the barrier she’d clung to that had ripped she
and Jason apart.  The barrier she used to
protect her heart.


“Flip over,” Jason repeated. 
“Or I’m going to flip you myself.”


She turned, but didn’t meet his eyes.  He knew. 
Knew she didn’t want to look at him, didn’t want him seeing her.  Just knowing that he studied her face, her
expression, made her vulnerable.


“Look at me.”


Damn, he wasn’t going to let this go.


She looked, albeit reluctantly.


“Are you sure this is what you want?  That you want sex instead of what we started a
few moments ago?” he asked.


She nodded.  She did want
him making her forget it would all be over tomorrow night.  Making her forget that he didn’t love her and
she had no one to blame but herself.


“I’m sure,” she whispered and latched onto his shoulders with
her nails.


Sexual healing?  What had
Jenny and her new guy been thinking?


Spending the weekend with Jason wasn’t going to heal the past,
wasn’t going to make her body long for this man any less.



 

Jason lay awake, watching the shadows dance on the walls.


The sun rose on time, just the way it always did.  Unfortunately.


This morning he willed it to stay away, to let the darkness
linger, to give him more time with Tabby.


Friday night had been about sex, lust, fulfilling a physical
need long left unsatisfied.


Last night had been different.


Despite the way things started and the fact Tabby tried to hide
her feelings.  Last night something
changed between them.  Or maybe the
change took place during the day while they spent time together.


Would she leave him as promised?


He didn’t want her to go.


He wanted her beside him, part of his life.


This new Tabby was different, wild yet tamer all at the same
time.


A weekend wasn’t enough.


He wasn’t sure they could ever have more than an affair but he
wanted to pursue that possibility, to discover what did lie between him and the
only woman he’d ever really wanted.


During the night sleep never came.


He could sleep anytime. 
Tabby in his bed might never happen again.  He wanted to be aware of every second.  Every rise and fall of her chest.  Every sigh moaned in her sleep.  Every breath she took.


He glanced at her, the morning light bright enough to illuminate
her face now.


Her dark, thick lashes fanned over her cheeks.  Her lips pouted, full and ripe.  She smiled and snuggled closer and he
realized she was dreaming.


Of him?


Of her next conquest?


Need burned inside Tabby to have men adore her.  To walk into a room and have every man’s eye
on her.


It had driven him crazy during the time they’d dated.  Made him want to tamp down her spirit and
lock her away from greedy male eyes.


Which had been wrong.


He should have glorified in Tabby’s beauty, her demanding presence,
glorified in the fact she wanted him above all others, instead of wanting to
diminish her verve.  To turn her into
something she wasn’t.  Without realizing
it, he’d tried to cage her spirit.


They’d both made mistakes.


Could they start over?


Not once this weekend had they screamed at each other.


Of course, it had only been two nights, but still, two nights
was progress.


But if the arguments were destined to start back, did he really
want to pursue a relationship with her?


Tabby’s lashes fluttered and opened.  She turned and sleepily looked at him.  The moment her eyes lit on him, she smiled.


And he knew.


No matter what the future held, he wanted Tabby, to have her in
his life.



 

Tabitha glanced around Jason’s kitchen to make sure they’d
gotten everything put away.


Earlier, they cooked breakfast together, ate in the living
room-—hadn’t they always preferred the comfort of the sofa or floor to the
formality of the dining table?  And now
they cleaned together.


Jason carried the plates and their glasses from the living room,
tossed the remaining eggs into the trash bin, and put the glasses in the
dishwasher.  Neat as always.


He’d been particularly quiet this morning.


He hadn’t even made love to her before they got out of bed; he
just held her close and lay in silence.


What was up with that?


She squeezed the dishtowel she held and scrubbed at an invisible
spot on the countertop.


Why did his silence make her nervous?


All they were doing was cleaning the kitchen.


“You look good in an apron.” 
Jason’s arms slid around her waist and hugged her to him.  He smelled like the bacon he’d fried mixed
with his own unique spice.


Tabby glanced down at the beer frogs apron she wore.  Had to be older than the hills yet it looked
brand new.  Apparently it didn’t get a
lot of use.


“Right,” she muttered, giving the counter one last swipe, still
a smile played on her lips at his compliment. 
Two could play this game.  She was
tired of his silence, of having his full attention, yet his persistence in not
doing more than briefly kissing her or innocently caressing her hand.  What was he trying to prove?  “I look better without it,” she informed.


His lips touched the curve of her neck.  “I’ll second that.  My poor heart almost croaked at the vision
you made last night.  Naked definitely
works for me.”


“Croaked?  I’m going to
ignore that you said that and focus on the cleaning naked?  Uhm, now that has possibilities.”  She arched her neck, giving him more
access.  “What should I polish first?”


He groaned and nuzzled her hair. 
“At the moment I’m having dirty thoughts.  Very dirty thoughts.  Maybe you should clean me?”


Tabby laughed and twisted in his arms to face him.  “Thank you.”


His gaze met hers.  “For?”


“Making me smile.”


He laced their hands. 
“You say that like it’s been awhile.”


“Until this weekend, I suppose it has.”  Although she hadn’t realized it.  Had anyone asked she’d have sworn she was
living the life of her dreams with her successful career, great condo and car,
and a social life any celebrity would envy.


Her sister and her wacko psycho professor boyfriend had seen the
truth.  How had Tabby not realized how
unhappy she was?  An unhappiness that
went much further than a sexual affliction.


Why had it taken seeing Jason again to realize what was missing
from her deceptively perfect world?


Her ideal life wasn’t really so swift.  Not without someone to share her success
with.  Not just someone.  Jason.


“Funny, I think of you as the life of the party,” Jason mused,
drawing her attention back to him.


She patted his chest and fluttered her lashes at him
flirtatiously.  “I am the life of the
party.”


She was.  Always had been
no matter where she went.  But whereas
that had once seemed important, now it seemed shallow, vain, outright
useless.  “I can’t complain.  Life is good, but it’s not always
enough.  Know what I mean?”


From the blank look on his face, she doubted he did.


Enough deep thought.


She’d done enough of that last night as she’d lain in Jason’s
arms calling herself every kind of fool, yet praising herself for doing the
right thing all in the same breath.


This weekend wasn’t about introspection or major life
discoveries.  Sex, she reminded
herself.  Sexual excess with Jason to
heal her.  Let the healing continue.


“So, the way I see it,” she flattened her palm over his
heart.  “If you talk dirty to me, I’d
have to clean your mouth first, right?”


“Dirty, eh?”  His
heartbeat picked up pace beneath her hand. 
“I can do dirty.”


She waited.


He let out a frustrated breath. 
“Aw hell.  For the life of me I
can’t think of a single dirty thing to say. 
At least not anything fit for a lady’s ears.”


She arched a brow.


“A lady’s ears?  You
calling me a lady, Jason Kelly?  Shame on
you.”  She would play the role he
expected of her.  The role she usually
played without pretence.  “You know good
and well I’m not a lady.  A she-cat
maybe, but a lady?”


She rolled her eyes upward as if he’d said the craziest thing
she ever heard.


“And you cursed, you naughty man you.  That definitely rates washing your mouth out
with,” she moved closer to where her lips hovered millimeters from his, “my
tongue.”


She slipped her tongue between his lips into the warmth of his
mouth.  He tasted of smoky bacon and Jason.  A delicious combination.


His hands dropped from her waist to cup her bottom and he ground
his hard body against her.  Or was she
grinding herself against him?  It was difficult
to tell when she kissed him.  Her mind
melted into mush.


He swayed to the rhythm bouncing between them.


“Dirty dancing,” she softly scolded.  “You do realize that’ll mean more cleaning.”


“I hate that,” he whispered against her lips as she tugged his T-shirt
from his jeans.  As soon as the material
was free, she snaked her hands over his abs. 
The man really should model for calendars or something.  Regardless, his chest should never be covered
up.


She tugged the material over his head.  He lifted his arms to help her, and she
couldn’t resist a light tickle across his ribs.


He squirmed.  “Now who’s
playing dirty?” he accused.


“Ohhh,” she purred.  “Does
this mean I have to be cleaned, too?”


“More like that you need spanked.  Something I should have done years ago.”


“All in the name of good, clean fun, right?”


“Right.”  His lips covered
hers and his mouth plundered the deepest recesses of her mouth.


Tabitha’s fingers twined in his hair, pulling him as close to
her as she could.  Still she wanted him closer.


Jason’s fingers worked the knot on the apron loose and tossed
the beer loving frogs onto the counter. 
Her shirt and bra quickly followed.


“You’re right,” he agreed. 
“You do look better without the apron. 
Much better.”


He lowered her pants, bending to lift her foot and tug the jeans
free from one side and then the other.


 When she stood with just
her skimpy cheetah print panties on, he whistled.  “You are one hot woman, Tabitha Sterling, and
I want you now.  Right here, right now.”


“More dirty talk.  Get
over here and take your punishment, I mean, your cleaning.”


He chuckled.  “You can
punish me like this every day for the rest of my life.”


For the rest of his life.


Did he realize what he was saying?  How wonderful his words sounded to her
heart?  How he tempted her with his
careless remark?


“You better watch what you wish for,” she warned, inhaling as
his palms brushed down her sides to clasp hold of her hips.


“Or what?” he challenged. 
“You’re going to clean me some more?”


“Precisely.”  She dragged
his mouth to hers and kissed him with all the passion within her, gave the kiss
all her heart and soul.  More.


His hands tightened, lifted.


Tabby curled her legs around his waist and accepted his mouth’s
assault.


When he stepped forward, positioning her bottom on the kitchen
countertop she sighed into his mouth.


Oh yeah.


She fumbled with his jeans, unsnapping them and sliding the
zipper down.


“Touch me, Tabby.”


As if he had to ask.


Her fingers stroked over the cotton briefs.


He sucked in a breath. 
“You know, I’m pretty sure I hit the dozen mark on Friday night.  Last night definitely put me over.”


She blinked, what was he saying? 
Surely, he didn’t mean…  “I
thought you wanted me touching you.”


“I do, but I also want you at my mercy.  Surrender to me, Tabby.”


Adrenaline kicked in, rushing her blood through her body.  “If that’s what you want.”


But could she?  She really
had no choice.  She promised him he could
tie her up if he made her orgasm more than a dozen times.  He was right, he far exceeded that just on
Friday night.


Jason tying her up.  The
thought thrilled and terrified.


She pressed more firmly against him, stroking her fingers up and
down, maybe she could convince him that his interests were better served by her
hands being free.


“It’s what I want.”  He
glanced around the kitchen.


The only thing within sight that would work to tie her up was
the apron.  Both of them stared at it for
long seconds before Jason grinned. 
“Froggie went a courting and he did ride, mmhmm.”


Tabitha laughed as he grabbed the apron.


Holding her breath, she held out her wrists and watched in
trepidation and fascination while Jason used the strings to bind them
together.  Not too tight.  She could probably slip free if she wiggled
her wrists back and forth, but still enough that he was in control.


That she was at his mercy.


She waited for the claustrophobia, the fear to take over as it
had when he’d been condomless.


It didn’t.


She trusted him that much.


More than she ever had any other person.  Only in herself had she put this much
faith.  Because trust involved exposing
yourself to anything the other person wanted to toss at you, knowing they could
hit you were it hurt most.


She and Jason stared at her clasped hands and bound wrists.


“Now what?” she asked, determined to see this through, wanting
to see it through.  This was Jason’s
fantasy.  She’d give him whatever he
wanted.


“Put your hands around my neck,” he ordered.


She did, breathing in another deep lungful of his scent.


“Now, don’t move.”  He kissed
her forehead and shoved his pants over his hips.


Don’t move?  Was he nuts?


She glanced down, her lips curved with pleasure at the sight of him.


“Condom?”


Why was he tempting her like this?  Didn’t he know how difficult it had been to
have him inside her that way without having his love?


“Just one stroke?  To see
if it feels as good today as it did last night?”


She closed her eyes and shook her head no.  One stroke and she might give in to the urge
to cry at all she’d lost.


“You’re sure?  Because I’d
really like to feel you around me, Tabby.”


“I can’t.”  She bit the
inside of her lip


“You can.”  He teased her
with the tip of him.


Keeping her eyes squeezed shut, Tabitha sucked in air.  “No, Jason. 
Please don’t.”


He sighed and she heard the crinkle of him tearing into a condom
package.  Thank God.


He thrust inside and Tabitha’s eyes opened.


“Did you—”


He silenced her with a kiss.


Tabitha started to pull away, but then his hips moved and his
hands pulled her closer.


She’d swear they were flesh to flesh.


Must just be her overactive imagination remembering what he felt
like, because Jason wouldn’t make love to her without a condom when she’d asked
him not to.


Not in a million years.



 








 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter Ten



 

Almost, Jason made love to Tabby without a condom.  He stared into her sated eyes and wondered
what she would do if he slid in without one.


It’s what she asked for, then changed her mind.  Because it had been too personal.  He felt it and apparently so had she.


No matter.  He hadn’t.


Odd that he even wanted to.


Then he remembered how they’d felt flesh to flesh.  Maybe not so odd after all.


With every stroke, he imagined nothing between them.  Nothing but his body to hers.  Nothing but them as one.  No past, no one else, no dreams of a wife and
kids and an ordinary life.  Nothing but
his man to her woman.


“Tabitha,” he gritted, collapsing, his forehead resting against
hers.


“Wow.  That was
amazing.”  She kissed the corner of his
mouth.  “Thanks.”


Jason grimaced.  Thanks?


Well, what had he expected? 
Undying words of love?  From
Tabby?  Not hardly.


Her gaze dropped to where he removed the condom and tossed it
into the trash bin.  Why was she staring
at it so?  Had she wanted nothing between
them as badly as he had?


She slid off the counter top and held out her wrists.  “Untie me, big boy.”


Shoving his thoughts away, he zipped up his jeans.  “What’ll you give me?”


“Excuse me?”  She waved
her wrists in front of him.  “You dare
ask me that after I just put out for you? 
Puh-leeze.  You should be a
satisfied man.”


“For the moment,” he admitted, ignoring her hands.  “I’m not sure I want to untie you, though.”


“Why not?”  Her lashes fluttered.


“Something about you at my mercy turns me on,” he admitted.


“At your mercy?”  She
laughed.  “Is that what you think I am?”


Now he laughed.  “You’re
right.  You’ve never been at anyone’s
mercy.”


“Come on, Jason.”  She
wiggled her hands within the confines of their frog apron binding.  “This is starting to chafe.”


She was lying.  He hadn’t
tied them that tight.  But he undid the
knot all the same, pulled her wrists to his mouth, and kissed the steady pulse
beating there.


Her gaze met his and the beat sped up, increasing in rhythm and
intensity.


“If I didn’t know better, I would think you were trying to
seduce me, Jason Kelly.”


“The seduction of a she-cat?” he teased, lowering her wrists.


“Mm-hmm.”


“Would I succeed?”


“Always.”


She lied again.  He wouldn’t
always succeed where Tabby was concerned. 
After this evening, she’d be gone from his life as if this weekend had
just been a dream.


In many ways it had been.


A dream like the one he desperately wanted two years ago.  Tabby in his home, at his beck and call,
waving him off to work, smiling and saying yes.


His macho alert went off again.


Okay, so he admitted his expectations of Tabby two years ago
hadn’t been realistic or fair.


But what about now?


He sighed.


This weekend radically changed his plans for his future.


He wanted Tabby.


He didn’t love her.  He’d
learned his lesson there.


But she still affected him as no other woman could.


He wasn’t above asking to see her again.  Not that he would beg, but maybe they could
have a repeat next weekend.


“I want to see you again.”


She looked up from where she slipped her shirt back on, and
smiled, confusion shining in her green eyes. 
Excitement, too.  “What?  I’ve barely covered myself.”


“Not that.”  At her raised
eyebrow, he backtracked.  “Well, yeah
that, too, but I meant next weekend.”


She paused.  “What do you
mean by seeing me?”


“This.  Why does it have
to end today?  Why can’t we do the same
thing next weekend?”


She didn’t say anything and he could tell she was thinking too
much.


“What would it hurt?” he asked. 
“We enjoy each other’s company and Lord knows we enjoy each other’s
body.  We could pick up on Friday night
where we leave off today.”


He couldn’t read her face and was pretty sure she didn’t want
him too as she asked, “I’d show up here Friday night and be your sex slave
again for the weekend?  Nothing more,
nothing less?”


Did she want more?


No, this was Tabby.  Sex
was the only thing she needed a man for.


“It doesn’t matter if we’re at my place or yours.  It isn’t like you haven’t been a willing
captive, Tabby.  Or that I haven’t given
you pleasure.  We both know I have.”


“True.”  She finished
dressing, then faced him.  “Jason, as
much fun as I’ve had this weekend, continuing this isn’t something I want to
do.”


Hell.


His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth.


She was going to do it to him again.  Reject him.


That stung.


“I mean it’s not that I don’t want to see you again,” she
continued, looking very Tabitha Sterling-ish. 
“But what would be the point?”


What indeed?


He took a step back.


“We don’t want a relationship together, do we?  And you’ve already admitted that you’re
thinking about a future with Allie. 
Something about Tabby’s eyes appeared just a little too removed, a
little too indifferent.  “So, I have to
ask, what would be the purpose of us seeing each other again?”


What had he been thinking?


Tabby was right.  All
they’d be doing was delaying the inevitable.


A relationship between them was impossible.


Always had been.


Still, he didn’t want to let go.


“Good sex?” he said, trying to lighten his suddenly gloomy mood.


“Then where would we be?” 
She sighed.  “Eventually the
fighting would start back, Jason.  A
relationship can’t be based on sex alone and if we continued what we’ve started
this weekend, sex is all we’d have.”


He stared at her torn expression.  A part of Tabby wanted to say yes.  He could change her mind; get her to agree to
another weekend, if he wanted too.


So the question was did he want to?


Yes immediately popped into his head, but he hesitated.


Even if he convinced Tabby that they should spent next weekend,
several weekends, having all the sex they could handle, where would they be
when all was said and done?


Right where they were at this moment.


It wasn’t enough.


Nor did it fit in at all with his long-term goals.


He wanted a wife, children.


Tabby wanted, well, who knew what Tabby wanted?  Not the things he wanted.


“You’re right,” he said. 
“We end here.”


She turned away from him and if he didn’t know better he might
believe that she’d wanted him to deny her claims.


He did know better.


Knew Tabby.


“So, what’s next, Tabitha?”


Without facing him, she shrugged.  “You tell me, Master.  I’m your slave for the next couple of
hours.  Your wish is my command.”


If only.


“Well, if all that’s left is a couple more hours, I know what I
want next.”


“You do?”  She thought he
meant sex.  He could see it in her
expression.  What he couldn’t see was if
she was disappointed or pleased by the thought.


He laced his fingers with hers, not willing to change his mind
on how he wanted to spend his last hours with Tabby.  “Yep, come on, let’s go.”



 

Tabby followed Jason’s lead, determined to play the role she’d
agreed to play, wondering what sexual game he’d want to participate in this
time.  Maybe tie her to the bedpost?  Or to the headboard?


He stopped at his hall closet, ripped open a large taped box
near the back, dug around until he found what he was looking for, and pulled
out an inline skate.


“Here, hold this.”  He
handed her the skate.


Tabby eyed the shoe, then realized she was looking at her
skate.  She’d not thought of them in
years.  Well, apparently not since her
break-up with Jason.


She’d taught Jason how to skate. 
She smiled at the memories, of the laughter as he’d fallen time and
again because he couldn’t loosen up enough to get in the rhythm.


“What else of mine do you have in that box?”  She peered inside, noting the large, brown
paper covered rectangle at the very back of the closet.


Shivers covered her skin.


Her painting.


It had to be.


He’d kept it.


Covered it up and stuck it at the back of a closet, yes, but he
hadn’t thrown it away.


Why did it please her to know that he still had that painting?


Perhaps because she didn’t want some stranger staring at a
canvas starring her in all her God given glory and not a stitch more?


Perhaps, but not likely. 
More to do with the fact Jason owned the painting still.


Why had he kept it?


Jason looked up, oblivious to her meanderings, and grinned.  “You can go through the box when we get
back.  Take anything that’s yours.  Here, wear these.”  He handed her elbow and knee pads.


“Yeah, I’ll probably be needing those as I haven’t skated since
the last time we went and imagine I’ll be spending a lot of time on my rear.”


“Really?  I’m
surprised.  You always enjoyed
skating.”  He closed the box and shifted
to the other side of the closet, picking up his own inlines.


Yeah, she did enjoy skating. 
Or had.  “Made me think of you,”
she admitted, not meeting his eyes.


“Really?”  He
straightened, his hands full of skating equipment.


“Really.”  She hadn’t
thought about it, not until this moment. 
But she’d given up quite a few things she associated with Jason.


Like strawberries, whip cream, chocolate syrup, water gun
fights, plastic sheets, bubble baths for two, feather boas, trips to
Gatlinburg, and skating.


She hadn’t missed those things, because she hadn’t let herself.


Hadn’t even let herself realize what she’d given up.


Now that she knew, walking away a second time was only going to
be that much more difficult.


But she’d given him a chance to tell her he wanted more than
just sex from her and he hadn’t.


She’d laid it all on the line in the kitchen, given him the
perfect opportunity to admit he thought they had something beyond sex and he
backed away from her.  Reiterated that
sex was all he wanted from her.  Was all
he would ever want.


It’s all she’d ask from him.


She wouldn’t beg.


Life would go on.


Without Jason.


But she still had today and she wouldn’t waste a precious second
by mourning what she once had.


There would be plenty of time for that in the nights to come.



 

“I beat you,” Tabitha gloated, spinning on her skates to face Jason.  He grinned at her.


She was beautiful.


The fall wind whipped at her hair, which she’d pulled back in a
ponytail.  Only hundreds of pieces had
escaped and curled around her face.


Her cheeks flushed from excitement and the exercise.  They’d skated up to UT’s campus and were
headed back in the direction of his apartment complex.


She waggled her brows at him, daring him to do something about
her win.


Dare he would.


He careened into her, wrapped his arms around her waist and
pulled her down onto the grass that grew next to the sidewalk.


He positioned her to where, all soft curves and wide-eyed, she
fell on top of him.


“Nice of ya to drop in like this,” he teased.


“Hey, I didn’t know tackling was allowed in skating,” she
accused, laughing as she stared down at him. 
She frowned, but her eyes twinkled.


“New rule.”


“I’d forgotten you were one of those men who made up new rules
as it suits your purpose.”


“Who me?”  He tried to
look innocent.  Not an easy thing to
accomplish with Tabby lying on him, looking all high and mighty as she did her
best to hold a straight face.


“Yeah, you.”  She wiggled,
as if she wanted to stand up, not that she tried too hard, or maybe she did-—to
excite him, that is.


She accomplished that ten-fold.


He tightened his arms, rolled her over, and pinned her beneath
him.


“You’re not playing fair, Jason,” she accused with a pouty lower
lip.


Did she purposely tempt him to kiss her?


Probably.


He’d give her what she wanted.


A kiss.


More than that he’d hang on to, as she didn’t want it
anyway.  Never had.


“So, what else is new?” 
He shrugged, dismissing her claim about fairness.  To hell with fair.  “I never did.”


Her mouth fell open and she wiggled some more.  “Yes, you did.  You always played fair.  Almost to a fault.  As a matter of fact, I’d say the only time
you weren’t fair is when we were fighting and then you didn’t pull any
punches.”


He grinned at her haughty expression.  Maybe she was right.  But not anymore.  Forget fair. 
He silenced her with a kiss.


Just a brief one.


She’d have to be still if she wanted a real kiss.


“There you go not playing fair again.”  Her words were soft and her gaze guarded.


“Nope,” he disagreed. 
“Haven’t you heard, all’s fair in war and love.”


“But we’re not in love and the war between us ended a long time
ago, so your argument doesn’t hold water.”


He didn’t know the answer to that one.


Nor could he swear that he agreed with her.


But now wasn’t the time to think deep thoughts.  He’d have time for that later.  After she disappeared from his life as
quickly as she entered it.


She quit wiggling, but he only kissed the tip of her nose.  More than that and he’d have an
uncomfortable, and possibly embarrassing, trek home.


“Okay, I’m sorry.”  He
winked at her suspicious eye roll. 
“What?  You don’t believe me?  I’ll even help you up.”


He stood and pulled her to her feet.


She held onto his wrist tight, straightening as if she expected
to crash back onto the grass any moment. “Why do I not trust you?”


“Beats me.  Look at this
face.  Doesn’t it look like one you
should trust?”  He rotated his face,
giving her a complete view.


“Yeah right.”  Her gaze
shot down the sidewalk, then she grinned at him.  “Race ya to the curb.”


Not waiting for his answer and barely short of mach one she took
off.


Laughing, Jason skated after her, determined not to let her get
the upper hand by winning again.


A woman with the upper hand spelled trouble.


Tabby was enough of that without any encouragement.



 

“What would you like for lunch?” Jason asked when they sat on
the curb in front of his apartment. 
Okay, so he was trying to prolong their time together, afraid she’d pack
her things and head for the door the moment they were inside.  At this point, he’d say or do about anything
to keep that from happening.


“Lunch?”  She considered
his question while unlacing her skates. 
“Honestly, I’m not hungry yet.”


He glanced at his watch. 
It was long after lunchtime and he was hungry, but he could wait if she
wasn’t ready to eat.


“You have something in mind to fill the time until you are
hungry?” he asked, thinking about a shower, one with Tabby and he bathing each
other.  Or just cuddling on the
sofa.  For Tabby, he’d cuddle and talk
baby to that darn cat.


“Actually,” she grinned at him. 
“I do.”


This ought to be good. 
Maybe she was having the same vision of how to feel their afternoon as
he was.  A long and steamy shower.  A man could dream.


Grabbing his skates, he followed her up the stairs to his
apartment.  Halfway up the steps, she
turned and smiled with such sass that his breath caught.


“You were looking at my bottom, weren’t you?”


He had been, but he wasn’t going to admit to it.  “No ma’am.”


“Yeah right.  Like I
believe you after that tackling stunt earlier.”


She started back up the steps and he’d swear there was more
oompf to her hips’ seductive sway.


It was going to be all his under the spray of his shower nozzle.


He picked up his pace, almost pushing her the rest of the way to
his apartment.


“What’s your rush,” she teased as he unlocked the door.


“Just anxious to see what you have in mind for the rest of the
afternoon.”


Her lips pursed and she watched him push the door open to his
apartment.


“Ladies first.”


Without a word, she walked into the apartment, then waited on
him to enter.


He shot her a curious glance. 
“What?”


“Nothing,” she said. 
“I’ll go let She-cat out of the bathroom.”


Listening to Tabby coo at the cat about what a good little cat
she’d been not to shred the curtains anymore, Jason carried his skates to the
hall closet and dropped them in the far corner.


Too bad the cat hadn’t shredded the curtains more.  At least then someone would have gotten some
use out of them.


Tabby walked up to his side and he turned for her skates.


“No, these go with me.”


“Okay.”  He couldn’t
really argue.  They were hers.  Although possibly they’d been in his
possession long enough he could stake a claim if he wanted.


“Pull out that box.”  She
pointed to the one he’d ripped open to remove her skates.


Oh hell.


What was she up to?


Why did he get the feeling the only shower he’d be taking this
afternoon would be cold?


“Why?” he asked, not sure he wanted to know the answer.


“I want my stuff.”


“Why?” he repeated.


“It’s time, isn’t it?” 
Her gaze met his.  “To let go of
the past, I mean.”


Maybe it was.  He sighed
and tugged the box to where he could get a good hold on it.  “Where do you want it?”


Her eyebrows wiggled. 
“Well, I’ll take the box on the coffee table in the living room.”


Jason laughed, despite the jitters in his stomach at what the
box held.


Memories.


Good and bad.


This box contained bits and pieces of his and Tabby’s time
together.  When he packed the box, anger
blinded him to what he stuck inside.  He
couldn’t even remember what all was in there. 
Anything he associated with her.


Well, anything that would fit inside a cardboard box.


He set the container down on the coffee table with more of a
thud than he’d meant too.


“You okay?” she asked, curling up on the sofa, She-cat rubbing
against her for attention.


He’d rub against her for attention too.


Anything besides go through this box with her, because he sure
as hell had never thought he’d be unpacking it with Tabby when he’d taped the
box closed.


Just went to prove that with life one never knew.


Apparently a snowball did have a chance in hell.  Because that’s the odds he would have given.


“What is it you hope to find, Tabby?”


“I’m not sure, but I’m curious as to what you kept.”  Her gaze met his and he sank onto the sofa
beside her.  “Why did you keep this
stuff?”


He shrugged and stared at the box as if it contained poisonous
snakes.  Poisonous snakes that all wanted
a piece of Jason Kelly for lunch.  “Hell
if I know.  Just didn’t feel right
throwing away things that weren’t mine.”


“And the painting?”


“The painting is mine.” 
He looked at her.  She didn’t
smile or gloat or even have an expression. 
Her eyes and facial expression didn’t give a thing away as to what she
was thinking or feeling.  Damn it.  “You gave it to me.”


Not that he’d looked at it in more than a year, not since he’d
sealed it and stored it in the back of the closet.


She didn’t comment, just lifted the flap on the box.  Her hand shook.


Maybe he wasn’t the only one expecting to get bit by the box’s
contents.



 

Did Tabitha really want to see what was in this box?


Why had she insisted upon this?


She hadn’t missed any of this stuff in the past two years.  It was highly unlikely there was something
she just couldn’t live without.


Like Pandora hadn’t had a choice when it came to taking a peek,
neither did Tabitha.


Even if the world would be a better place with the lid never
rising, she had to see.


She-cat meowed and cast a cynical look.  Even the cat knew she shouldn’t do this.


“I’m not sure why I’m so nervous,” she said, wondering why she
bothered to speak at all when she only managed to make herself sound stupid.


“Because some things are better left in the past,” Jason
suggested from beside her, staring at the box as if it contained wicked, evil
things.


“This box is one of them?”


He shrugged.  “Maybe.  You tell me.”


Determined to prove him wrong, she pulled out the item on top
and winced at the smiling image of she and Jason inside the black frame.  A photo snapped at an UT football game, one
of the first they’d gone to together.


“God, we look young,” Jason leaned closer to get a better look
at the picture.


“We were young.”


“It was only two years ago,” he reminded.


He was right.  Yet they
both seemed so much older, wiser now. 
She was wiser, surer of what she wanted from life.  The girl in the photo hadn’t had a clue
beyond the here and now.


She set down the frame next to the box and reached for the next
item.  Another picture.


One they’d taken on a weekend trip to Gatlinburg.


“Oh my God.  I’d forgotten
all about this.”


Although Jason hadn’t wanted too, she’d convinced him to stop in
one of the many photo shops and play dress up. 
She smiled.  Jason wore cowboy
garb and she wore a saloon girl costume.


“Let me see that.”  He
took the picture from her and whistled. 
“Damn, you made a great saloon girl.”


She flashed him a smile. 
“I was just thinking what a handsome cowboy you made.”


“Makes you want to saddle up and go for a ride, eh?” he teased,
handing her the frame.


“Jason,” she scolded, placing the frame next to the first
one.  “That weekend was so much fun.  Do you remember the cabin we rented?”


He snickered.  “I remember
the raccoons you fed.”


“Not on purpose.”  She
laughed at the memory.  “How was I to
know they’d come inside if I left the kitchen window up?  You could have warned me.”


“And missed the deadly scream in the middle of the night when
you discovered we had company?  Never.”


She slapped his shoulder. 
“Shame on you.  I could have been
scarred for life.”


“Those two raccoons definitely were.”  He laughed. 
“Bet you don’t leave your windows up any more.”


“No, although I haven’t been to Gatlinburg since that weekend.”


“Me either.”  His jaw
tensed.  “I’d suggest we should go up
there, see what the masked critters are up to, but there wouldn’t be any point,
would there?”


It would be so easy to just say yes, to agree to anything he
wanted that would keep her in his life, but they both deserved better.


Jason deserved the respectable wife he longed for, June “Annie”
Cleaver.  And Tabitha deserved a man who
would fight for her and love her no matter how much she messed up.  Jason might want to continue what they’d
started this weekend, but not enough to fight for their relationship.


“Sounds nice, but you’re right.” 
She didn’t meet his eyes.  “There
wouldn’t be any point.”


She pulled several more items from the box, oohing and aahing
over each one.  Then she pulled a stuffed
animal from the box.


A ratty looking toy cat who didn’t look too dissimilar to
She-cat.


Jason’s indrawn breath echoed the oxygen-deprived dizziness
sweeping through Tabitha.


“You gave me that cat,” he said.


“I gave you this cat,” she said.


They spoke at the same time, then laughed.


“You first,” she offered.


“No, you.”


“Okay.  I gave you this
the day after we made love for the first time.”


“The day after we met, Tabby,” he reminded.


“Yeah, that, too,” she agreed. 
“Our entire relationship was founded on sex from the beginning.”


Was that where they went wrong? 
By jumping right into the fire? 
If they’d gone slower, would they have found a way to make things work?


Tabitha sighed.


Jason didn’t comment.


“You called me Tabby-cat.” 
She ran her fingers over the plush multi-colored fake-fur.  “And the next day I saw this thing in a mall
window and bought it because it made me think of you.”


“I thought it was the ugliest cat I’d ever seen, but didn’t have
the heart to tell you.”


A smile tugged at her lips. 
“You were just afraid I’d get mad and not put out that night.”


“That too,” he agreed, taking the cat from her.  “Kinda looks like She-cat.”


“I thought the same thing.” 
She turned to the cat who eyed them both.  “What do you think, She-cat?  See any family resemblance?”


The cat blinked, yawned, and proceeded bathing herself as if she
couldn’t be bothered with loony humans.


“I don’t think she sees the connection.”  Jason handed the toy back to Tabitha.


“That’s yours.  I gave it
to you.”  She put it on the same side of
the box as the photos.  She wouldn’t take
his things.  “However, these go with me,”
she warned as she pulled a pair of thongs from the box.


“Damn, I’ll trade you.”


Tabitha laughed.  “No way
am I knowingly leaving my underwear here.”


“Fine,” he agreed, then winked. 
“I’ll just filch a new pair later this afternoon.”


Tabitha shook her head and dropped the underwear on her stack.


“What about these?”  She
pulled a brand new box of edible panties from the box.  “You were supposed to have used them.  I doubt they’re any good now.”  She turned the box over.  “Do these things have an expiration date or
what?”


Jason looked at the box. 
“You gave me those the night before…”


She knew what he was thinking, remembering.


Pain burned across her chest.


“The night before I slept with another man?”  Or so she’d let him think.


His eyes closed.  “Yeah,
that would be the night.  Maybe you
should have given them to him.”


She didn’t know what to say. 
She’d let him think…no, she wouldn’t go there.  Just going through this box was enough.


She dropped the panties on the floor.  “We’ll just throw those away.  I think they’d leave a sour taste in your
mouth now.”  She took a deep breath and
hurried on.  “You should have used them.”


He snorted.  “Put your
underwear on another woman?  Get
real.  I should have thrown them out a
long time ago.”


She rushed through the remaining items in the box, divvying out
without really paying attention to what they were. 


Jason leaned back against the sofa, eyes closed.  She-cat took advantage of his lap space and
curled on him, purring like she was in heaven.


“You have, haven’t you?” she asked after several silent moments.


“Have what?”


“Had sex.”


He sighed.  “Yes.”


“I thought so.”


His eyes opened.  “Surely
you didn’t think you’d warped me for all time?”


“No.”  She hadn’t thought
that.  Why she even asked about a subject
she really didn’t want to know about, she wasn’t sure.  A deep ceded need burned within her.  She had to know.  “Do you love me, Jason?”


“No.”  His answer was
immediate, without the slightest hesitation.


She wiped her sweaty palms over her jeans, and dug back into the
box.  “I’m sorry.  I have no right to pry into your personal
life or ask you such things.”


“So why did you?” he surprised her by asking.


What could she say?


She was a masochist longing for emotional punishment for her
many sins?  Because she’d used sex to
find a ready solution to their problems and hurt them both in the process.  Could they have broken the cycle they’d
fallen into without her having done something so drastic as to make him think
she’d slept with another man?


“Because the thought of you with anyone else hurts,” she
admitted, pulling another item from the box.


“Oh, Tabby.  That is lame
coming from you.”  His hand covered
She-cat, stroking the cat gently, although visible tension coursed through
him.  “I walked in on you with another
man.”


The words practically spat from his mouth.


“I was scared,” she admitted the truth out loud for the first
time ever, planning to elaborate, to try to tell Jason everything.


“And he was scaring the boogie man out from under your sofa?” he
interrupted before she could go on.  He sat
the cat on the sofa and stood, pacing across the floor.  The muscles in his neck knotted.  “Don’t feed me that garbage.”


“I—”


He held up his hand.  “Why
are we even discussing this?  It isn’t
like we’re trying to work through the problems of the past.  We’re not. 
All we’re doing is screwing each other. 
It’s all we’ve ever done to each other. 
All we’ll ever do to each other.”









 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter
Eleven


 


Deny it, Jason mentally begged. 
Tell me how wrong I am.  That we have a future together.


“I should gather my
things.”  Tabby stood, brushed her pants
off, and turned, but not before he saw the glisten to her eyes.


Jason swore under his breath and grabbed her arm.  “Don’t.”


“I’m not leaving.  Not yet,” she assured, not pulling free from
his grasp.


“I’m sorry.”  And he
was.  Sorry they’d fought.  Although compared to the roes they’d had two
years ago, on a scale of one to ten this one barely rated a percentage.  Most of their disagreements had soared off
the charts.


“Me, too.  I shouldn’t
have asked to go through the box.”


“Why not?  You have a
right to take your belongings.”


“The thing is I’m not really sure I want to take any of that
stuff, Jason.”  She stared at the items
she’d set out.  “I mean all it’ll do is
remind me of you.”


“Is that a bad thing?  I
mean, maybe it’s time we can think of each other without hating the other.”


Not that he ever really hated her.  He’d wanted too.  Especially that first night.  First week. 
But even then he hadn’t been able to get past the much stronger emotions
running through him for Tabby.


“What about me?”  She
challenged, her gaze lifting from the table to stare at him.  “When you think of me, is it in a good way or
a bad way?”


He sighed.  “Like I said,
it’s time things changed.”


“So when we think of each other, we can think of this weekend
instead of the way things ended two years ago?”


“Sounds like a reasonable goal to me.”


Jason liked goals.  Goals
achieved validated one’s efforts, kept one on the right track.  None of his long term goals included a sassy
redhead, though.


“But once this weekend passes you’ll move on to another woman
and try not to think of me at all?”


A loaded question if he ever heard one.


“You’ll always be a part of me, Tabby.”  Good or bad, it was the truth.  “Nothing, no other woman, can change that.”


“Unfortunately?”


“Now you’re just pressing your luck,” he warned, pulling her
around to face him.  “What happened is in
the past.  It hurt like hell, but it’s
done with.”


And a part of him almost believed his words.  Another part wrapped around the anger to keep
it from exploding from him.


“I’m sorry I hurt you, Jason.” 
Her gaze met his.  Tears
glimmered, giving her green eyes a jeweled appearance.  “Really, really sorry.”


Damn.  He’d been the
injured party, yet he wanted to comfort her, wanted to wipe the pain from her
face.


“God you twist me into a million pieces, Tabby.”


“I don’t mean to.”  She
stepped closer, inches from him, but not touching.


“Yes, you do,” he accused.


“Well, maybe a little,” she admitted, swatting her eyes with her
free hand.


He closed his eyes, took a deep breath.  “It doesn’t matter now.”


Did it?  Did any of this
weekend matter beyond the here and now?  He
wasn’t sure.


He let out a long exhale, grimaced at the heavy truth weighing
upon his shoulders.  “You’re leaving
soon, aren’t you?”


She watched him a moment, seemed to come to some monumental
conclusion, then nodded.  “It’s time.”


“I don’t want you to go yet.” 
The words wretched out of him like sweat droplets of blood.  He didn’t want her to know how conflicted he
was, how much he hated the thought of her leaving him.


“No, not yet,” she agreed. 
“But soon.”


He laced his fingers with hers and squeezed, needing to feel connected
to her, needing to hold on to the one woman who made him feel steady and
out-of-control all at the same time.  Who
tore up his insides and left him in emotional tatters.  He wanted to shake her for past hurts.  He wanted to wrap his arms around her and
never let go.


“Let me make love to you one last time,” he finally said.


She hesitated, and for a moment he thought she was going to deny
him, but instead she nodded.  “I’d like
that.”


Hands clasped, they walked to his bedroom.


“So this is it.  The last
time I’ll ever hold you,” he said as she faced him, standing in front of his
bed.  His dull brown bed.  How had he never noticed how dull this room
was?


Because nothing had ever reflected the disparity the way Tabby
did?


“Looks that way.”  She
shivered beneath his touch, arching into his caress.  “Guess we should make it one for the record
books.”


“This whole weekend is one for the record books, Tabby.”


She nodded, reaching out to touch his face.  “I’ll never forget you, Jason.  I tried before, but I never could.  I don’t even want to try anymore.”


“No, I imagine not.”  Just
as he’d never forget her.  He hugged her
to him and held her, breathing in her sweet musky scent, feeling her heart beat
against his.


He wasn’t sure how long they stood that way, a lifetime or a
second.  Time stopped and the world
narrowed down to just the two of them.


She looked up, met his gaze, and he kissed her.


A tender loving of his lips to hers.


Callused roughness over silky smoothness, he raked his hands
over her body easing her clothes off, letting them fall to the floor one piece
at a time.


His heart thundered, feeling like the first time, knowing it was
the last.


Her hands snaked under his t-shirt and lifted it over his
head.  She undid his jeans and shucked
them and his underwear down his legs, over his bare feet.


When they both stood naked, touching, kissing, he lowered her
onto his comforter and stared down at the contrast of her beauty against the
blandness.  Tabby was full of life,
energy, color.  His life had been sadly lacking
from the moment he’d walked out of her apartment, never to look back.


He’d been a fool.  He
should have fought for her two years ago despite what he’d seen, despite how
angry he’d been.  If he had it to do
over, he wouldn’t have let her push him away with such ease.


She had pushed.


Damn.


“What?” she asked, staring up at him, her eyes bright with
emotion, her mouth tempting, her body beneath him, warm and willing.


“Just you.”  Because he
didn’t know what else to say.  The past
was in the past and no matter how much he wanted to change what had happened,
he couldn’t.  All they had was this
moment.  He wouldn’t waste another minute
with recriminations.  Time enough for
that after she was gone.


Her lips curved.  “Just
me, Jason.  Now, kiss me.”


He did, but he refused to give in to the pace Tabby attempted to
set.  She wanted fast and furious.  Like in the kitchen.  He wouldn’t give it to her.  Not this last time.


This time he was going to make love to her.


If more of his heart got involved than was supposed to, he’d deal
with that later.  For now he planned to
give Tabby everything, to make her head spin and her body clench with pleasure,
with him.


But not just her body.


He wanted to make love to her mind as well.


To her heart and soul.


For the rest of her life, he wanted Tabby to remember him and
this afternoon.  The laughs, the looks, the
feel of his hands on her body, everything.


That’s what he wanted to give her.


Everything.


To brand her with him so that her mind would forever be filled
with him.



 

With each feathery touch of Jason’s hands, his lips, over her
body, Tabitha grew more aware.  Aware
that something was different.


What was he doing?


Making love to her, that’s what he’d said.


That’s exactly what it felt like.


But it wasn’t.


He didn’t love her.


He’d said so.


Good thing he’d told her, because otherwise she might believe he
did.


This was sex.  Sweet,
tender, worshipful sex, but just sex all the same.


He kissed her kneecap. 
His lips caressing her skin with a tender gentleness that sent shivers
to her core.  Then he nuzzled the
other.  Tabby moaned.


His palms massaged and caressed ever inch of her body, starting
at her feet and working his way up her calves, her thighs, skipping over where
she ached for him, and laving at her belly, between her breasts.  He nuzzled higher, placing soft wet kisses at
a particularly sensitive spot in the crook of her neck that made her hips grind
against his thigh.


What sweet torture.


“Jason, I need you.”


He shifted above her, raised up on his elbows.  His brown eyes searched hers, for what she
wasn’t sure.


“Tell me, Tabby,” he encouraged, his thigh tensing against her
wet heat.  “What do you need?”


He didn’t so much as blink as he waited for her answer.  But Tabby could feel his heaviness pressing
against her, knew exactly what she needed. 
What went beyond the physical and to the man himself.  Jason. 
She needed Jason.


“Make love to me.”


He reached onto his nightstand and picked up the condom box and
shook out a condom.  “Last one.  Guess that’s appropriate.”


She didn’t comment.


To do so might make her cry.


Now wasn’t the time for tears. 
Just rejoicing in Jason.


He donned the condom, laced his fingers with hers, remained
elevated off her.


Tabitha felt herself giving to him.  No man had ever felt this good to a
woman.  Never.  Couldn’t possibly have.


Slow and steady, over and over. 
When she whimpered with the first signs of an orgasm, his gaze bore into
her, urging her higher and higher.


Tabitha had never experienced anything quite like this.  Not even between them.  Eyes wide-open sex to where the man was more
interested in her face, her expression, her pleasure than anything else.  Emotional, mental pleasure as much as
physical.  Although the emotional, mental
brought the physical to a whole new plane.


The emotional, mental part of what he was doing to her seemed
surreal.  As if he really did love her
and was trying to show her what he couldn’t say with words.


Fine.


She’d pour her heart into showing him just how much she loved
him.


“Jason,” she whimpered, closing her eyes.


“Open your eyes, Tabby.”


She opened her eyes.


“Look at me.  Come with
me,” he seduced with his whispered words as heat built inside her.


“Yes.”  She nodded, afraid
to say more in case words of need spilled from her lips.


“Do you feel the magic, Tabby?”


Oh yeah, she felt it.  Her
body tightened, every muscle contracting into a spasm that had her back
arching.  Her fingers dug into his and
she bit into her lower lip.  But she kept
her gaze locked with Jason’s as her body went into meltdown, locked with his as
he slowed his pace even more, but didn’t stop while he let her drift back to
earth.


“Mmm,” she said, fighting to keep her eyes on him and not rolled
back in her head.


“Ready for the next round?”


Not waiting for her answer, he kissed her, deep, slow, rich.  His hips matched the tortuous rhythm of his
mouth.


Tabby wanted to beg for more, but his mouth covered hers and she
could barely breathe, much less talk.


He ground deeper and deeper, surer and surer.  Tabby whimpered into his mouth, kissing him
back, loving him.


Her eyes closed and he bit her tongue.


She snapped her gaze back to his.


Slower.  Deeper.  Magic.


Stars exploded in front of her eyes.  Stars that started in Jason’s gaze and shot
out like colorful meteorites bursting into millions of pieces.


Jason’s jaw clenched, his hold tightened, and he cried out as he
battled to keep control, losing his fight in a glorious cataclysmic explosion.


He collapsed and Tabitha cradled his head against her, kissed
his sweaty face.


She loved him.  She
supposed she always had, that she’d always known she was his.


But he would never be hers. 
Not really.  Not beyond the
physical because she could never be what he really wanted, what he needed from
the woman in his life.


She knew that, had always known that.  Wasn’t that why she’d bit her tongue and not
told him the truth about the night he’d walked in on her and Jeremy?


She’d done the right thing then, would do the right thing now.


A tear ran down her cheek, spilling onto the pillow.


It was time to go.



 

Jason watched Tabby pack and struggled not to beg her to stay.


What would it hurt if she stayed until morning?


Not
that letting go of her would be any easier with the passing of another night.


Facing facts, letting go of Tabby would never be easy.


He leaned against his headboard;
pillows propped beneath him, and watched her throw her belongings back into the
purple bag he’d carried up for her just two nights ago.


Two nights and she impacted his life more than any other woman
could with two decades.


She glanced around the room, checking to make sure she wasn’t
leaving anything behind, then met his gaze.


She didn’t smile, didn’t frown, just looked.


“Guess it’s that time,” he said.


She nodded.


He dragged himself from the bed and pulled a pair of gym shorts
and a Kelly Construction T-shirt from a drawer. 
“I’ll carry your bag down for you.”


“I’ve got to get She-cat and her stuff, too.”


He wasn’t sure if she was telling him or just talking to herself
out loud.


Damn, he’d even miss the cat.


He slid his clothes on and picked up the bag.  Might as well get this one carried out.  “Where’s your keys?”


She dug in her little black purse and handed them to him.  “Here.”


A smart man would have hidden her keys and trapped her here
forever.


But he didn’t want to trap her.


At this point he wasn’t sure what he wanted.


Peace?


Maybe that was it.


He’d never have any peace with Tabby around.  She wasn’t a peaceful woman.  So many thoughts and emotions swirled through
his mind he couldn’t make sense of them all. 
All he knew was he didn’t want to let her go, but that he would.


He took the bag and stowed it in her trunk.


When he walked back into his apartment, she stood with the bag
of cat supplies she’d purchased at the vet’s.


“I’m not sure how to bring his litter box,” she said, shifting a
bag in her arms.


“If it spills, it’ll make a mess in your car.”


“Let’s just dump it and I’ll bring the box and fill it back up,”
she logically suggested.


Apparently he hadn’t been thinking as the simple solution hadn’t
occurred to him.  Maybe there was just as
simple a solution for them that also hadn’t occurred to him.  Perhaps if he could convince her to stay just
a little longer he’d come up with some brilliant reason why she shouldn’t ever
go.


But nothing brilliant was coming to mind.  Damn.


“I’ll take care of it.” 
He went to his bathroom, bagged up the litter, tossed it, and carried
the plastic bin down to her car.


Tabitha, holding She-cat, stood next to the open driver’s
door.  He glanced inside the car.  The bag of the cat’s things lay in the back
seat.


She was ready to leave.


“Don’t go,” he heard himself say despite his earlier decision
not to.  Not a brilliant declaration, but
an honest plea.


Tabitha smiled weakly, stood on her tiptoes and kissed his
cheek.  “Thanks for a wonderful weekend, Jason.”


She turned and put the cat into the car.  She-cat meowed from the driver’s seat, then
climbed into the passenger seat and curled up on the soft leather to watch
them.


When Tabby faced him, he took a deep breath.


It was over.  Really
hadn’t even started again.  This weekend
had been a no-commitment necessary sex-fest. 
Every man’s dream.


“I guess it’s goodbye, then.” 
Gravity increased its pull on his heart, making it sink into the pit of
his stomach.  Making his stomach roil,
his pulse bound.


“Goodbye, Jason Kelly.  Have a nice life.”  She brushed a kiss to his lips, then got into
the car before he could deepen the embrace.


As if she’d known he would try to convince her to stay longer,
if only for a few more hours.


He watched her back out of the parking space.  The fall wind nipped through the thin cotton
of his shorts and shirt, biting into his flesh, chilling him to the bone.


“Goodbye, Tabby-cat.”









 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter Twelve



 

“So, you’re saying she swept in, spent the weekend in bed with
you, then vanished back out of your life?” Lori said, her mouth gaping with
disbelief.


“That about sums it up.”  Jason
didn’t feel like having this particular conversation.  Finding his sister waiting in her car when he
arrived home from another exhausting day on the job hadn’t improved his mood.


It had been a helluva long week and he didn’t need to be assaulted
with twenty questions.


He needed sleep.  Not that
he’d gotten any last night.


Or any other night this week.


No, he’d lain in bed breathing in Tabby’s scent that lingered on
his pillows.  A scent that probably still
lingered because he’d refused to change the sheets.  Doubted he’d change them until the scent
faded completely.


Pathetic.


“So, when’s she coming back?” Lori asked, apparently not quite following
the event of things.


“She’s not.”


Damn it all to hell.


He unlocked his apartment door and, not waiting on an
invitation, she followed him inside.


“Look, sis, I put in a twelve hour day and have a ton of
paperwork to do tonight.  Hate to rush
you off, but I need a shower and dinner and—“


“And you want me to leave. 
I take it that means you’re not going to Dad’s?”  Lori frowned at him.  “Are you okay?”


Two Saturday nights in a row he’d forgotten about visiting his
father.  This wasn’t a good trend.


“I’m fine, but I’m not sure I can handle seeing Dad tonight.”


“You don’t look fine,” she unnecessarily pointed out.


“You work all day on a construction site and see how you
look.”  He ran a hand through his grimy
hair.  Today hadn’t gone well.  A shipment of supplies needed a week ago
still hadn’t arrived, five of the crew had called in sick, they were barely on
schedule which meant barely within budget, and he’d caught himself daydreaming
about Tabby so many times it scared him.


“Okay, I shouldn’t have been waiting on your doorstep when you got
home.  I know you weren’t expecting me
for another hour.”  She ran her gaze over
him.  “Or not at all.  But I couldn’t help coming by early.  I just knew you’d have good news to share
with me.”


“Good news?”


She shot him a duh look. 
“About you and Tabitha.  I wanted
you to tell me you’re back together.”


“No.”


She clucked her tongue, apparently confounded.


Fine.  He was confounded,
too.


All week thoughts of Tabby haunted him.  Thoughts of the past, of mistakes made on
both their parts, of all the reasons she’d let him think the worst of her, and
of the future.  A future that loomed
ahead, passionless and cold.


“When she called last Friday,” Lori said, squinting her eyes at
him.  “I’d have sworn she’d come to her
senses and realized you two were made for each other.”


“Yeah, well, we weren’t.” 
Did he really believe that? 
Maybe, maybe not.  That was the
problem.  No matter how he analyzed
Tabby, he couldn’t figure out where things stood between them, where he wanted
things to stand.  He wanted Tabby, but he
wanted a wife and children.  He lusted
after Tabby, but there was more to life than lust.  Whether he wanted to or not, he cared for
Tabby, but he didn’t trust her.  Nor was
she the kind of woman he envisioned being Suzy Homemaker and Mother-of-the-Year
like what he wanted in a wife and mother of his children.


“I never did understand why you two broke things off so
suddenly,” Lori mused, pulling Jason from his introspection.  “I mean, you fought all the time, but you
always made up.”  She blasted him with an
accusing look.  “Why not that last time?”


He hadn’t told her why, hadn’t told anyone.


What had been the point?


But what was the point in keeping this to himself?  He needed to get it out, all out, in the
open.


“Because I walked into her apartment and caught her in bed with
another man.  Some things are
forgivable.  Some aren’t,” he said more
harshly than he should have spoken to his sister since she wasn’t the one who
had him tied into knots.


Lori gasped.  “She
didn’t.”


He snorted without humor.


“Why would she do that?” Lori sounded confounded.


“Because she could? 
Because she was mad at me? 
Because she wanted to hurt me?  You
tell me why the hell that woman does anything she does.”


Lori winced, plopping down on his sofa.  Shock bleached her face to color similar to
his towels.  “And to think I always
blamed you…”


Now that caught his attention. 
“Blamed me?  Why the hell would
you have thought it was my fault?”


She cast him another duh look. 
“Because you were always trying to change her.  To make her into something she wasn’t.”


“No, I wasn’t.”  But he
had done just that.  He’d wanted Tabby
for the vibrant woman she was, yet he’d constantly pushed her toward being
something that she wasn’t because it fit his image of what he thought a wife
and mother should be.  Not that Tabby had
ever wanted to be either.


But he’d wanted her in that role, but as his image of that role
rather than as Tabitha Sterling.


“Personally, I always thought you were trying to make her into
your idea of Mom, but regardless you were always pushing her buttons, trying to
put her in a box.”  Lori’s gaze met his and
she winced again.  “She cheated on
you?  I don’t understand why she’d do
that.”


He sank on to the opposite end of his sofa, convinced his sister
wasn’t going to leave unless he physically tossed her out.  No matter that he was tired and hungry or
that they were supposed to go to their father’s for their regular Saturday
evening visit.


“She loved you,” Lori said, shaking her head in confusion.  “It just doesn’t make sense.”


“She didn’t love me,” he quickly denied.


“Oh, get off it.  She did
love you.”  Lori waved her hand in the
air dismissively.  “She worshipped the
ground your muddy work boots walked on.”


“If you say so.”  A woman
in love didn’t sleep with another man.


Unless the man she loved pushed her into the other man’s arms
because he’d been too damned stubborn to see what he was doing to her, to their
relationship.


Damn.


“I say so,” Lori smugly pronounced, typical know it all woman
that she was.


This conversation had gone on long enough.  Too long. 
“I don’t want to talk about Tabitha anymore.  Not ever again.”  He leaned his head back against the sofa and
stared at the ceiling.  “Give me fifteen
minutes to shower and I’ll be ready to go to Dad’s.”


“He’ll ask about Tabby,” Lori warned.


“Yeah, he can’t remember us from week to week, but after not
seeing her for two years he knew exactly who she was.  Figures.”


“You okay with that?”


“I’ll deal.”  He
shrugged.  “I’m a guy.  The woman came into my life, gave me a
weekend of great sex, then disappeared. 
What more could I ask for?”


“What indeed?”  Lori
rolled her eyes.  “And don’t try to feed
me that ‘I’m a guy’ garbage as if you’ll ever convince me that you’re one of
the bad guys.”


“I thought you just said you blamed me for mine and Tabby’s
break up.”


“That doesn’t mean I thought you were a bad guy,” she
clarified.  “You’re not, just misguided
at times, and I’m not only saying that because you’re my brother.”


“You’re saying it because?”


She shot yet another duh look his way.  “It’s true. 
Now go wash off so we can go see Dad.”


Jason stepped into his bedroom and stopped short as his gaze
collided with vivid green eyes.


Tabitha.


In all her beauty sprawled across an oil-canvas.


Why had he uncovered the painting?


Why had he propped it on his dresser?


Why did he stare at it night after night?


He should have left it in the closet.  His gaze lowered to the framed Gatlinburg
photo.  He should have packed the other
items and returned them to the closet. 
Or better yet, he should get rid of all of it.


The painting, the pictures, the damn stuffed cat.


Why keep items that reminded him of the past?  A past that was all muddled in his mind.  He’d thought he knew exactly what had
happened between him and Tabby, had thought she was the one to blame.  Now he knew he hadn’t been as innocent as he’d
liked to believe, but what did that knowledge really change?


It was time quit living in the past and to put the future into
motion.



 

Tabitha tapped her fuzzy cartoon covered slippered foot at her
sister and glared from eyes that felt as if someone had dipped them in pickle
juice.  Crying all the time did that to a
girl.


 “It’s Saturday
night.  Why aren’t you out on a date?”
Jenny asked as she pushed her way into Tabitha’s apartment.


“Why aren’t you?” Tabby flung back.


“Because I had to come see if you were back in the land of the
living yet.”  Jenny’s gaze raked over her
from head to toe.  “Nope, you’re not.”


Tabitha frowned.  “What
makes you say that?  I’m living.”


“Because you’re still dressing demurely.  Tabitha Sterling does not dress
demurely.  I didn’t even know you owned
such clothes.  It’s like you’re in
mourning or something.  Except for the
slippers, and those are a nice touch and pure you.”


Tabitha followed Jenny into the kitchen, noticing for the first
time that her sister carried Chinese take-out bags from their favorite
restaurant.


“I’m not hungry,” she automatically said.  Food hadn’t done a thing for her this
week.  Not that she’d eaten much.  Food just settled in her stomach like a big
fat rock and she hadn’t been hungry anyway.


“Ask me if I care.”  Jenny
gave her that I’m-your-sister-and-your-going-to-do-as-I-say look.  “You’re eating.”


Tabitha blinked.  “Excuse
me?”


“The last time Jason dumped you, you lost fifteen pounds.  You didn’t have fifteen pounds to lose then,
and you don’t now.  Eat before I whip out
a bib and do the honors myself.”  She
waved the food in Tabby’s direction, then set it on the bar.


“I’d like to see you try, short stuff.”


Jenny took a menacing step forward.


“Okay, I’ll eat.”  Not
that she was scared of Jenny or anything. 
But the glint in her sister’s eyes said Jenny would think nothing of
wrestling her to the floor and stuffing her mouth full of Chinese.


“Good.”  Jenny pointed to
the bag.  “Get to it.”


Tabitha pulled a carton from the bag and sighed in mock
protest.  “You’re so bossy.”


“I took lessons from the best.”


“Compliments will get you everywhere.”  Tabitha stared at the carton of Chinese.  Would it taste like rubber the way everything
else did this week?


“You’re not going to distract me.”  Jenny crossed her arms.  “I’m not leaving until you’ve eaten.”


“Not that it would hurt me to lose a few pounds, but I’ll
freaking eat if it makes you happy.”


“It makes me happy and from the looks of things you’ve already
lost a few pounds.”


Tabitha glanced down.  Had
she?  She hadn’t noticed.  Hadn’t noticed much of anything this week
except the lonely emptiness of her bed.


“Are you sure you’re not really the big sister?” she asked.


“I’m definitely the one with the most gray hairs and you’ve
given me more than mom this week.”


“Mom?  What’s up with
her?”  Tabitha took a bite of the rice
and chicken and swallowed without ever tasting it.  Best way to avoid the rubber.


“Nothing.  She’s as happy
as a clam and taking her meds as prescribed. 
Good thing, too, because I might not be able to handle it if she went
over the bend while you’re in this foul daze.”


“I’m not in a foul daze.”


“Okay, you’re love sick over Jason Kelly.”


“Am not.”


“Are too.”


“Am not.”


“Are too.”  Jenny tilted
her head with more than a little know-it all defiance.


“Puh-leeze.”  Tabitha
rolled her eyes and gulped down another bite of rice and chicken.


Jenny watched like a mother hen while Tabitha forced several
more bites down, praying they didn’t come back up.


“So, you never did tell me, did you do it?”


Tabitha’s gaze shot up. 
“What do you mean did I do it?  Of
course I did it.  I told you I spent the
whole weekend in bed with him.”


And on the kitchen counter and the living room sofa and…she had
to stop thinking about him this way. 
She’d done the right thing and walked out of his life before the fights
had started back.  Jason could move on
and find the woman of his dreams.


If he hadn’t already found her in Annie.  What if they were on their first date
tonight?  What if?


No, she had to stop thinking about Jason.


“Sex or making love?”


“God, you’re nosy.”


“I’m your sister,” Jenny scoffed.  “It’s my job.”


“Sex.”  She wouldn’t tell
her sister about that last time, about how Jason had made her feel loved and
cherished.  That had been personal and
not something to be shared over Chinese take-out.


“So, did a weekend of having sex with Jason cure you?” Jenny
asked matter-of-factly before tearing open a carton of food.


Tabitha swore her uterus contracted with grief.  “Do I look cured to you?”


Jenny chop-sticked a bite and glanced up at Tabitha.  “You look like hell.”


“Gee, thanks.  I love you,
too.”


“And Jason, do you love him?”


“I don’t want to talk about Jason anymore.  Or think about him.”


Jenny let the words settle a few minutes before saying, “And in
the mean time of you not thinking about Jason or talking about him, you’ve
adopted the world’s ugliest cat.”


“Don’t call her that. 
That’s what Jason said about She-cat. 
She’s very sensitive about the issue.”


“Yeah, I can tell by how she’s still curled up asleep on your
sofa.  And for the record, you’re talking
about him again.”


Because no matter how much she tried she couldn’t seem to get Jason
out of her head.  “How did you know
that’s where she was?” she asked, rather than address the Jason remark.


“That’s where she’s been every time I’ve been here.  If I didn’t know better I’d swear the cat was
in mourning with you.”


She-cat did seem subdued since arriving at Tabitha’s condo.  She supposed it was possible the cat missed Jason,
too.  Or preferred Jason’s no pets
allowed apartment.


Tabitha chewed another bite and stared at her sister.  “You think I’m crazy, don’t you?”


“I know you’re crazy, but that’s beside the point.”  Jenny waved her chopsticks at Tabitha.  “It took you two years and the pretense of
needing sexual healing to search out Jason and you’re just going to walk
away?  Ridiculous.”


“Y’all were right.  I did
need sexual healing.”


“Whatever.”  Jenny
dismissed.  “My point is that you care
about Jason.”  She picked up her box and
chop-sticked a big bite.  “So what
happened this time?  For that matter,
what happened last time?”


“He thought I slept with Jeremy Rogers.”


“He thought what?” 
Jenny’s rice and chicken fell and, hearing the sound of food hitting the
kitchen floor, She-cat magically appeared to clean up the mess.


“You heard me.”  Tabitha
stared at She-cat, determined not to let the censure in Jenny’s eyes get to
her.  Nice thing about having an animal
in the house.  You never had to clean up
spilt food.


If only cleaning up one’s life were as simple.


Cleaning.  The image of
she and Jason in his kitchen flooded her, caused heat to rush into her
cheeks.  Elsewhere.


“He thought you slept with another man this weekend?”


Pulled from her hot thoughts, Tabitha rolled her eyes.  She’d known better than to tell Jenny.  For two years she’d kept the bloody truth to
herself, why spill the beans-—or the rice and chicken—-now?  First to Jason and now to Jenny.  “Not this weekend.  On the night Jason and I broke up.”


“What the hell did he think that for?  And who the heck is Jeremy Rogers?  And please tell me you didn’t really sleep
with him.”


She shrugged and went for flippant.  That had to be better than despondent and
broken-hearted.  “Jeremy was this guy in
my circle of friends who’d flirted outrageously with me on several
occasions.  I knew he wanted me.  After mine and Jason’s big roe, I went
out.  Jeremy was there, bought me a
drink.”  Tabby shrugged again, as if the
words she spoke didn’t drive nails into her heart.  “He looked hot in his jeans, smelled good,
and promised me a real good time.”


Jenny gasped.  “I didn’t
think it was possible for anything you did to shock me after knowing you my
whole life, but I oughtta slap you.”  She
gasped again.  “I would slap you if I
believed you.”


“Slap away, because it’s true.” 
Tabitha sat her container down on the counter and sighed.  “Jason and I had fought.  Bad. 
Again.”  She shivered at the
memory.  “Screamed and yelled at each
other to the point I just wanted to put my hands over my ears and make it all
go away.  Like how mom used to get during
one of her tirades.”  She took a deep
breath and forced herself onward.  “I
went out to a club, probably looking for trouble, truth be told.  Jeremy was there, sympathetic to the cause
and he promised to make me feel better, and…” Tabitha shrugged again.


“And you slept with him and told Jason?  You idiot.”


“I didn’t tell Jason and I didn’t really have sex with Jeremy.”  Tabitha stared at She-Cat.  “Jason always came back to my apartment a few
hours after he left in a huff.  Nothing
ever changed.  We’d fight.  He’d leave. 
He’d come back.  We’d make up and
have sex.  Happened time and again like a
broken record with nothing really ever changing between us.  Nothing ever got resolved.”


Jenny’s eyes rounded. 
“Tell me he didn’t walk in on you with this Jeremy guy.”


“Okay.”  Tabitha looked
down at She-cat licking her paws.  “So I
won’t tell you.”


“He did.  He walked in on
you screwing around with some guy you picked up in a bar.  You argued with Jason and he thought you had
make-up sex with someone else?”  Jenny
winced.  “I’m surprised Jason didn’t
murder you both.”


“Well, there for a few minutes I thought he might.”  More memories of that night came rushing
back.  Jason’s face pale, then bright red
as he stood in the bedroom doorway staring at her lying on her sofa with Jeremy
kissing her with icky wet kisses.


Hell, she was pretty sure Jeremy had gotten off on the fact Jason
had caught them.  The two men always had
barely restrained themselves from cock fighting.  Jeremy hadn’t even been in the same weight
class as Jason.  Like a newbie matched up
against a heavy weight champion.  But
testosterone flew when Jeremy and Jason occupied the same room.  Had she intentionally chosen a man she knew Jason
detested?


“He should have strangled you both.”


“Possibly.”  She couldn’t
imagine how she would have felt if the situation were reversed, if she walked
in on Jason with another woman. 
Strangling would be a mild description of what she’d want to do.  “I didn’t actually have sex with him.  Jason just thought we did.”


“But you were making out with this guy?”


She couldn’t deny it.  She
had let Jeremy kiss her, run his hands over her body.  Through her clothes, but she had let
him.  All because she’d known Jason would
catch them.


“How could you, Tabitha? 
I mean, really?  That is so
beneath you.”


She sucked in a breath.  How
could she make her sister understand something that in retrospect she wasn’t so
sure she even understood?  Just at the
time she’d felt claustrophobic, caught in a downward whirlwind that if she
hadn’t gotten out of she’d known was going to destroy her and Jason, too.


“I couldn’t take the fights any more,” she admitted.  “Our entire relationship had reached the
point of fighting followed by make-up sex.  We were on a constant rollercoaster of highs
and lows.  Yet neither Jason nor I could
let the other go.  I was to the point I’d
started resenting him, believed he resented his feelings for me.  So I ended our relationship the only way I
knew that would truly bring things to a halt before we destroyed each other.”  Her hand shook.  “I never wanted to hate Jason and I might
have had we gone on that way very much longer. 
He wanted me to be something I wasn’t and I resented that I wasn’t
enough.”


“Oh.  My.  God,” Jenny cried.  “You let him believe…you wanted him mad…all
this time…you…Tabitha!


Tabitha nodded, fighting the moisture gathering in her
eyes.  “Despite the fact that I care
about him, have always cared about him, it was the right thing to do.”  It had been, hadn’t it?  “I don’t recall actually thinking through
what I did, but I knew he’d come back for me, would find me with Jeremy, and
that he wouldn’t forgive me.  We were on
a self-destructive path.  One where we
dragged the other down.”


“Don’t you think you should have suggested,” Jenny struggled for
an appropriate response.  “Couples
therapy or something?  I don’t know.  Anything, but making out with someone else.”


Did Jenny really think she’d made the decision she had
lightly?  Okay, so she hadn’t thought
about it much prior to making the decision, but she’d thought about it a lot
since.  When she’d been sitting in that
bar and Jeremy hit on her, sex seemed the perfect solution.  A solution that would jolt she and Jason from
the vicious cycle they’d fallen into. 
Permanently.  And although she
hadn’t been able to actually go through with having sex with Jeremy, Jason
thought she had and it had worked.


“A therapist would have been able to retire on Jason and I’s
problems.  We were selfish and both wanted
things our way and neither of us was willing to compromise.  Jason wouldn’t have walked away from me any
other way.”


Deep in her heart she knew this was true.  Jason placed loyalty up there as a top
priority.  He gave it and expected it in
return.  In his eyes, she’d betrayed him
in the worst way imaginable.


“If he could have, he’d have done so long before.”  She sighed. 
“And I couldn’t walk away from him. 
It was the only way.  As crazy as
it sounds, it was the right thing to do.”


Just as it had been right for her to walk away from his
apartment without trying to hang on to something that could only be a fantasy.


“Let me get this straight.” 
Jenny rubbed her temple, trying to make sense of Tabitha’s
admission.  “After thinking you slept
with another man on the very day ya’ll broke up, you show up at his apartment
two years later and he still took you in for a weekend of hot sex?”


Tabitha’s head dropped, weighing too much to hold up.  “He did.”


“What’s wrong with this picture? 
I know why you were there, but what about him?  Why would Jason agree go along?”


She had wondered how he’d greet her, if he’d turn her away.  That’s why she’d gone to him in full sex
kitten mode.  Because if he’d rejected
her physically, that she could have handled, but if she’d gone to him heart in
hand and he’d turned her away…no, she wouldn’t even think about it.


Lifting her shoulders and meeting her sister’s eyes, she
shrugged.  “Nothing wrong with a weekend
of hot sex with an old flame, Jen.”


Jenny threw her hands into the air.  “The man’s as warped as you are if that’s what
this weekend was about.”


“Yep.”


“Either that, or the flame still burns, which is what I
believe.”


Oh, it burned all right. 
Hot and wicked.  But that was just
sex.


Sex with Jason wasn’t enough.


She wanted the whole shebang.


A happily ever after with her Prince Charming.


Jason.


Impossible.


“You gonna eat the rest of that?”  Jenny pointed to Tabitha’s box.


“No, take it.”


Jenny did, scooped out a big chunk and surprised Tabby by
feeding it to She-cat, who up to that point had been rubbing against Jenny’s
leg.


“You’re spoiling my cat.”


“She’s butt ugly.  It’s
the least I can do.”


They sat in silence watching She-cat, having finished cleaning
the rice and chicken from the floor, lick her paws.


“Okay, you’re my sister and I love you.  I suppose you know what you’re doing.  All I can say is that it took balls to go to
his apartment for sexual healing this weekend after what he thinks you did to
him.”


“That’s me, balls of steel.”


“Yeah, well, it’s a good thing, because I think you’re going to
need them to get you through losing Jason a second time.”


Tabitha didn’t say anything.


“You did lose him a second time, didn’t you?”


Lose him?  “No, I know
exactly where he is.”


“Don’t be a smart aleck,” Jenny accused.  “You know what I mean.”


“He’s gone.  Only, this
time we ended the way we should have last time. 
With no screaming, no supposed cheating, no anything except saying
goodbye.  A good goodbye.”



 

Jason wiped his hand across his forehead and headed toward the
office trailer, only to stop short as his foreman caught his attention.


“What the hell now?” Jason cursed when he saw Rooster’s
expression.


What else could possibly go wrong today?  No, he didn’t want to know.  Because things could always get worse.  Always. 
He’d learned that lesson long ago.


Was it really only Thursday afternoon?  Surely, his watch had quit and it was close
to time to go home?


Well, no because then he’d just have that many less hours to get
this job finished and that much more time to dwell on his empty apartment.  His too quiet apartment.


No Meow.


It sucked.


“We’ve got a problem.”


Like he needed another one.


“What this time?”


“Bill Banks is on the phone.”


Jason groaned.


“Needs to talk with you. 
Doesn’t sound happy.”


Jason cursed again. 
“Can’t be good.”


“Yeah, I kinda figured that one out for myself, Einstein.”  Rooster rubbed his chin.  “Guess when it rains it really does pour.”


Jason shot him a glare. 
Now wasn’t the time for smart-ass clichés.  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


“First your girl dumps you and now this.”  Rooster wasn’t fishing for answers, just
stating facts as he saw them.


Jason’s jaw clenched. 
“Who said my girl dumped me?”


Rooster snorted and nodded toward him.  “Man, look at you.  You didn’t have to say a word.  For the past three weeks ain’t a single man
on the crew who’s not asked what crawled up your crack and died.”


“Damn.”  Just what he
needed.  The guys talking about him
behind his back.  Couldn’t be good for
morale and this job had enough problems of its own without Jason creating
more.  “Fine.  I”ll deal with that after I find out what Banks’s
problem is.  This time.”  He shoved his hardhat further back on his
head, determined to hold his tongue and grit through whatever Banks
wanted.  “For a man who’s not even
awarded Kelly Construction the bid, he sure has worried the crap out of me.”


“Well, from the way he sounded on the phone, he may not be a
problem much longer.”


Crap.


Jason cast Rooster a sideways look, jogged to the portable
office, avoided looking at the steps because he saw Tabby sitting there holding
that raggedy cat every time he did.


He slammed into the office, dropped his hat onto his desk, and
picked up the phone, knowing he wasn’t going to like what he heard.


“Kelly,” he said into the phone receiver.


“Jason?” a voice he’d grown to dislike over the last two weeks
said.  “This is Bill Banks.  We’ve run into a problem with the Savannah
Blue project.”


Great, he’d given the bid to someone else.  Just f-ing great.  Now, he really didn’t like the man.


“What kind of problem?”


“One of the project’s major funders has pulled out.  Wife hit the poor bastard up for a
divorce.  Fool should have seen it
coming, but apparently he didn’t.”  Banks
sighed in sympathy or in shame Jason wasn’t sure.  “Anyway, all his assets have been frozen.”


“So the project’s on hold?” 
On hold was better than the bid being given to another construction
firm.


Jason could deal with on hold.


At the rate this project was going, on hold might not be a bad
thing.


“If I can’t come up with another funding source pronto, it may
be on permanent hold.”  Banks dropped his
bomb and Jason’s vision of his future exploded.


He never should have put so much on this one project.  He knew better than to count his jobs before
the ink dried.


“Do you have prospective funding sources?”  Did he really want to know the answer to
this?  Probably not.  The way his luck had been over the past three
weeks, he’d be lucky if the project didn’t fall apart completely, taking with
it his dream of building his home next spring.


At least the other three commercial sites Kelly construction had
going were running smoothly.  And not a
hint of a problem on any of the residential jobs.  For now, anyway.  Not that he was looking at his cup as half
empty or anything.


There would be other projects this big, this profitable for
Kelly Construction.  He’d just have to be
patient.


Of course, he could take out a mortgage and build still, but he
didn’t want to do things that way.  He
wanted that house to be his from the beginning. 
Not some mortgage company’s.


“Not really.  With the
economy the way it is, no one seems interested in sinking that much money into
a project this big.”


His cup just hit empty. 
Not half empty.  Not one-quarter,
but down to the last drop empty.


“Damn shame.”  For both of
them.


“Yes, it is because the project would not only pad the investors’
pockets, but it would be a big boost to this part of town and bring even more
development in.  Restaurants, gas
stations.”  Banks sighed.  “I’ve a friend from my university days.  He and his partner are always looking for a
deal, a chance to make a buck or two.  I’m meeting with them in hopes of securing
interest if nothing else.  Maybe get a
verbal agreement.”


A verbal agreement.  Yeah
that would hold up in court when he tried to collect to pay his suppliers, his
workers.  A university buddy.  His dream home’s foundation lay within the
hands of Banks’ buddy.  Great.  He might as well resign himself to another
year in his apartment.


“Fine,” he muttered into the phone, resigned the project wouldn’t
be pulling Kelly Construction to that next level, but that he’d find another
project, another way to strengthen Kelly Construction’s financial foundation
and built his house.  “Let me know how it
goes.”


“Will do.”


A thought occurred to Jason. 
“Does this mean Kelly Construction has the bid if you obtain financing?”


“Well, yeah, boy, why else would I keep calling and bugging
you?”


Why indeed?


“Yeah,” Jason agreed in his most good ole boy tone.  “Only you never put it in writing and in this
biz nothing’s concrete until it’s on paper.”


“Nothing’s concrete?  Ha,
that’s a good one.”  Bill Banks
laughed.  “If things work out next week,
I’ll send the papers over.  If not, well,
I’ll be putting a prime piece of real estate back on the market.”


“Let me know.”  Jason hung
up the phone, not sure if the call was good news or bad news.


Kelly Construction had the bid. 
If there was even a project.


“So, how bad is it?” 
Rooster asked when Jason walked back to the site. 


“We got the bid.”


Rooster scratched his chin. 
“Then why ain’t I seeing your purty pearly whites?”


“They’ve lost funding.”


Rooster let loose with a string of curse words.


“Yeah, that’s what I said.”


“So, we’re screwed.”


“Unless they find someone with a few million dollars lying
around just waiting to build another shopping center.”


“Oh, hell.”  Rooster shook
his head and walked off.


“Yeah, that’s what I said,” Jason repeated.  He looked up at the cloudless blue sky.  What next?



 








 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter Thirteen



 

The following week, Tabby sat at her office desk reviewing a
client’s portfolio.  Barely skimming over
the numbers, she made notes on ways to increase the client’s return.


Finding her thoughts once again on Jason, she closed out the
computer program and sighed.


She had to stop thinking about him.


She’d done the right thing, had walked away so he could have the
life he wanted.


But what about her?  What
about the life she wanted?


Two years ago, she hadn’t known what she wanted.  Not really. 
She’d met Jason and fallen head over heels in love with him, but she hadn’t
been ready for those emotions, hadn’t even known where to begin.  Neither had he and they’d ended up hurting
each other.  What about now?  They were older, wiser, had experienced life
without the other, would things have worked if she’d told Jason she wanted more
than a weekend?


Would he even have agreed to more than a weekend?


Because despite his not wanting her to go, he really hadn’t put
up much of a fight to keep her there.


Nor had he made any effort to see her in the weeks that had
passed.


If he’d wanted to see her, he’d known where to find her.  He hadn’t. 
There had been a part of her that had wanted him to come after her, to
demand she acknowledge the emotions between them.


She had to accept that Jason wasn’t coming after her, that she
loved him, but he would never be hers. 
Not beyond the sweetness of her memories.


Perhaps erasing that weekend from her mind and just recalling
their previous relationship would make moving on easier.  Because recalling the way Jason had looked at
her that last time…Tabitha’s stomach clenched and she couldn’t take any more.


She stood and walked across her office, her heels clattering
over the tiled floor.  She glanced out
the window at several men coming and going from Stewart and Steinman.  Mostly businessmen looking for surefire ways
to secure financial freedom and early retirement.


Harold Steinman shook hands with a fortyish looking gentleman
wearing a badly fitted, but expensive suit. 
Something familiar about the man struck Tabitha but she couldn’t quite
place him.


Probably she’d met him here at some point in the past.  If Harold was greeting the man himself, a lot
of money must be on the table.


Interesting.


With a yawn, she walked back to her desk.  What was with her?  Not that she was sleeping the greatest, but
she’d felt so tired over the past week. 
Drained.


Enough was enough.


She was going to have to kick out of this mourning for Jason
mode.  Jason was a big boy.  If he’d wanted her in his life, he’d have
come for her.


“Tabitha, I’d like to introduce you to an old pal of mine,”
Harold Steinman said as he tapped on her open office door, then walked into her
office.  “Bill Banks.”


Bill Banks?  Even the name
sounded familiar.  It wasn’t like her to
forget a name or a face.  Bill Banks.  She’d met him at Jason’s job site.


“Miss Sterling, it’s a pleasure seeing you again.”  The man smiled and shook her hand.


 “You two know each
other?”  Harold looked from one to the
other.


“We met briefly about a month ago,” Bill said, smiling at
her.  “Did you keep the cat?”


“Yes.”  She nodded then
turned to Harold.  “Mr. Banks and I met
about a month ago on the day I found She-cat.”


Harold smiled in that tight Harold way he had when he wanted to
ask questions but didn’t because it wasn’t the “proper” thing to do.  Harold liked to be proper.  To the point he came across as abstentious at
times.  Not that she didn’t love him
dearly.  She did, just thought he needed
to loosen up.  No man in his mid-forties
should act like death warmed over. 
Usually she got a kick out of putting that look on his face, but not
today.


She refocused her attention on Bill.


Why was he here?


“Tabitha, Mr. Banks has a project he’s wants to discuss our firm
backing.  I’d like you to sit in on the
meeting.”


Nothing unusual about that, she usually did sit in on any major
deals and the three of them would later discuss the pros and cons of the
projects.  Although, not a full-fledged
partner, Ben and Harold always trusted her judgment, swore she could spot a
lemon a mile away, and that she was the secret to their success.  Which wasn’t entirely true since they’d been
worth millions long before she’d come to work for them.


Since her promotion to vice-president six months ago, she didn’t
think they’d once gone against her advice on whether or not to invest their
client’s money, or their own, in a project.


“In what capacity?”


“Bill here is going to tell us why the Savannah Blue project is
going to make us a lot of money.”


The project Jason was counting on to boost his company to the
next level.  Tabitha bit back her wince.  And her desire to beg out of the
meeting.  Harold would want to know why,
but more than that, he’d find her outright reluctance in front of Bill Banks as
disrespectful.


Proper men expected respect.


Harold deserved her respect. 
So she smiled at both men, picked up a legal pad and pen off her desk
and saved her inner turmoil for later when she could discuss it with Harold
alone.



 

Tabitha rubbed her temples to ease the throbbing pressure that
had started about two minutes after she’d sat down in one of the conference
room chairs.  About the same time as Bill
Banks mentioned the Savannah Blue project had lost its biggest backer and he
wanted to offer Stewart and Steinman the first opportunity to make millions.


A roaring noise in her ear made listening to the details of the
project difficult, almost impossible and she caught only bits and pieces of the
conversation around her.


“Kelly Construction?” she automatically repeated after Bill Banks
said the name.  Funny how those two words
pulled her right out of her fog.


“Kelly Construction does quality work and their bid came in tens
of thousands less than the other bids.” 
Bill Banks deigned her with a pudgy-faced smile.  “I’m sure you could vouch for Mr. Kelly’s
integrity.”


Three sets of male eyes bore into her.  “Jason Kelly is one of the most honest men
I’ve ever known.”


Harold shook his head, glanced at his watch, and said, “Okay,
carry on.  I’ve got another meeting in
fifteen minutes.”


Tabitha made herself stay focused on the plans Bill Banks laid
out.  The Savannah Blue project could be
a gold mine.  It could also be the worst
investment the firm ever made if they opted to back it.  There were never any guarantees of course,
but this project had a lot of ifs especially with the current economy.


Normally gut instinct kicked in and Tabitha saw the answer as
black or white, yes or no.  Today that
gut feeling was missing.


Or she was ignoring the hell out of it.


Which could only mean that her intuition was that Stewart and
Steinman shouldn’t risk the company’s assets and reputation.


Which meant hurting Kelly Construction.


Which meant hurting Jason.


Which left Tabitha in a quandary.


Could she knowingly do that?


Harold glanced at his watch again, effectively ending the
meeting as he stood.  “We’ll discuss this
and call you within a week to let you know if you can count us in or not.”


“A week.  I can keep the
others happy that long, but not much more than that or we’ll have to offer this
rare opportunity to other investors.” 
Bill gathered his things, leaving each one of them a detailed copy of
the plans for Savannah Blue.


Tabitha watched his body language and didn’t like what she saw.


He was nervous.  Not just
a little from the perspiration beaded on his neck.


Bill Banks didn’t have anyone else interested in the Savannah
Blue project and apparently didn’t think his odds of finding another investor
was likely.


If Stewart and Steinman didn’t provide funding, the project
would likely die a quick death.


Harold walked Bill out of the conference room.  Tabitha leaned back in her chair and stared at
the tiled ceiling.


“You pick up on those nervous vibes or what?” Ben said the
moment they were alone.  Whereas Harold
always opted for safe, secure, steady, proper, Ben went for the polar
opposite.  He was the risk taker, the
gambler.  With her dead on financial
instincts, Tabby balanced the two.


“Yeah, there aren’t any other investors.”


“Unlikely.”  Ben glanced
over the packet Bill Banks had left him. 
“Still, it could hit the jackpot if Banks could pull this off.”


“Possibly,” Tabitha said without really commenting one way or
the other.


Ben eyed her curiously.


“So, you have a personal relationship with this Kelly
Construction man, Tabitha?” Ben asked, always one to ask whatever pops into his
head whether appropriate or not.


“We share a past, but I am no longer involved with Jason, if
that’s what you’re asking.”


“Good.  So, what do you
think about all this?  We’re talking a
lot of money here.”


“I’m not sure.”


“What?”  Ben’s dark black
brows veed together.  “The Tabitha
Sterling killer instinct hasn’t kicked in on this one?”


“Not yet,” she hedged.  “I
wanna look over this first.  Then I’ll
let you know my take on it.”


Harold stuck his head back in the doorway.  “Next Monday we’ll meet at nine to discuss
this project.  Make a note of it for your
schedules.  I’ll be out of the office for
the rest of today.”


“Go get em, tiger,” Ben teased, earning a scowl from Harold.


“Tiger?  What’s up?”


Harold rolled his eyes, shot Ben a disgusted look, then
waved.  “Monday at nine,” he said before
disappearing again.


“Don’t mind him,” Ben advised, leaning back in his chair and
propping his feet on the polished table. 
“He’s just a grump because his sister convinced him to sponsor her son’s
soccer team which somehow led to coaching the team.  Today’s the first practice.”


“Great.”  Tabby picked up
her packet.  “I’m going to go finish up
for the day.  Lots to do before going
home.”


He sighed.  “Yeah, here
too.”


Tabby stepped into her office, closed the door, then sagged
against the sleek wood.  The packet slipped
from her fingers, dropping with a light thud, papers spreading across the floor
in disarray.


Her gaze caught on two words that seemed to glow from the top
sheet.  Kelly Construction.


What was she going to do?



 

Jason pulled into the assisted living facility and braced
himself for his visit with his dad. 
These visits were easier with Lori, but he always tried to visit at
least one weeknight, too.  Even after the
last visit where his father incessantly talked about Tabby.  How was it his old man remembered her so well
after just the one visit?


His eyes lit on a silver BMW coupe.  It couldn’t be.


T-CAT personalized tag.


It hadn’t been just one visit.


What the hell was Tabby doing visiting his dad?


Only one way to find out.


He slammed out of his truck, determined to find her and rip a
piece of her feline hide away.  What kind
of sick game was she playing that she’d involve his dad?


With Tabby one never knew.


“Hey, Earl,” he called out to one of the other residents.  A spry man in his seventies who suffered from
Alzheimer’s, but was in perfect health otherwise.


“Hello,” the man greeted him with a toothless smile, the smile
of a child.


Jason burst into his dad’s room, ready to tackle Tabby, but the
room was empty.  What the?


He stepped back into the hallway and saw Eva Johnson.  Eva was in her sixties and suffered from a
broken hip.  She was a short-timer whose
family had decided to leave her.  Damn
shame.


“Mrs. Johnson, you seen my dad?”


She patted his hand.  “His
new lady friend took him for a walk. 
She’s a purty thing, too.  He’s
not looked at me twice since she started coming around, hanging onto his every
word,” she grumbled.


Mrs. Johnson and his dad? 
Who knew?  Possibly not even his
dad.


“How long’s she been coming around, Mrs. Johnson?” he asked,
pretty sure he already knew the answer.


“’Bout a month or so. 
Sneaks him in chocolate milkshakes.” 
Eva Johnson sighed.  “That one’s a
clever one.  How’s an old lady supposed
to compete with chocolate milkshakes?”


Jason shook his head.  He
was the wrong man to ask.  He’d rather
have a chocolate milkshake than Mrs. Johnson’s attention, too.  But now if it were Tabby, well, nothing cold
and sweet would ever stand a chance.  Not
even on the hottest day in Hades.


Hell.  He was pissed at
her.  Furious.  She was sneaking around seeing his dad.


He rounded a corner and stopped short.


Tabby sat at a table across from his dad playing cards with two
other residents.  All men.  Of course. 
All totally enraptured with the woman laughing and flirting with them
all.


Who could blame them?


Hell, he was enraptured, too.


He couldn’t make out everything they were saying, but enough
that he knew Tabby and his father were winning and the other two men didn’t
have sense enough to care.  Just kept
smiling their pleasure at being in Tabby’s company.


Maybe they had more sense than he’d given them credit for, after
all.


What could Tabby possibly gain by visiting his father and a
bunch of old men at an assisted living facility?  If she wanted male attention, all she had to
do was walk into any room.  All male eyes
zoomed in on her no matter where she went.


Tabby slapped a card down and laughed outrageously at something
one of the other men said.  His dad
winked at her, shaking his head at his friend’s antics.  His dad looked happy, whole.  Not a shell of a man as he’d looked for
longer than Jason cared to remember.


Tabby did that to a person. 
Brought them to life, made them complete.


She looked up, her startled gaze clashing with his.


She didn’t bother looking guilty, nor did she give any other indication
that she’d noticed him.  She smiled in
that Tabby cat way of hers and finished the game of cards, keeping the men
entertained as they played.


Any anger Jason had felt at Tabby long melted away before she
stood, kissed each man’s cheek, then wheeled his father’s wheelchair out from
the table.  She pointed his father’s
attention toward him.


Recognition lit, along with a smile.  “Jason, you should have gotten here sooner,
son.  Tabby and I just showed two old
coots how poker was really played.”


“Wasn’t strip poker by any chance?”


Tabby’s gaze narrowed as if she were trying to judge his
mood.  “Nah,” she finally said.  “I tried, but couldn’t talk the guys into
it.”


His dad winked at her and proceeded to tell Jason about the game
and what an awesome poker player Tabby was.


Jason fell into step beside them as Tabby pushed the wheelchair
back toward his dad’s tiny apartment within the facility.


Mrs. Johnson lingered in the hallway outside his dad’s room and Jason
smiled at her.  She flashed a smile at
him, a scowl at Tabby, and a blush at his dad, who did a little blushing of his
own as he said hello to the widow Johnson.


Jason bit back a laugh.


He opened the door and let Tabby roll his father in.


And wasn’t surprised when Mrs. Johnson invited herself in, plopped
down on the bed, and beamed at his father. 
Within minutes, Tabby and Mrs. Johnson were deep in conversation and
darn it if Tabby hadn’t charmed the older lady too within minutes of showering
the woman with attention.  Amazing.


“Well, I’ve got to be going.” 
Tabby stood from his father’s bed. 
“Had to bring some work home tonight and it’s not going to get done
unless I get on it.”


“You should be married, raising kids, not working all night
long.”  His dad shot him a meaningful
look.  “Tell her, Jason.”


Jason gulped, met Tabby’s gaze and with a heartfelt sigh knew that’s
exactly what he wanted.


Tabby as his wife, having his babies.


He’d walked into her apartment and found her with another man.


Which really didn’t make sense as she’d been expecting him.  If she’d wanted to cheat why choose when she
was guaranteed to get caught?


Unless she’d wanted to get caught.


And then so many things clicked in his mind.


Tabby had wanted their relationship to end, but hadn’t known
how.  Or maybe she’d worried that he wouldn’t
let her, rightly so, and she’d ended things the only way she’d known how.


The fact she’d slept with another man had been what kept him
from putting their argument behind him. 
She’d known he wouldn’t be able to forgive infidelity.  She hadn’t wanted him to forgive or fight for
their relationship, to put their argument behind them.


She’d just wanted out.


But she’d come back to him. 
Maybe she hadn’t realized that’s what she’d done by showing up at his
apartment, but like a bird set free, she’d found her way back home, to him.


The past didn’t matter. 
Only the future.  Any future
without Tabby was just sublime, lackluster.


In some ways he’d been as guilty as she two years ago.


They’d both had a lot of growing to do, a lot of changing,
realizing what was important.


Tabby was what mattered in his life.


Above and beyond anything else.


“You should be married, having babies, Tabby-cat.”  He didn’t add “My wife.  My babies.” but from the shocked look on her
face he knew she got the message.


Good, because he didn’t plan to let this night end without her
knowing how much he cared for her.



 

Tabitha took a step back; almost falling onto the chair she’d
just stood up from.


No.  Jason hadn’t just
said that he wanted her to be his wife. 
Have his babies.


Impossible.  She was
dreaming.


Yet the light in his eyes, the warmth, the unadulterated emotion
had Tabitha thinking maybe the impossible had happened.


She wasn’t quite sure she believed the passion in Jason’s
eyes.  Not just sexual passion, not even
the passion he looked at her with two years ago.


This was deeper, more powerful, more real.


“Jason, I—” she began, watching as his lips turned up in a
smile.  An I’m happy to just be with you
smile.


“I’ve got to go.”  Why she
said those particular words, she wasn’t sure, but panic filled her veins, made
her lungs clamp down, and she thought she might pass out if she didn’t have
fresh air fast.


Jason’s gaze narrowed slightly, but the warmth remained.  “I’ll walk you to your car.”


Tabitha kissed Aaron’s cheek, winked conspiratorially with Mrs.
Johnson, and met Jason’s gaze.  “Okay.”


She walked into the hallway and waited for him to tell his
father goodbye.  When he joined her, he
didn’t speak, just slipped his hand around hers, and gave a reassuring squeeze.


Tabitha’s gaze dropped to their joined hands.


This is how it should have been
all along.  Us, together, for all time.


In the parking lot, Tabitha stared at the big white truck parked
next to her car.  He’d known she was
inside the facility when he came in.  Had
to have.


“You knew I was here?”


“When I saw your car.”  He
stopped between their vehicles, next to her driver side door.  “I’ll admit I wasn’t happy about finding you
here.”


Tabitha winced.  She’d
kinda figured that.  “I’ve visited your
dad a couple times a week since…well, you know.”


“Yeah, I know.”  He stared
down at her and shook his head.  “I’m
damned jealous cause you haven’t visited me a single time and I’ve missed you
like hell.”


She closed her eyes, nodded. 
“I’ve missed you, too, Jason.  So
much.”


He lifted her hand to his lips, pressed a kiss to her
fingertips.  “What am I going to do about
you?”


“Love me?”


“I do.”


Her stomach fell to the pavement and her heart flip-flopped in
her chest.


“You do?”


He traced the outline of her face, his callused fingers gentle as
he rubbed over her skin.  “I’ve always
loved you, Tabby.  Always.”


She closed her eyes.  “Me,
too.”


He gasped and she’d swear he swayed.  “Say it. 
Say the words.”


“That I love you?” she asked.


He nodded, cupping her face with both hands, staring into her
eyes with those warm chocolate eyes.


“I love you, Jason.”  Her
voice broke, but he didn’t seem to care as he pulled her to him and held her
close, kissing the top of her head.


She trembled against him. 
Or had he trembled against her? 
She wasn’t sure but the quiver had rumbled through her regardless of
where it had originated.


“I’ve waited a lifetime to hear those words.”


“Don’t tell me you’ve never heard them before because I won’t
believe you,” she halfway teased.


“Never from you Tabby. 
Never from you.”


“Oh.”  She hugged him
closer, breathing in his rich, earthy scent, feeling it overwhelm her
senses.  “I’ve always loved you, Jason.  I didn’t realize how much until I saw you
again last month.  I never stopped loving
you.”


“I know just how you feel. 
I couldn’t believe I wasn’t dreaming when I opened my door and saw you
there.  Having you in my arms, my life,
again, was a dream, Tabby.  The best
dream.”  He hugged her to him.  “I don’t want to let you go.”


She didn’t want to let him go, either.  Not ever again.  Had they matured enough to keep from
traveling down the same broken path they’d trod before?  She hoped so and that hope would be enough
for now.  She smiled against his soft
denim button up shirt.  “Then don’t.”


“Let’s go to my place,” he urged. 


Tabitha took a steadying breath. 



It would be so easy to say yes, or to offer to let him come home
with her, to spend the night in her bed. 
But she wanted more than sex.  


She wanted forever.


“Not a good idea.”  At his
furrowed brow, she stretched and kissed his cheek.  “I want more than a night from you, Jason.  A lot more.”


He smiled again, a forever kind of smile.


“Good, because that’s what I want too,” he growled and went to
kiss her.


Tabitha pulled back.


“Which is why I think we should take things a little slower this
time, make sure we build our relationship on more than just sex.”


His hand dug into her low back, keeping her close.  He looked thoughtful.  “Maybe you’re right.  If that’s what you want, we’ll take things
slow.”


“Thank you.”  She pressed
another kiss to his cheek.


He turned his head to where their lips hovered millimeters
apart.  “Just how slow are we taking
things, Tabby?”


His warm breath caressed her lips, made her long for his mouth
to warm her as well.


“Not that slow, kiss
me.”


Jason kissed her, slow and sensual, hot and heavy, laden with
everything good and wonderful in life.


And he loved her.  Really
loved her.


Just like she loved him.


Had she ever felt this good? 
This happy?


Then she remembered the business plan she’d brought home to
study over and fought to keep the fear from flowing from her body to his.


Would Jason still want her in his life if she vetoed funding the
Savannah Blue project?









 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter Fourteen



 

She-cat sleeping in her lap,
Tabitha curled on her sofa and read over the business plan once again.  Please let me have missed something really
positive, really profitable, really good.


But she hadn’t.


Savannah Blue could be a great
investment.  Could be being the key
words.  The project was risky at
best.  The pay out would be big, or the
losses tremendous.


She couldn’t start anything
with Jason.  Not right now.  Probably not ever.


But regardless not right now.


There was no way she could opt
to support a project as risky as the Savannah Blue Shopping Complex if she had
a personal gain in the project.


Any relationship with Jason
would definitely be construed as personal. 
Accurately so.


But she couldn’t argue that the
Savannah Blue project was a surefire financial coo for her firm.  It could be, but could bes weren’t what put
Stewart and Steinman at the top.


Yet, how could she give a
thumbs down to a project that she knew meant so much to Jason?  If he discovered that she played a role in
the project falling apart, how would he feel?


For that matter how would he
feel if he ever discovered that she gave the project a go-ahead when she didn’t
fully believe in it?


Jason wasn’t the kind of man to
take a handout.  No, he preferred to earn
everything himself, even if it meant taking the hard road.


Either way she was going to come
out a loser on the Savannah Blue project.


What were the odds that Ben and Harold would both support the
project, thus taking the decision out of her hands?


What she expected to happen was for Ben to give the go ahead and
for Harold to decide the project wasn’t in the company’s best financial
interest.  Which meant they’d look to her
for input.


Not good.


Maybe she could just call in sick…for the next month.


Actually, she had been feeling rather queasy.  She’d blamed it on eating too much Chinese,
because ever since Jenny had shown up, take-out in hand, she’d craved the
stuff.  Found herself eating Chinese two,
sometimes three, meals a day.


Yeah, she had blamed it on that, but now she wasn’t sure.


She was late.


Not that her missing menstrual cycle meant anything.  It didn’t. 
Couldn’t.


Jason had used a condom every time.


Well, there had been those few blissful moments of flesh against
flesh, but she didn’t have to be a doctor to know that she couldn’t get
pregnant from just having a man inside her, not without him having spilt
sperm.  Jason had bagged up long before
that.


Of course, there had been the kitchen counter sex when she’d
thought he’d foregone the condom, but he hadn’t.


So what if she’d felt as if he hadn’t worn one?  He had, she’d seen it and he’d removed
it.  She’d seen him remove it.  But could it have been some cosmic sign?  Some second sense telling her that there
wasn’t as much of a barrier between them as she’d thought?


Okay, she shouldn’t jump the gun on making conclusions about
such things.  She wasn’t pregnant.


Just wishful thinking on her part.


Wishful thinking?


Did she want to be pregnant? 
Wouldn’t that just complicate her relationship with Jason all the more?


What would he if she were pregnant with his baby?  Would he be happy?  They’d just begun to forge a relationship
together, had gone to eat, Chinese of course, every night together for the past
week. Sometimes after visiting his father, sometimes just after he showed up at
her condo freshly showered and starved, and they’d go out because they knew
better than to be alone.


They’d not had sex. 
Amazingly, they’d stuck to taking things slow.  Not that she didn’t want him.  Or vice versa.  The burning heat was always there,
threatening to send them up in ashes.


Tonight, when he’d brought her home, she’d almost taken his hand
and invited him inside.  She’d wanted to
spend the night with him, loving him, letting him love her.


A baby.  She slid her hand
beneath She-cat to palm her flat belly. 
Was Jason’s baby inside her?


Brr-ring.  Tabitha reached
over and picked up the cordless phone. 
“Hello.”


“Tell me I didn’t dream tonight,” Jason’s voice whirred in her
ear.


Speak of the devil.  She
smiled.


“You dreamed tonight,” she teased, stroking She-cat’s fur.


“That’s not what I asked you to tell me.”  He laughed.


 “Yeah,
but I’ve never been one to take directions well.  I do much better marching to the beat of my
own drummer.”  Which was true although
she currently teased him.


“What’s this drummer’s beat telling you right
now?” he asked.


“Actually, he’s playing a sexy rhythm for two
that demands slow dancing and seductive kisses.”


“For two? 
Sounds interesting.  You have a
partner in mind for this particular beat?”


“I do.” 
She-cat raised her head in annoyance at Tabitha’s speech.


“Someone I know?”


“You do.” 
She scratched beneath She-cat’s chin, trying to appease the cat’s
exasperation.


“Glad to hear that, because I don’t like the
idea of some other guy cutting in on my action.”


Ouch. 
Tabitha winced.  “Jason, about—”


“Don’t say it,” he interrupted. 
“It’s over and done with.  Crazy
as it sounds, I think I understand.”


“You do?”


“We were hurting each other, Tabby.  Not solving a thing with our fights.  You wanted out, yet couldn’t let go.  You did what you had to do.”


Well, that sorta summed it up.


“I never wanted to hurt you.”


“Yes, you did.  Because
without hurting me the fighting couldn’t end.” 
He sighed and she could picture him running his hands through his dark
hair.  “I didn’t understand it at the
time.  Couldn’t have.  But I do now, Tabby.  Not that I agree with your methods, but I do
understand why you did what you did.”


“You forgive me?”


He paused only a moment. 
“I forgave you long ago, Tabby. 
Not that I realized it until you showed up on my doorway.  But if I hadn’t, I never would have let you
spent the weekend at my place.  No matter
how sexy and tempting you were.”


He’d forgiven her.


Things would work out. 
Even on this Savannah Blue project, it would work out.


“I didn’t sleep with Jeremy.”


“It doesn’t matter, Tabby.”


“No, really, I didn’t have sex with him.  Not then, not ever.”


A long silence came over the phone.  “Yet you let me think you did.”


“Yes.”


Another long silence.


“I’m glad you didn’t sleep with him, Tabby.”


“Me, too.”  She was.  More than she could ever convey to him.  Emotion threatened to choke her and she took
a deep breath and changed the subject back to something lighter. “Now, tell me
about you finding me sexy and tempting when I showed up at your apartment.”


“Nope, I’d better not,” he said slowly.  “We’re playing by a new set of rules and I’d
determined we’re both going to win this game.”


Loving him, Tabitha bit her lower lip.  “You win. 
I’ll just pretend like you told me my body drives you wild and just
looking at me cranks your starter switch.”


“Yeah, that too.”


“Jason?”


“Huh?”


“When did you know you still loved me?”


“When I saw you sitting with my dad, playing cards with those
old men, just being yourself for all you were worth.”


“Really?”


“I knew that nothing that happened in the past really
mattered.  Only the here and now.  Only you.”


“Good answer.”


“Is that purring I hear?”


“Yep.  She-cat liked your
answer, too.”


“Smart cat.  How about
you?”


“Me?  I already told you
that I thought your answer was brilliant.”


“I meant when did you know that you loved me?”


“When you opened your apartment door and I looked into your
eyes, you took my breath away,” she admitted. 
“I didn’t admit right then that I loved you, but I did.  I do.”


“I can live with that answer.”


“Good, because I’m not going to feed that ego of yours anymore.”


“My ego?  Tabby, darling,
there’s not a woman alive as self-assured as you.”


If he only knew.


“Well, maybe one or two.”


“I doubt it.”


They talked long into the night, discussing the past, hoping for
a future, but not once did Tabitha mention Bill Banks or the Savannah Blue
Project.


Nor did she mention her sneaking suspicion of the precious gift Jason
may have unknowingly have given her.



 

“What’s wrong, Jason?” Tabitha asked two nights later, when they
sat in her living munching on dinner. 
Chinese, of course.


She’d wondered at his arriving with take-out rather than their
going out, but she’d not made a big deal of it. 
Maybe it was time for them to move forward.


But rather than trying to seduce his way into her bedroom, Jason
had been distracted all evening.


Jerking his gaze to her, Jason shrugged.  “Sorry about that.  Long day at work.”


“You wanna tell me about it?”


“Not really.”


She shot him a glance that said wrong answer.


“You’ll regret this,” he warned.


She set her box down on her coffee table, picked up the fat cat
beside her, and stared at Jason.  “No,
that’s where you are wrong.  I want to
know about you.  Everything about
you.  The good, the bad, and the not so
sexy even.  That’s part of this being in
love thing, you know.”


He eyed her curiously. 
“You never wanted to hear about anything to do with Kelly Construction
when we were together before.”


Too true.  She’d been too
focused on Tabitha Sterling to want to do that. 
Amazing the difference two years could make.


“Yeah, well, I was stupid and more to the point, I was
selfish.  Now I know better.”


Jason put his empty box beside hers and stared at her.  “You’re really something else, Tabbycat.”


“Yes, I know.”  She winked
at him.  “Now, tell me about your day.”


He put his arm around her and hugged her close.  “Just in case I forget to tell you later,
this is really nice.”


She knew just what he meant. 
She smiled.  “Yes, it is.”


“About my day, it wasn’t particularly a good one.  There’s a flu virus running through the
employees and we’ve been shorthanded every day for the past two weeks.  I’m having to bust my ass to try to stay on
schedule.  As much as I’d like to think I
could take off this weekend to spend time with you, it’s unlikely I’ll be able
to.”


“I’m sorry.”  And she was.


“Plus, there’s the Savannah Blue project.”  The words came out as a long sigh.


“The shopping complex you mentioned?”  Her heart rate picked up.


“Yeah, that’s the one. 
Kelly Construction won the bid.”


“That’s great, Jason.” 
Now was the time to tell him.  To
tell him about Bill Banks coming to Stewart and Steinman for funding.


“It is, only there may not be a Savannah Blue project.  They’ve lost their major funder, and it’s
looking as if the project is going to be shelved.  With the profits from that job, I planned to
build my dream house.”


The plans she’d seen at his office.  She’d known what they were.  “You’re planning to build on the land your
Granddad left you?”


“Yes, I’ve already had the building site perked and the electric
and water lines run.  I planned to start
construction early this spring.”


“If the Savannah Blue project dies you won’t be able to?”


“I could, but I won’t.” 
He leaned back against the sofa and stared at her ceiling.  “I’ve been putting every cent back into Kelly
Construction for years.  Despite the
economy, the company is solvent, and doing well enough, but without this
contract, I’m not going to feel comfortable pulling that much cash and time
away from the business.”


“There will be other projects, though, right?”  Please say that this one project wasn’t so important.


“Sure there will, but the Savannah Blue shopping complex is
huge.  It and the surrounding businesses
that would influx alone would keep Kelly Construction busy for the next five
years. Maybe longer.”


“I see.”  And she did.


If the Savannah Blue project died, so did Jason’s dream home,
because he wouldn’t risk putting himself or his company into a financial bind.


“Enough talk about Kelly Construction,” he said.  “I want to hear about you, your day.”


“Nothing out of the ordinary.” 
She’d just bought a pregnancy test and researched the Savannah Blue
shopping complex, hoping to find some saving grace that Bill Banks had missed
in his report.  She hadn’t.  “Until tonight.  And dinner with you is most
extraordinary.”  She smiled and hoped he
didn’t see right through her to the misery she felt over the project.


“Compliments will get you everywhere.”  He reached to hug her closer, but She-cat let
out a disturbed meow, and both Jason and Tabby laughed.


Tabby stroked the cat, then picked up she and Jason’s empty
take-out containers.  “I’ll just go toss
these.”


And try to convince herself that he wouldn’t care that the
Savannah Blue project’s future rested in her hands.



 

“I’m pregnant?”  Tabitha
stared at Dr. Rogers, trying to contain the excitement within her at having the
positive home pregnancy test confirmed. 
She’d scheduled the appointment for early Friday morning so she wouldn’t
have to miss more than an hour of work.


“You most certainly are.” 
The doctor beamed.  “Do you know
when you conceived?”


Tabitha told her the dates of the weekend she’d spent with Jason.


“Wonderful.  Continue with
your pre-natal vitamins and,” she handed Tabitha a paperback book on
expecting.  “Read this.  It’ll tell you everything you want to know
and more.”


Tabitha took the book and stared at the cover.  A very pregnant woman stared back.  In a matter of months that would be her.  She slid her hand over her belly, marveling
at the changes that had begun within her body.


She was going to have a baby. 
Jason’s baby.


“Any questions?”


Just how she was going to tell Jason that she was nixing his
career dreams in the bud, but oh, by the way, she was pregnant.


“None,” she answered out loud.


“Great.  I’ll see you in
two months.”  Dr. Roger’s made marks on
Tabitha’s chart.  “Unless there’s a
problem, in which case you should contact me immediately.”


Dr. Rogers handed her the superbill.  “Congratulations, Tabitha.”


“Thanks.”


Tonight.  She’d tell Jason
tonight.  Somehow.



 

“Tabitha, there’s a call for you on line three,” the
receptionist buzzed Tabitha’s intercom system later that morning.  “A Mr. Bill Banks.  Do you want to take the call or shall I take
a message?”


Bill Banks?  What could he
possibly have to say to her?  That didn’t
involve the Savannah Blue shopping complex, that is.


This wasn’t going to be good. 
Possibly not even ethical.


“I’ll take it.”  She
picked up the phone and pushed the appropriate button.  “Mr. Banks, what can I do for you today?”


“I’m hoping you’re going to tell me the Savannah Blue project is
a go,” the man’s nervous words grated in Tabitha’s ears.


“That’s not been decided yet.”


“But you know, don’t you?” 


“Actually, I don’t as I’ve not discussed it with Ben or Harold since
you were here.”


The man sighed and Tabitha’s irritation with him lessoned, but
only a little.


“Yeah, I talked to Harold, and he pretty much told me the same
thing.”  She’d forgotten about Harold and
he being friends.  Maybe that would play
into Harold deciding to favor the project.


“Well, you know more than I do then.”  She doodled on her desk calendar, circling a
date a little more than seven months away. 
She didn’t want to deal with Bill Banks today.


She glanced down at her flat stomach.  Jason’s baby grew there.


“Look, Mr. Banks, I appreciate your concern about the project,
but it really isn’t appropriate for you to call and discuss this with me.  I’d advise you to contact Harold directly in
the future.”


“I know.  I’m sorry.  I’ve sank a bundle into this project and just
can’t bear to see it dwindle away to nothing.” 
He sighed and her irritation lessoned a little more.  Darn it, she didn’t want to like him or feel
sorry for him.  Emotions could not play a
role in business, not if one wanted to stay on top of the game.  “I just thought you might be sympathetic to
the cause, you know.”


“Why would that be?”


“Because of Jason Kelly.”


“What about Mr. Kelly?”


“I saw you two together. 
The man is nuts about you and I got the impression the feeling was
mutual.  He stands to gain a lot from
this project.  Maybe you should consider
that while making your decision.”


“I’m sure I will. 
Goodbye, Mr. Banks.”  Tabitha hung
up the phone, her irritation fully returned.









 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter Fifteen



 

Tabitha glanced around her
condo.  Tonight she planned to invite Jason
to spend the night.  He’d already warned
her that he’d arrive late and have to leave early so he could go to work in the
morning.  She doubted he suspected she
planned to seduce him.


Seduce him?  Ha.  They’d gone almost two weeks without having
sex.  Two weeks of laughing and loving
each other without consummating their love.


They’d not argued once. 
Oh, she knew their future held arguments.  What couple’s didn’t?  But they’d both matured and would work
through any problems life threw at them.


All day she’d mentally worked through the past, planned for the
future.  She’d made some break-through
discoveries about herself, about what really mattered.  When all was said and done, Jason and their
baby was what counted.  Everything else
took a backseat, including her job.


On Monday morning, she’d meet with Harold and Ben and ask to be
excluded on this project.  She’d hand
over all the research she’d done on the project and the area and expected
expansion in the area.  Whatever they
decided, she’d fully support, but she wasn’t going to play a role in the actual
decision.  Ben and Harold would
understand her reasons and respect her for being upfront about her involvement
with Kelly Construction.


And Jason, well, he’d understand why she couldn’t be involved in
this particular project.


Enough about the Savannah Blue project.  Tonight was about telling Jason he was going
to be a father.


She glimpsed around the living room one last time.  Candles flickered from several surfaces and a
gift-wrapped present for Jason rested on the coffee table.


He was picking up dinner and had only complained a little at her
insistence that they have Chinese again. 
She glanced at her watch.  He
should be here any second.


Knock.  Knock.  Knock.


Perfect.  She smiled and
opened the door.


“Jason.”


He stood there, freshly showered, one hand full with a take-out
bag that smelled wonderful, another clutching a bouquet of red roses.


“Flowers?” she asked.  Had
he ever bought her flowers before?  Not
that she could recall.  And roses.  Red roses.


“They pale in comparison, but when I saw them, I knew they were
meant for you.”  He held them out.


“That is so sweet.” 
Tabitha’s eyes watered.  “I can’t
believe you bought me flowers.”


“And more Chinese.”  He
shook the bag.  “What’s up with you and
Chinese?” he teased, pausing to kiss her cheek as he entered the condo.


His lips were cool against her cheek.  “Brr, you’re cold.”


“It’s really cooled down outside.”  He looked around the candlelit condo with the
lit gas-log fireplace in the far corner of the room.  “But nice and cozy in here.”


“Very cosy.”


His gaze met hers.  “Why
do I feel like I’ve walked into a room set for seduction?”


She shrugged, breathed in a deep lung full of roses.  “Thank you for my flowers.  They’re lovely.”


“So are you.”  He kissed
the tip of her nose.  “Come on, let’s
eat.  Lunch was a long time ago and I’m
starved.”


“You haven’t eaten in over eight hours?” she teased, walking
into the kitchen and finding a vase under her kitchen sink.  She arranged the roses in the vase, filled it
with water, and carried it back into her living room.  She set them on top of a curio cabinet filled
with Betty Boop paraphernalia.  “Poor
man.  We’d better feed you quick.”


“We’d better,” he agreed, stretched out on the sofa twirling the
present in his hands, the food still inside the bag on the coffee table.  “Although I have to admit the thought of
Chinese again doesn’t really excite me. 
That’s four nights this week, Tabby. 
Not to mention last week.”


He gestured to the gift. 
“What’s this?”


She grinned.  “Guess you
weren’t the only one in the mood to buy something for the person in your life.”


His brows lifted.  “It’s
for me?”


She nodded, sat down next to him, and smiled.  “Yes, but not until after we’ve eaten.”


He waggled his brows. 
“One of those kinds of gifts, heh?”


“What kind would that be?”


“The kind best appreciated on a full stomach.”


She snorted.  “Just wait
until you see.  I’m hoping you’re going
to be as excited as I am.”


“About what’s in this box?” 
He eyed the package more intently. 
“Now you’ve piqued my curiosity. 
What’s in here?”


“I’m not telling.  Now
help me get out the food and I’ll go get our drinks.”


“Bossy woman.”


“And don’t you forget it,” she called, taking a longneck and the
glass of milk she’d poured earlier from the fridge.


When she handed him the longneck and sat down on the sofa, he stared
at her glass of milk for a few moments, but didn’t comment.  Good. 
She wanted him to be surprised when he opened his present.


They chatted during the meal and Jason helped her clear the
garbage away, then he looked around the room as if searching for something.


“Where’s She-cat?”


“At the vets.  I’m having
her de-clawed and spayed.”


“Ouch.”  Jason
winced.  “Poor cat.”


“Yeah, well, she shredded more than just my shower curtains.”


Jason smiled and took another sip from his beer.  “So, dinner is cleared, does this mean I can
open my present now?”


Tabitha sat criss-crossed on the sofa, facing him.  “Maybe I should make you wait a little
longer.  Just for good measure.”


“Good measure?”  He leaned
forward and kissed the corner of her mouth. 
“I could show you ‘good measure.’”


Tabitha swallowed.  “Yes,
you can, but then you’d have to wait that much longer to open your present.”


“It would be worth the wait.”


“Yes, it would,” Tabitha agreed, eyeing the present, a sudden
wave of nerves hitting her.  “But open your
present first.”


“What’s in here?” Jason asked, turning the box.  He shook it gently.  “Are you sure there’s anything?  Almost feels empty.”


“There’s something.  I
watched the lady at the store wrap it.”


“So this fine handiwork isn’t yours?”


“Please, a kindergartner could wrap better than me.  Now, open.”


Jason’s face split in a grin. 
“What?  First, you wouldn’t let me
open and now you want me to hurry?”


He toyed with a piece of tape.


“You are such a tease, Jason Kelly.”


“Who me?”  He winked
mischievously.  “Not me.  I’m crystal clear.”


“Crystal clear? 
Ahh.”  She laughed, but the
nervous twitches in her belly didn’t ease. 
“About as clear as mud.”


“Mud?”  His eyebrows shot
up.  “There’s no need for name calling,
Tabbycat.”


She rolled her eyes. 
“Would you just please open your present?”


He mock sighed.  “The
things I do for you.”


He tore into the paper and unwrapped the department store
box.  “Don’t tell me you bought me some
fancy underwear.”


“Okay, I won’t tell you. 
Now finish opening.”


He undid the box, lifted the lid, and moved the tissue paper.


His gaze lifted to hers, searching for answers to the millions
of questions shining in his eyes.


She nodded, not sure which of his questions she was answering
but needing to give affirmation all the same.


 “Tabby?  Is this what I think it is?  A baby toy?” he sounded incredulous.


“Yes, it is.  I’m
pregnant.  We’re going to have a baby, Jason.”



 

Pregnant?


Jason ran his fingertip over the soft terrycloth material of the
spongy hammer.  A tiny pastel stuffed toy
hammer.  A baby toy.


Tabby was pregnant.


“It’s mine?”  Why he asked
he wasn’t sure, but the moment the words left his lips Tabby’s smile faded and
he regretted speaking.


“Never in a million years did I imagine that being the first
thing you said to me when I told you.” 
She sounded hurt and he could tell by the look in her eyes he had deeply
wounded her.


Hell, he hadn’t meant to hurt her.


“I’m sorry, Tabby, but it’s a legitimate question.  We used protection every time.”


Her gaze averted.


“You’re sure about this? 
You’ve had a positive test?”


She nodded.


“Have you seen a doctor?”


She nodded again.


A baby.


Tabby was going to have his baby.


“I’m floored,” he admitted. 
Never would he have guessed Tabby was pregnant.  Especially not with her smiling about
it.  Well, she had been until he stuck
his foot in his mouth.


“I take it you’re happy about this?  You’re not considering…”  He let his words trail off, unable to finish
the thought out loud.


“What?”  Her eyes flamed
livid.  “Of course, I’m not considering
an abortion.  How could you ask me that, Jason?”


He shrugged.  “Something
to do with hearing you say time and again how you did not want to have
children.”


She sighed.  “People say a
lot of foolish things when they’re young.”


“And you’re one of them?”


“Yes.  I want this baby
very much.”


A baby.


Tabitha was going to have his baby.


The thought kept racing through his head.  Over and over.


“A baby,” he said out loud, his mind shooting forward to the
implications of pending fatherhood. 
“We’ll marry at once.  I’ll take
out a loan and start the house.  It’ll be
ready before spring, before the baby gets here.”


“Jason?”  Tabby’s green
gaze narrowed and he couldn’t tell if she was happy or upset from the look on
her face.


“Uhm?”  They’d need to
apply for a marriage license first thing on Monday morning.  He wouldn’t be able to take her on a
honeymoon for a few weeks, not until the current job was finished, but he’d
take her anywhere she wanted to go once the job was completed.


Hell, the timing on this work-wise sucked.


A baby.


He was going to be a father.


“You’re making a lot of assumptions without asking any
questions,” she reminded.  “Well, at least
not the right questions.”


Oh, hell.  He had jumped
the gun a bit with his comments and thoughts.


He grinned sheepishly and raked his fingers through his hair,
then took Tabby’s hand in his.


“You know how I feel about you, how I’ve always felt, the things
I’ve wanted for so long it doesn’t seem possible that they may actually come
true.”


She nodded.


“Marry me, Tabby.  Give
our baby my name.”


Tabby’s eyes glimmered and her lower lip trembled.  “Then you’re happy about the baby?”


“Happy?  Hell, I’m
ecstatic.”  He pulled her hand to his
lips and pressed a kiss to her silky smooth skin.  “How could you think otherwise?”


“Well, you’re not exactly jumping with joy and—”


“I’d jump the moon for you, Tabby.  Just because you caught me off guard, don’t
question my love or my sincerity about how I feel about you or this baby.  I love you. 
You having my baby is a blessing.”


A tear trickled down her face and she nodded.  “I know.”


“Now, on this asking the right questions, I take it you’re
wanting me on my knees and at your mercy?”


She nodded.


He’d expected no less from Tabby.


Keeping her hand in his, he dropped to the floor next to the
sofa.  “Tabbycat, put me out of my misery
and share your nine lives with me.”


A soft laugh bubbled from her lips.  Another tear fell.  “Yes.”


“Yes, you’ll marry me and give me a son or a daughter?  A child who looks like you and twists my
heart around their finger without even trying?”


“No, a son or daughter who looks like you,” she corrected.  “I want a son with your eyes.”


“Be kinda hard for me to see if you give him my eyes.”


“Jason,” she swatted his shoulder, blinking back tears.  “That was the worst attempt at a joke I’ve
ever heard.”


“Yeah, but you got it.” 
He winked.  “Besides, I want a
red-headed little girl with eyes as green as a field of spring clover.”


Tabby’s eyes closed.  “Oh,
Jason.  It doesn’t really matter does
it?  What our baby looks like?  You, me, or some crazy combination of
both?  I mean, the most important thing
is that our baby is healthy and that we’re both happy we’re going to be
parents.”


“You’re right.  Our baby’s
health is what’s most important.  That
and your health.”  His gaze landed on her
cup of milk.  “Are you getting enough
vitamins?  Enough rest?”


“Yes and yes.  I’m on
prenatal vitamins and I’ve rested better this week than I have in eons.  And I’m eating plenty.”


“Plenty of Chinese.”  He
grinned and placed his hand over her stomach, wondering that their child grew
deep within her womb.  “If my baby comes
out Chinese you know you’re going to be in trouble, right?”


Tabitha smiled.  “It could
be worse.  I could be craving watermelon
and pickles.”


Jason curled his nose at the thought.  “Still, it’s important you eat a well
balanced diet.”


“I’m trying.”  Her hand
covered his, pressing his palm flat against her stomach.  “But I’ve been a little nauseated and Chinese
is the only thing that doesn’t leave me wanting to barf.”


“I just made a mental note not to suggest anything other than
Chinese until this phase passes.”  Jason
winked at her.


“I love you, Jason.”


“Ditto.”  He rubbed his
palm back and forth, trying to envision Tabby’s body ripe with his child.  His stomach twisted with excitement at the
mental image.


Odd emotions, primal and king of the junglish, prided him on the
fact his baby grew within her.


He knew condoms failed all the time, but the fact that Tabby had
gotten pregnant amazed him.


Was it wrong that he was glad for selfish reasons?  For reasons that had to do with tying her to
him for all time.  Not that a child would
be enough to do that if Tabby didn’t love him.


But she did love him.


She wanted to be his wife.


The mother of his children.


Now if the Savannah Blue project came through where he could
breathe easy financially everything would be perfect.


“What are you thinking?” she asked, dragging his attention back
to her.


“About what a lucky man I am.”


Her full lips turned up in a smile.  “Good answer.”



 

Tabitha slid into one of the comfortable leather seats in the
conference room and arranged the folders she carried into a neat stack on the
glossy coated table.


She’d meant to be early for this meeting, but several trips to
the bathroom had done away with the best of intentions.


“You okay?” Harold asked, eyeing her with intent dark eyes.


“I’m fine.”  She planned
to tell them about her engagement to Jason and her pending motherhood, but not
until after a decision had been made on the Savannah Blue shopping complex.


“Coffee?” Ben asked, pouring himself a cup.


Tabitha shook her head. 
“No thanks, I’m cutting back.”


Ben and Harold’s eyes rounded. 
“Since when?”


Okay, so she was an avid coffee drinker.  Coffee wasn’t good for her baby so she’d
given it up.


“I just have.”


“Now there’s a typical feminine response.”  Ben laughed and pulled up a chair across from
Tabitha.  Harold sat at the end of the
table and glanced over the agenda he’d prepared.  Harold was a man with a plan at all times
kind of guy.


“That would be because I’m all female,” Tabitha said with a wink
at Ben.


“Okay, let’s get started,” Harold said.  “We’ll clear out this little stuff first,
then go over the Savannah Blue proposal.”


For the next thirty minutes they reviewed projects.  Tabitha’s anxiety level grew.  Why she didn’t know.  She already knew what was going to happen.


Ben would say go for it. 
Harold would say it was too risky even though Bill Banks was an old
friend, because Harold didn’t play nepotism. 
She was going to abstain from giving an opinion for personal reasons.


Then she’d tell them about her pregnancy and plans to marry the
owner of Kelly Construction.  That would
cause some tongue-wagging.


“Tabitha?”  Harold waved
his hand in front of her face.  “What’s
with you today?”


“Nothing.”  She shook her
head.  “Sorry about that.  You were saying?”


He and Ben exchanged looks.


“Nevermind what he was saying, I want to hear about whatever has
you so distracted,” Ben said.


She glanced down.  The
Savannah Blue folder was the only one left in her stack.  She picked it up and handed it to Harold.


“Here’s my notes on the Savannah Blue Shopping Complex.  I appreciate the opportunity to provide
insight on this proposal, but I’m going to have to ask to decline from stating
an opinion one way or the other.”


Harold dropped the folder onto the table with a thud.


“Why the hell would you do that?” Ben asked.  “You’re third in command here and, might I
remind you, it’s an honor and a privilege to be included in the decision making
process.”


“I know and am very honored. 
However, I can’t make an objective decision about this project and feel
it best that I not play a role in the decision one way or the other.”


“Commendable, but not acceptable,” Harold commented.  Picking up the folder, he skimmed her
notes.  “Besides, I’ve worked with you
long enough to read your thoughts in what you’ve written.  You think this project could be highly
profitable, but isn’t worth the risk.”


Bingo, but she wasn’t telling him that.


“It’s the Kelly Construction guy, isn’t it?” Ben asked.  “The one you used to sleep with?”


Harold shot Ben a scowl, then frowned at Tabitha.  “You have a relationship with someone at
Kelly Construction?”


Tabitha nodded.  “The
owner.”


“What kind of relationship?”


“I could tell you to mind your own business, but I guess in this
case this is sorta your business.” 
Tabitha sighed.  “I’m engaged to
the owner of Kelly Construction.”


Both men’s jaws dropped.


“Engaged?”


“You?”


Their gazes lingered on her bare left hand.  “We’ve not gone ring shopping yet.”


“Does that mean this was a spur of the moment decision?” Harold
asked, scratching his chin.


“Jason wasn’t planning to propose the night he did.  We’ll get a ring later.”  She lowered her hands to her lap, out of
view.


Poor Jason had worked all weekend.  Sixteen hours yesterday alone.  Last night she’d not even seen him, just
talked to him on the phone for about thirty minutes before he’d crashed.


She was sure he’d get her a ring, something special, once he had
time.


“So why did he?” Ben asked.


“Now that really is none of our business, Ben,” Harold reminded.


Tabitha took a deep breath, then shrugged.


“Congratulations,” Harold offered, although he didn’t sound
convinced or thrilled.  “I think.”


“Yeah, me too.  Wow.”  Ben’s forehead scrunched up as he regarded
her in a whole new light.


“So what does this mean work-wise for you?” Harold asked,
tapping his pen against his notepad.


“What do you mean, work-wise? 
You promised me a shot at becoming a partner next spring.  I expect to make partner.”


“You don’t see marriage interfering with your career?”  Harold stared at her with a serious
expression.  Too damned serious.


“No, I don’t.”  At his
raised eyebrow, she added, “Oh, don’t get me wrong.  I know there will be changes in my life, but
I’m damn good at what I do and you know it. 
Marriage is not going to change that.”


“I sincerely hope not.” 
Harold and Ben exchanged another look. 
Some type of male bonding and praise the stars we don’t have to do the
wedding bells thing look.


Thank heavens she hadn’t told either of them about her pregnancy.


She’d never pegged either of them as male chauvinists
before.  Then again, she really couldn’t
knock either of them.  They’d always
treated her more than fairly and hadn’t judged her lifestyle as long as she
performed top-notch in her job duties.


She’d just work damn hard to make sure she stayed top-notch.


“Well, in light of everything that’s occurred here, I need to
rethink my view on the Savannah Blue project.”


“Harold, I don’t want you to okay the project just because of my
relationship with Jason.”


“I’m not.  I already
supported the project.  It’ll be awhile
before it pays off, but when it does, it’ll be big.  In light of your connection to Kelly
Construction, I’m wondering if our investors might see that as a conflict of
interest on a project with this much risk involved.”


He’d been going to okay the project?  And now he wasn’t sure.  Hell fire. 
She turned to Ben.  “What about
you?  What was your take on all this?”


Ben shrugged and tossed her a folder with his notes neatly typed
up inside.


Tabitha skimmed his notations, then met his gaze.  “You voted we fund them.”


Incredible.  Harold and
Ben had both decided to fund the project.


Had being the key word.


“You’re telling me that my involvement with Jason is going to
possibly cost him a multi-million dollar contract?”


Harold didn’t meet her gaze. 
“I need to think about this. 
Consider all the angles our investors might see this from.  We’ll meet back after lunch.”


“Harold?”


He looked up.


“I can’t do anything that would hurt Jason like this.  This project is important to him.  Knowing that you and Ben both agreed to fund
the project, well, I’d rather leave the company than cause Jason to lose this
job.”


What was she doing?  What
could she do?


“I don’t think that will be necessary,” Ben hurriedly
assured.  “Can’t you just postpone this
engagement for a few years?” he suggested, only half-joking Tabitha was sure.


“Would that smooth things out?” she asked, afraid of the answer.


“Let’s not be hasty.  We
just need to think about this and we’ll discuss viable solutions after
lunch.”  Harold paused, cast a
sympathetic look toward Tabitha, then left the room.


“He’s going to kill the project,” Tabitha said the moment the
door closed behind Harold.


“That’s the impression I got, too.  No way will his sense of ethics allow him to
okay this now.  Damn shame as we could
make millions on that deal.”  Ben leaned
back in his chair and eyed her.  “So,
tell me, Tabitha, how invested are you in this engagement?”









 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter Sixteen



 

Jason wiped the sweat from his brow, wondering how the wind
could bite into him and he could sweat at the same time?


 “Hey, man, there’s a
really hot chick in the office waiting on you,” Rooster said, over the two-way
radio.  “Same one that was here a month
or two ago.”


“I’ll be right there,” he said into his radio.


Tabby was here?  He
smiled.  Why was she here?  What kind of surprise did she have planned?


Maybe she’d brought him some Chinese for lunch.


Grinning the entire walk to the trailer, Jason bounded up the
steps.


“Tabby?” he said, entering the office and, ignoring the payroll
receptionist and Rooster, he grabbed Tabby’s hand and pulled her to a back room
normally just used for storage.


He pushed the door to and locked it.


“God, you’re a sight for sore eyes,” he said, before taking her
into his arms.  “I missed you last
night.”


She didn’t meet his gaze, nor did she melt in his arms.  Actually, he’d say she was quite stiff.


“What’s wrong, Tabbycat?” he asked, then a horrible thought
occurred to him.  “The baby?  He or she’s okay?”


Tabby’s eyes closed.  “The
baby’s fine, Jason.”


“Thank God.”  He lifted
her chin, forcing her to look at him.  If
her eyes ever opened.  “Tell me what’s
going on.”


“We can’t be engaged anymore.”


Jason mentally reeled. 
May have physically, too.  It sure
felt like someone had delivered a staggering blow to his gut.


“Why the hell not?”


Her eyes opened and she winced. 
“I just can’t be engaged to you.”


“Okay, simple enough to fix, we’ll skip the engagement and get
married right away.”


“Jason, I thought I could do this, but I can’t.  Engagement, marriage, the whole forever and
ever bit, it’s just not me.  I can’t
imagine the thought of being with just one man for the rest of my life.”  She swallowed and met his gaze.  “Not even you.”


“What the hell are you saying?”


“That it would only be a matter of time before I’d start feeling
closed in.  We’d start fighting, and I
just couldn’t stand it.”


Jason shook his head, trying to clear the ringing from his
ears.  This wasn’t happening.  Tabitha wasn’t running away from what they
could have together.


“You love me.  I know you
do.”


“Love isn’t enough.  I
loved you last time, too, yet we couldn’t make it work.”


Her voice broke and she attempted to pull away.  Jason didn’t let go, wasn’t willing to let
go, not yet.


“Why are you saying this, Tabby? 
What happened in the past was both our faults, but we’ve grown over the
years we’ve been apart, are stronger, better people.”


“Jason, you have to believe me. 
This is for the best.”


“We are for the best, Tabitha. 
Above and beyond anything else, I know that.”


“God, you’re making this difficult.  Just let me go, Jason.  I don’t want you in my life anymore.”


He gritted his teeth, losing patience at her stubbornness and
lack of reason.  “You’re pregnant with my
baby, Tabitha.  I’ll always be a part of
your life.”


“That’s another thing.” 
She gulped, and looked away, looked frightened almost.  “I’ve reconsidered this pregnancy issue.  I’ve never been one for being tied down.”


Tiny explosions burst in front of Jason’s eyes.


“What are you saying?” he gasped, his grip on her arms
tightening.


“You heard me.”  Her chin
lifted defiantly, her green gaze shimmered with determination.


“Hell no,” he thundered. 
“I’ll fight you on this.  I won’t
let you do anything stupid.”


“You don’t have a choice in the matter.”


“I’ll get a lawyer, take you to court--oh God, Tabby, don’t.”


He felt a shiver rip through her body and prayed there was hope.


“It’s probably just hormones kicking in, babe.  Just give it time, think about this, about
what you’re saying.”


Jason couldn’t remember begging for anything his whole life, but
if it would change Tabitha’s mind, he’d drop to his knees and plead like a
professional begger.


She couldn’t do this.


“I can’t do this,” she cried and jerked free.  “Please just stay away from me, Jason.  Please.”


She ran from the room, leaving Jason too stunned to react.


He’d forgiven her for a lot of things, but if she went through
with what she was obviously considering that was one thing he’d never forgive.


Nor would he let her do so without a fight.  Surely fathers had some kind of rights, even
before the baby was born.


“What the hell just happened?” 
Rooster poked his head into the room.


“I wished to hell I knew.”



 

Tabby rushed outside the office, fighting nausea with every
step.  She’d barely made it down the last
step when she lost what little remained of her breakfast.


Great.  She’d dumped Jason,
convinced him she didn’t want his baby, and now she’d puked right outside his
office doorway.


Feeling guilty, she kicked dirt over the area, then hurried toward
her car.  Just as she was opening the
driver door, Bill Banks pulled up next to her.


The man practically leapt from his car.  “Miss Sterling, pleasure to see you.”


Well seeing him again just made her want to barf again.


“I hear thanks are in order.”


“Thanks?” she asked, momentarily caught of guard by his
exuberance.  He practically glowed.


“Oh yes.  Harold met with
me not twenty minutes ago and told me the project was a go.”


Tabitha swayed and if not for leaning against the car, probably
would have fallen to the ground.  Harold
and Ben had gone ahead with the project. 
Thank God.


“Harold specifically mentioned that I should be thankful to you
for all the research you did on the project,” the man continued, apparently
oblivious to her wooziness.


“Congratulations,” she murmured, barely able to breath.


He glanced toward the trailer. 
“I guess Kelly already knows? 
That’s why you’re here, to tell him about the funding?”


Tabitha straightened, realizing the idiot had no clue that Jason
didn’t know her company was providing funding.


“Listen here, if you want my cooperation on this project, you’d
best not breathe a word to Jason about my connection to this funding.  Not one word.”


 Looking confused, he
shrugged.  “If you don’t want to tell him
that you funded his job, that’s fine with me. 
You two sure do have a funny relationship, though.”


“I’ll say.”


Tabby swung her head around. 
“Jason,” she hissed.  How much had
he overheard?



 

“Stewart and Steinman is providing the funds for Savannah Blue?”
Jason asked no one in particular, but his eyes never left Tabby.  She had a doe caught in headlights
appearance.


He stepped up, trapping her between him, the car door, and her
driver seat.


Banks cleared his throat, apparently not sure how to answer.


“Never mind, I heard.”  He
turned to Banks.  “Go inside.  Rooster can take care of anything you need.”


The man harrumphed, but left. 
Good thing because Jason might toss him in his car and order him to
leave if he didn’t.


“What just happened in my office, it has to do with this, doesn’t
it?” he asked, watching Tabby squirm as she stood in the open doorway of her
car.


“Don’t read things into what you heard that aren’t there,” she
finally said.


“Oh, I think they’re there all right.  What I don’t understand is why.  Why would you have to end things with me for
this project?”


“Be quiet, Jason.  Just be
quiet.  You don’t understand, can’t
understand.”


“Then maybe you’d better get started coming up with something
that I can understand, because from the way things look from where I’m standing,
the woman I love is trying to throw away our relationship over a construction
job, and if I never pick up a blue print again rather than lose you and our
baby, then so be it.”


“Jason,” she said, her shoulders sagging.  “Please don’t say such things.”


“Why not?  It’s true.  Do you really thing I’d rather build that
damn shopping center rather than be with you? 
Hell no.”


“But I know how important that bid is to you.  How important building your house is.”


“That bid, building my house, is nothing without you to share it
with.”


A sob broke free from her trembling mouth.  “No.”


“Yes.”


“I’m trying to do the right thing here, Jason,” she cried.  “You’re not helping things, you know.”


“I know, but when it comes to letting you drive a wedge between
us, I’ll never help things along again. 
If I’d had any sense, I’d have been the man I claim to me and begged you
to love me two years ago.  I won’t make
that mistake again.”


“Be quiet, Jason.  I don’t
want to hear this.”  Tears streamed down
her face.


“I love you, Tabbycat.  I’m
not going to let you go.  Not this time.  You’re mine. 
Heart, soul, and body.  Just like
I’m yours.”


“But—”


“Yes, I know you love my butt, too, but I’m trying not to be
sexual here.”


Her eyes rounded, then a tremulous smile broke her lips.  “You’re crazy.”


“About you,” he admitted, brushing the moisture from her
cheeks.  “Tell me everything you just
told me was lies.”


“I can’t.”


“You can, because we both know it was.”


She shook her head.  “It
doesn’t matter.  Stewart and Steinman
can’t ethically fund the project with me being a key employee and you as the
contractor.  They maintain an
unquestionable reputation and this would sully it.”


“So, I’ll withdraw my bid. 
I haven’t signed a contract with Banks.”


She blinked at him. 
“You’d do that?”


She sounded amazed.  He
smiled.


“You can ask me that after what you were willing to give up to
give me what you thought I wanted?”


Her gaze stared at him in marvel.  “You’re serious?  You don’t care about Savannah Blue?”


“Not if it means I can’t have you.  You are the love of my life, are my
life.  Marry me, Tabitha.  Have my baby. 
Love me forever.”









 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Epilogue



 

Tabitha sat on the porch swing Jason
had just finished hanging this late spring morning.  She glanced around at the breathtaking view
of the Smoky Mountains and sighed.


“You okay?” Jason paused from where he stepped out onto the
porch.  He and a crew of their friends
and Jason’s employees had finished putting the final coat of paint in the
upstairs rooms this morning.


“I’m fine.”  She patted
her very round stomach and, according to her last ultrasound, their daughter
who they’d decided to name Savannah Blue Kelly, gave a hearty shove back.  “Better than fine.”


Jason took her hand and gently tugged her to her feet.  “You look better than fine.  You are one hot momma, Mrs. Kelly.”


Tabitha laughed.  “If you
say so, Mr. Kelly.”


“I know so.”  He kissed
her, slow and tender.  “Yep, very
hot.  A she-cat seductress.”


“Oh, would you two quit that?” Ben said as he and Lori stepped
out onto the porch.  The whole house was
full of friends helping finish last minute items so that Tabitha and Jason
could be moved in before the baby arrived. 
“You’re making me and the cat sick.”


Tabitha laughed.  “You’re
just jealous that I’ve got it all.  A
fabulous job with Stewart, Steinman, and Kelly, a husband who loves me, and a
baby due any day.”


“Hell yeah, I’m jealous,” Ben said.  “I’m also jealous of that painting in the
upstairs bedroom.”


Tabitha’s eyes rounded. 
“You didn’t unwrap Jason’s painting?”


“Nah, but I’d sure as hell like to know what’s inside all that
plastic wrap.”  Ben winked, letting
Tabitha know he had a pretty good idea. 
“But frankly, it’s the house I covet the most.  This place is gorgeous.”


Jason grinned.  “I know
this contractor who will gladly build you one for the right price.”


“Yeah, that contractor better stay busy building me a shopping
center since mine and my partners’ personal funds are on the line.”


“That he will.”  Jason
hugged Tabitha to him.  “You’ll never
regret the decision you and Harold made to personally back Savannah Blue.”


“No, I don’t think so either,” Ben said, winking at Tabitha.  “Besides, your wife makes the company enough
that I should have my retirement fund built back up in another year or two.”


“I live but to make my partners wealthy.”  Tabitha laughed, curling her fingers into Jason’s
hair.  “Now, you guys get lost.  I’m having a moment with my husband here.”


“You know there are some people who would appreciate having us
at her beck and call,” Jenny teased, sticking her head out the front doorway.


Jason smiled and held Tabitha as close as her bulging stomach
would allow.


“Yeah,” he said, staring into Tabitha’s eyes and she knew he saw
a reflection of what was in her own eyes. 
Forever.  “And then there’s my
she-cat seductress.”
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